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Chapter 1: The Prep
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The hum of the refrigerator was the only steady thing in the room. Diana gave the kitchen island one last, critical sweep, her dark hair swinging forward as she bent to inspect the countertop. A faint smear of brie rind, invisible to anyone but her, surely, caught the afternoon light. She swore softly under her breath, snatched a damp cloth from the sink, and erased it with a firm, circular motion. Better.

She stepped back to assess the board. It was, she had to admit, a thing of beauty. A crescent of aged cheddar, its surface studded with salty crystals, sat beside a crumbling wedge of Stilton. A small ramekin of fig jam glistened darkly next to a pile of cornichons, and a fan of prosciutto curled over the edge of the slate like delicate pink ribbons. Crackers, three varieties because she was not a monster, were arranged in neat overlapping rows. She had even remembered the little ceramic dish for olive pits, though she had forgotten to buy olives. She filled it with almonds instead. Close enough.

The living room cushions had been fluffed once, then fluffed again. The coffee table was clear except for a stack of cloth napkins she had ironed two hours ago, then promptly wrinkled by picking them up and putting them down three times. She smoothed one now, straightened a second, and left the third alone out of sheer defiance.

In the fridge, the real artillery waited. Three bottles of prosecco, chilled to that perfect, precarious edge just before they turned to slush. A crisp Sauvignon Blanc. A lighter Pinot Noir she had decanted an hour ago and then re-corked because she changed her mind about serving it. She pulled the Pinot out again, studied its label, and put it back. Then she pulled it out a third time and set it on the counter, because if Anne saw it, Anne would want it, and Anne rarely wanted the wrong thing.

She glanced at the clock on the microwave. 6:47 p.m. They had agreed on seven. She had thirteen minutes, which meant she had approximately six minutes before she started pacing, four before she checked her phone, and two before she did something irrational like vacuum the rug she had already vacuumed.

She grabbed a stray wine glass from the dish rack, how had she missed that, and slid it into the cupboard. A crumb on the floor near the island caught her eye, and she crouched, pinching it between thumb and forefinger like a tiny criminal, then deposited it in the sink. She ran the tap for a second, just to hear water, just to fill the silence.

The house was too quiet. She turned on a small lamp in the corner, even though the June evening was still bright through the kitchen windows. The warm glow made the cheese look more inviting. It made the grapes, green and purple, artfully scattered, look like jewels. She nudged a rogue grape that had rolled toward the cutting board back into its cluster, then immediately nudged it out again because it looked too staged.

She checked her phone. No texts. That was fine. That meant they were probably on time, or close to it. She checked the prosecco one more time, running her hand along the cold neck of the bottle like she was reassuring a nervous horse. The doorbell had not rung yet. The street outside was quiet, just the distant thrum of a lawnmower two houses down, the occasional chirp of a robin, the soft shuffle of a neighbour walking a beagle past her front gate.

She walked to the front window and parted the curtain a sliver. Empty sidewalk. She let the curtain fall.

Back to the kitchen. She adjusted the cheese knife so it pointed slightly to the left, because the right felt aggressive. She rearranged the crackers so the sesame ones were not touching the plain ones, cross-contamination of texture was a real concern, and Chelsea would notice. Chelsea noticed everything, which was both exhausting and, Diana had to admit, part of why she liked her.

She wiped the counter again. She folded a tea towel she had already folded. She opened the front closet to make sure there were hangers for jackets, even though it was June and none of them would wear jackets. She closed the closet.

The microwave clock blinked to 6:52.

She was officially pacing now. Three strides to the island, pivot, three strides back to the sink. She caught her reflection in the dark window above the faucet, hair a little wilder than she had intended, but fine, it was fine, they had seen her worse. She tucked a strand behind her ear and immediately pulled it out again.

She thought about pouring herself a tiny glass of something, just to take the edge off, but that felt like admitting defeat. Or like starting the party without them, which was worse. She settled for nibbling a single almond from the dish, then immediately replaced it with another so the count would not look off.

