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This is the 2026 revised edition of Branding Her.





E03: MUTUAL FUN


CHAPTER 1

The fluorescent strip above Kaylee’s desk hummed at a frequency that had been drilling into her skull since lunch. She pressed her fingertips against her eyelids until colors bloomed. One more day before a relaxing weekend. The project was exhilarating: the scale of it, the stakes. But the pace had ground her down to the bone.

“Meeting in ten,” Rose said, popping her head around the corner. Kaylee turned to respond, but Rose was already gone. Rose and Alex were under considerably more pressure than she was. The whole team felt the crunch, but there was nothing for it. Kaylee shuffled some papers, mock-ups, and a folder together and headed for the conference room. By the time she arrived, Rose and Alex were already setting everything up.

“So, Kaylee, any plans this weekend?” Rose asked, making small talk before the meeting got under way.

“Nothing really. Just celebrating another year older. Yay.”

“Huh. A birthday, and you’re doing nothing?” Rose glanced up from her papers. “That feels like a crime.”

“Honestly, I tend to just do something with Ryan,” Kaylee said. “Keep it low-key.”

Before anything else could be said, the rest of the team filtered in. Kaylee caught Alex watching her from across the table, eyebrows slightly raised, a look that said really? As if Kaylee should have known better than to keep a birthday secret, given Alex’s own last-minute birthday reveal a few months back. Kaylee didn’t give it much thought as the meeting started. After almost two hours of number crunching and going over designs, the group broke for lunch. Since it was Friday, Kaylee and Alex left the office and walked down to one of the sandwich shops. It felt good to be outdoors, even if the air was frigid.

“Why didn’t you tell me it was your birthday?” Alex looked a little dejected.

“It’s just not something I’ve celebrated really since Ryan. I get the Facebook stuff, and my mom sends a card, but it sort of passes by.” They continued in silence, reached the shop, and ordered their lunch. “I wasn’t trying to keep it from you, Alex. It’s just not something I care about that much. And besides, you didn’t exactly give me any warning about your birthday.”

“I’m sorry. I kinda messed that one up. My parents made a big deal of them though, so it carried over. I shouldn’t be upset that you didn’t tell me.” Alex paused, and that familiar glint crept into her eyes. “However, I definitely think we need to do something about it. If you’re going to be my girlfriend, you’re going to have to get used to being a little spoiled on your birthday.”

“Alex, I appreciate that, but it’s really not a big deal. We can have dinner and cake with Ryan at home,” Kaylee said with a tone of finality.

“You’re absolutely right, dinner and cake with Ryan. You just let me take care of everything, okay?” They finished up their lunch and trudged back through the bitter cold to the office.



Saturday started slowly. Kaylee reached behind her to cold sheets where Alex usually lay. She twisted over and stretched, savoring the rare luxury of lying in bed with nowhere to be. A clank from the kitchen, followed by a yelp from Ryan, reminded her that the morning was already under way. She dressed and found him frantically mopping up milk with a towel. She shook her head, smiling, and got to work helping him.

Soon the mess was cleaned, they were both dressed, and finally sat eating cereal together. By mid-morning, Kaylee had caught up on the laundry, tidied the apartment, and settled on the couch with a book while Ryan built an elaborate construction out of Lego.

Around ten, a text arrived: Hope you slept well Birthday Girl. Be ready for noon.

At noon, the doorbell rang and Ryan bolted to answer it. Alex waltzed in carrying a small cake and a bouquet of flowers. Kaylee grinned at the sight of them; she was still getting used to the gifts. And the hot girlfriend. Alex pulled her into a warm embrace and kissed her.

“Happy birthday, beautiful. See? Small cake and flowers, just like you ordered.” Alex’s expression was a touch too innocent. “Although how about we go out for the afternoon, then come back for cake. Sound good?”

Kaylee wasn’t sure she bought the casual act, but she nodded and started grabbing coats.

Once everyone was in the car, Alex turned the key. Ryan bounced around the backseat, wailing for the heat to kick in. Despite the frigid weather and the snow-covered ground, the car was still warm from Alex driving over. Alex smiled at Kaylee, shifted into reverse, and the three of them took off. Kaylee had no idea where they were going.

“So where exactly are you taking us?” Kaylee asked after ten minutes on the interstate. Ryan was busy entertaining himself with a pocketful of Hot Wheels, racing them along the edge of the window in time with Alex’s driving.

“Oh, just a little place I know. Didn’t want to overwhelm you the first year, so we’re just going to do a few small things.” Alex smiled, keeping her eyes on the road. Kaylee’s cheeks warmed. First year.