The cheese board was perfect. The wine was cold. The mimosas were a prayer away, waiting only for orange juice and the pop of a cork. The fruits, strawberries, sliced kiwi, a handful of blueberries, were washed and dried and gleaming in a ceramic bowl that matched nothing else she owned, because Anne had given it to her three Christmases ago and she could not bear to put it away.

She heard a car door shut. Her heart did a small, stupid skip. She pressed her palms flat against the kitchen island and breathed, once, twice, to steady herself. Footsteps on the walk. A laugh, muffled through the glass, bright and unmistakably Chelsea's. A lower murmur in response: Diana would know that dry, amused tone anywhere.

The doorbell rang.

Diana ran her hand over her hair one last time, tugged the hem of her shirt straight, and walked toward the front door with the calm, measured stride of someone who had absolutely not been pacing three minutes ago.

She paused with her hand on the knob, took one more breath, and opened it.
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Chapter 2: Welcome
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The door swung open and Diana barely had time to register the flash of blonde before Chelsea launched herself forward, arms wide, colliding with Diana in a hug that smelled like grapefruit shampoo and the faint, pleasant warmth of a car that had been sitting in the June sun.

"You're stunning," Chelsea declared into Diana's shoulder, squeezing hard. "And this house smells like heaven. Did you bake something? Please tell me you baked something."

Diana laughed, hugging back with genuine relief. "I did not bake anything. That's the fig jam. And possibly the cheese. And possibly my anxiety."

Anne stepped in behind Chelsea, rolling her eyes with theatrical affection. She waited her turn, then pulled Diana into a slower, steadier embrace, the kind that said I am here now, relax. Her red hair tickled Diana's cheek, and Diana breathed in the familiar scent of Anne's favourite sandalwood lotion.

"Let me look at you," Anne said, holding Diana at arm's length. Her green eyes scanned Diana's face with the practiced precision of someone who had been doing it for over a decade. "You look good. A little wound up, but good."

"I am not wound up," Diana said, at the exact same moment Chelsea said, "She's absolutely wound up. Look at the cheese board. That cheese board has been arranged by someone who needs a glass of wine immediately."

Chelsea brushed past them both, her blonde ponytail swinging, and made a beeline for the kitchen island. She stopped dead, hands flying to her cheeks in an exaggerated gesture of awe.

"Oh no," she breathed. "Oh no, Diana. This is irresponsible. This is dangerous. You have given me prosciutto and Stilton within arm's reach and I am not responsible for what happens next."

Anne followed more slowly, dropping her canvas tote bag by the door and kicking off her sandals without untying them. She leaned over the island, studying the board with a quiet hum of approval.

"Ooooh, I love almonds," Anne said, picking one up and popping it into her mouth. “Mmm! Brilliant.”

"I thought of you," Diana admitted. "Specifically you, and how much you like nuts."

Anne smirked. "You know me too well."

Chelsea was already at the fridge, her head inside, surveying the bottles with the focus of a sommelier at a tasting. "Prosecco," she announced, pulling out the first bottle. "Sauvignon Blanc. And the Pinot Noir already waiting on the counter... Diana, you beautiful, overprepared creature. Where do we start?"

Diana leaned against the counter, finally feeling some of the tension in her shoulders begin to ease. "I was thinking prosecco first. We can transition to wine once the mimosas have done their job."

"God, yes," Chelsea said, already working the foil off the cork. "I have been thinking about this moment all week. Every meeting, every email, every tedious little task. I just kept telling myself, prosecco is coming. Diana's house is coming. Cheese is coming. It got me through."

Anne pulled up a stool at the island and reached for a cracker, loading it with a careful sliver of cheddar and a tiny dab of fig jam. She took a bite and closed her eyes briefly, a small, satisfied noise escaping her.

"That is criminal," she said, chewing. "That is genuinely criminal. How is this better than anything I've eaten in the past month?"

Diana waved a hand, pleased despite herself. "It's just groceries. Anyone could do it."