“Can I at least get a hint?” She tried her most winning smile. Alex appeared to consider it, then shook her head. “Oh c’mon, Alex. It’s my birthday! I should get to know what’s going on.”

“Hmm, well it is your birthday…” Alex nodded slowly, trailing off. Then she pretended to pay very close attention to the road ahead.

“Well?” Kaylee pressed.

Alex kept smiling and said nothing.

“You’re so cute when you get pouty,” she said at last. “You’ll see shortly. We’re almost at our first stop.”

“First stop? I thought this was going to be a simple celebration.” Kaylee’s protest lost its steam as she tried to imagine what else Alex had planned.

“Oh, it will be simple… ish. Just wait and see. Relax, let it unfold.” With that, Alex pulled into a small parking lot.




CHAPTER 2

The storefront had several pieces of pottery on display, from vases to trinkets to plates and bowls, painted in every color imaginable. “I thought the first thing we could do is make some pottery together. Have you ever been to one of these places before?”

“No, what is it?” They got out of the car and went inside. Tables and chairs filled the middle of the room, with rows of white clay items lining the edges.

“Basically, we pick out a piece of pottery and paint it, then they fire it and we can collect in a few days,” Alex explained. Kaylee smiled. It sounded like a perfect little activity.

Ryan could barely contain his excitement, dashing from shelf to shelf examining the vast choice of shapes. They came back to their table after choosing their pieces.

Ryan held up his dinosaur, an angry T-Rex with its jaw wide open. Kaylee and Alex had chosen a matching pair of medallions. One depicted the sun, the other a moon and a few stars. The attendant came over and set out brushes, paper towels, and a paint plate for each of them. Kaylee took Ryan to get his colors first.

“Try not to get any on your shirt,” Kaylee said, hanging an apron over his head.

Ryan took off at speed, painting zig-zags and polka dots all over his soon-to-be fearsome beast. Kaylee and Alex took a little more time gathering their paints and choosing colors. Kaylee had an array of orange, red, and yellow for her sun. Alex chose a mix of gray, dark blue, and a dab of yellow for the stars.

“Now remember, Ryan, you’ll need to put on two or three coats for the paint to show up properly. The more paint, the better, but it needs to go on in layers. Watch this.” Alex coached Ryan through part of the process. Kaylee watched the two of them together, heads bent over the little dinosaur, and warmth spread through her chest. Alex went over her own moon with a base coat of gray, Ryan watching closely. “Now, once this dries, I can go back and add a second coat. See?”

The three of them knuckled down, decorating their pieces. Kaylee’s sun had a wide grin painted into the clay. Ryan had insisted on it, and she hadn’t been able to say no. She spent time making the base coat perfect, then fell into the zone, layering orange into yellow into red, building depth. For the next hour, the three of them barely spoke. When she finally looked over at Alex’s piece, she saw a luminous moon with careful shadows and blue-gray gradations in the craters — patient, precise, more beautiful than it had any right to be.

“Those blues are really something.” Alex looked up at the compliment and heat climbed into Kaylee’s cheeks. They set their pieces side by side on newspaper to dry. “These are going to look amazing when they’re finished.”

“Aw, thanks. Yours is a lot better than mine though. I’ve never been quite so good at painting,” Kaylee said. She had loved every minute of it; it was the first time she’d done anything like this. “Ryan, that’s a great dinosaur. What are you going to call it?”

“This is going to be Fred!” Ryan placed his green, purple, and blue T-Rex onto the newspaper with the gravity of someone presenting a masterpiece. The woman on duty came over with a tray to gather their works of art, paying special attention to Fred. Ryan beamed with pride as they left the building.

“That was a lot of fun. Thank you, Alex,” Kaylee said, stealing a quick kiss before climbing back into the car. Alex pulled out of the lot and turned in the opposite direction to home. “Uh, where are we going now?”

“What did I say yesterday? Let me take care of it. You just relax, let it unfold.” Alex smiled through Kaylee’s faux exasperation. Kaylee was enjoying the attention more than she cared to admit, even if she was still getting used to it. Alex took an exit and navigated the traffic off the highway.

The next venue was the Institute of Contemporary Art on the Boston waterfront. The three of them walked hand in hand, Ryan swinging in the middle. They spent an hour wandering the exhibits: some stunning, some baffling, one that looked like it could have been Ryan’s homework. In the sculpture gallery, a love statue showed two figures intertwined in ways that were not humanly possible.

“Up for a challenge?” Alex smirked, watching Kaylee’s face flood with color. Kaylee pressed her hand over her mouth, laughing hard enough that a few visitors turned to look. By the time they’d made it through the rest of the exhibits, hunger had set in. “It’s getting close to five. You up for getting some food and then home for cake?”

“Sounds good. What did you have in mind?”

“It’s your birthday, so what do you feel like?” Alex asked. “I have a few options in mind.”

“How about Italian? Or even fish? I could do anything, really. I’m starving.”

“Okay, I know. Ryan, pizza good for you?”

“Yay!” Ryan yelled, and the three of them started walking up the street.

“Where are we going?”

“Well, you said you were in the mood for seafood or Italian, so why not both? There’s a Sicilian just up here that specializes in seafood. Pizza too, of course,” Alex said as they walked. A few minutes later, the three of them were seated at a table. Alex ordered oysters, a glass of wine for Kaylee, sparkling water for herself, and fries for Ryan while they decided on the rest. Kaylee couldn’t choose between the calamari pasta and the surf and turf.

“Sure, get the pasta and I’ll get the monkfish and we’ll share.” They placed their orders and sat back. Alex played tic-tac-toe with Ryan on a napkin until the appetizer arrived.

“Ryan, would you like to try an oyster?” Kaylee asked as she and Alex dressed the morsels with sauce. Ryan wrinkled his nose at the sight and went back to his coloring and fries. They both laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a birthday like this.”

“Good.” Alex reached for another oyster, and the look she gave Kaylee across the table said everything. Five years. No one made a fuss over you for five years.

“Have things been difficult?” Alex said. Quiet, not prying — leaving the door open.

Kaylee looked down at the table. “The last few years were a bit of a struggle. Being a single parent isn’t cheap or easy. If I wanted to work, I had to pay huge amounts for daycare. Now that he’s in school, things are a lot easier. Not to mention a girlfriend who’s hell-bent on spoiling me every chance she gets.” Kaylee grinned, preparing for another bite.

“Yeah, well, I like spoiling you. Everyone needs to be spoiled once in a while.” Alex made a show of remembering something, patting her purse. “Speaking of which, I forgot to give you your present.” Ryan looked up at the mention of presents.

“Alex? This day… The flowers, this meal, the museum, the pottery. What more could I ask for?” Kaylee’s hands stilled on the table as Alex fished something small from her bag.

“You didn’t ask for anything, which means I had the luxury of getting you whatever I wanted.” Alex smiled and handed the gift across the table. Kaylee pushed the oyster plate aside. “Happy birthday, gorgeous.”

Kaylee unwrapped the paper to reveal a small jewelry box. Her pulse quickened as she lifted the lid. A delicate pendant necklace glimmered against the velvet lining: a single teardrop stone on a fine chain that caught the overhead lights and threw tiny prisms across her fingers.

“Alex… this is beautiful.” Kaylee’s voice cracked. She ran her thumb over the stone, blinking hard. “You really didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to.” Alex said it the way she said most important things: simply, as if it were obvious. Then she reached into her bag again. “One more thing.”

An envelope this time. Kaylee opened it and stared. Two tickets. Adele. TD Garden, Boston. September.

The Thanksgiving road trip hit her all at once: Alex screaming Hello with the windows down, the filthy lyric twist, the my little Adele. Alex had been paying attention. Not just that day. Every day since.

“Oh my god. How did you get these? They sold out in minutes.” Kaylee’s voice was barely there.

Alex just smiled.

Kaylee looked down at the tickets again, then at the pendant, then at Alex. She thought of the painted ornament and the art-class voucher she’d given Alex for Christmas. Alex wasn’t keeping score. But the gap was there, and it sat behind her ribs like a held breath.

“You changed something I didn’t know needed changing.” Alex held her gaze a moment longer than usual before reaching across the table for Kaylee’s hand. Her grip was firmer than it needed to be. “That’s worth more than any tickets, even Adele.” A smirk. “Besides, I see it as a gift for both of us. Assuming it’s me you’ll take.”

Kaylee laughed, surprised into it. “Of course it’s you.”

“Good.” Alex looked pleased with herself in a way she usually hid better.

They sat there, smiling at each other. Ryan, having determined the presents did not include Lego, had lost interest and went back to his drawing. Kaylee and Alex divided their portions and talked between bites until the plates were nearly empty. The waiter boxed up the leftovers and brought the check. Alex swept it up, glanced at it, placed her card inside, and set it at the edge of the table.

Kaylee tucked the pendant and tickets safely into her bag as they made their way out. The birthday cake was still on the kitchen counter, waiting. The ride home passed quickly, Ryan barely keeping his eyes open in the backseat.




CHAPTER 3

Kaylee closed the door to Ryan’s room and padded back to the living room. Alex had a glass of wine ready for her. Kaylee dropped onto the couch, took the glass, and sipped. They spent a few minutes snuggled together, unwinding from the long day.

“Happy birthday.” Alex clinked her glass against Kaylee’s. “I hope it’s one you’ll remember.”

“I’m still thinking about those tickets.” Kaylee settled deeper into the couch, running her hand slowly up and down Alex’s thigh. “Seriously, how? Ten million people tried to get those.”

“I have my ways.” Nothing in her expression suggested she intended to share them.

“You must have spent a small fortune.”

“Like I said, I wanted to. You’re worth all of it and a whole lot more. And think about it, with the exception of the pendant, they’ve all been for me too. The day out, the restaurant, Adele.” Kaylee smiled and finished her glass. Alex reached over and lifted it from her. Kaylee watched Alex place it carefully beside the other glass, a safe distance from the edge. Kaylee bit back a smile. Alex caught the look.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Kaylee said, still smiling. “Just thinking about the first time we were on this couch.”

Alex’s mouth curved. “I remember. We were a lot less careful.” A pause, that unhurried look. “Should we try to recreate it, or are you going to make me improvise?”

Oh. Kaylee felt the warmth rise before she could help it. “That depends,” she said. “How’s your memory?”

Alex cupped Kaylee’s face in her hand and kissed her. Their tongues met, slow and unhurried, circling together. When Alex pulled back, her lips were a fraction from Kaylee’s ear.

“Am I remembering correctly?”

Kaylee’s breath caught. She tilted her head to one side, giving Alex her neck. Alex kissed down it, lips warm against her skin. Her nose traced the curve of her neck, lingering at the hollow below her ear. Then she bit lightly, kissed up behind Kaylee’s earlobe, and pressed her mouth to the spot — held it with just enough pressure to pull a soft sound out of Kaylee before she could stop it.

Alex’s hands started roaming, rubbing Kaylee’s hip, her back, her thighs, through the thin fabric of her clothes. Kaylee sighed into the quiet of the room. Alex eased the sweater off Kaylee’s shoulder and kissed her collarbone, hands finding their way under it and pulling it up and over her head. Her gaze traveled across Kaylee’s bare skin in the dim living room light, slow, deliberate, the kind of look that felt like contact. Her hand slid up Kaylee’s back and unsnapped the bra. She guided Kaylee’s head down to the arm of the couch, placing a pillow under her neck, kissing her along the way.

“I think you went further down last time,” Kaylee said.

Alex lifted her head. That look. Then, without a word, she kissed down the side of Kaylee’s neck, across her collarbone, lower.

Kaylee’s body arched up toward her. Alex lifted her head again.

“I think we’d be safer in the bedroom.”

“Good idea.” Kaylee sat up, smiling, cheeks flushed. They gathered the discarded sweater and bra, not wanting any awkward conversations with Ryan in the morning.

Once in the bedroom, Alex wrapped her arms around Kaylee from behind and kissed the back of her neck, her breath warm against Kaylee’s ear. “How tired are you?”

Kaylee danced out of her arms, turned, and smiled. She wiggled her hips and pushed her skirt down. Alex followed suit, pulling off her top and jeans. In seconds they were both naked, standing a few feet apart, lamplight catching the planes and curves of their bodies.

“Oh, I don’t know. What did you have in mind?” Kaylee teased.

Alex closed the distance and they fell onto the bed together, Alex pinning Kaylee’s wrists above her head. “I could pick up where we left off,” she said, the edge of something wicked in her voice, “or we could see how far this memory of yours actually goes.” She was half-serious, half-joking. Kaylee leaned up and kissed her, slow and playful.

Alex settled beside her and cradled her head as they kissed. Kaylee ran her hands down the length of Alex’s back as Alex shifted to take Kaylee’s nipple into her mouth. She rolled over until she was above Kaylee, propped on one elbow. The heat between them had been building since the restaurant, since the car ride home, since Alex’s hand had found hers across the table.

And yet Alex seemed to be in no hurry. Every time her hand drifted toward the ache between Kaylee’s legs, it would detour at the last moment. She ran her fingers down Kaylee’s stomach, over the curve of her hip, then stroked along her thigh instead. Alex’s mouth was still working her nipple, and her hand kept drifting, teasing, never quite arriving.