"No," Anne said firmly. "No, they could not. The angles, Diana. The angles on the crackers. The strategic spacing of the grapes. This is not groceries. This is art."

Chelsea popped the cork with a clean, celebratory thwump and poured three glasses in one fluid motion. The bubbles hissed and frothed, and she slid a glass toward each of them, raising her own high.

"To Diana," she announced. "To this cheese. To finally being here and not in a boardroom or a car or anywhere else that requires pants with zippers."

"To no zippers," Anne agreed, clinking her glass against Chelsea's.

"To no zippers," Diana echoed, and they all drank.

The prosecco was cold and bright, sharp on the tongue in that perfect way that made Diana's eyes water slightly. She took another sip, then set her glass down and reached for a strawberry, biting into it with a crunch that felt like a fresh start.

They settled into the familiar rhythm then, the easy back and forth of women who had spent too many hours in each other's kitchens, living rooms, and patios to bother with small talk. Chelsea perched on a stool, legs crossed, gesturing wildly with her prosecco as she recounted her week.

"I have never seen so many people argue about a supply closet," she said. "It was three hours, Diana. Three hours of my life I will never get back. And at the end, we decided to just order more of what we already had. We could have done that over email. We could have done that in four minutes. But no. We had to have a presentation. A presentation about binder clips."

Anne snorted into her wine. "Binder clips. Plural."

"Multiple sizes," Chelsea confirmed, dead serious. "We had to address the size question. Do we need the small ones, or the medium ones? Should we phase out the large ones entirely? It was a referendum. I was not prepared for that level of democracy."

Diana laughed, the sound looser now than it had been an hour ago. "And here I thought my week was tedious. I spent forty-five minutes on hold with the internet company because they charged me for a router I returned in February."

"Did you get it sorted?" Anne asked.

"I got it sorted," Diana said, "but only after I used my stern voice. You know the one."

"We know the one," Chelsea and Anne said in unison, and all three of them dissolved into giggles.

Anne leaned forward and helped herself to a cornichon, crunching thoughtfully. "My week was fine. Uneventful. The usual chaos of people who think my job is magic. But I had a moment on Thursday where I realised I had not spoken out loud to another human being for nearly six hours. I was in my office, and I just said, 'hello' to the wall, just to hear something."

"That is deeply sad and also deeply relatable," Chelsea said, reaching over to pat Anne's hand. "I did the same thing, except I said it to my cat. And she ignored me."

"Your cat ignores everyone," Diana pointed out. "That's her brand."

"It is," Chelsea agreed. "And I respect it. But it does make for lonely Thursdays."

Diana refilled their glasses, the bottle now lighter and easier to tip. The cheese board was starting to show its first signs of wear, a half-moon missing from the Stilton, a scattering of cracker crumbs near Anne's elbow. It looked better that way, Diana thought. More loved.

"I missed this," Anne said, almost to herself. She was looking at the two of them, her expression soft and unguarded in a way it rarely was outside this circle. "I missed sitting down and just... being. Not doing. Not fixing. Just being here with you two."

Chelsea's face softened too, the theatrical edges smoothing away. "Same. I know we text. I know we send each other stupid videos at midnight. But it's not the same. It's not the same as actually seeing you pick fig jam off your chin."

Diana's hand flew to her chin, and Chelsea cackled.

"There isn't any," Chelsea said. "But the panic was priceless."

Diana threw a single almond at her, which Chelsea caught one-handed and ate with a triumphant flourish.

The light through the kitchen windows had shifted to that long, golden hour glow, the kind that made everything look like a photograph. The three of them sat there, prosecco in hand, cheese slowly disappearing, the quiet hum of the refrigerator the only backdrop.

"So," Anne said eventually, brushing crumbs from her fingers. "The question remains. Are we going out tonight, or are we staying in and making this cheese board regret ever being born?"

Diana looked at them, one and then the other, and felt that familiar swelling in her chest that she always felt when they were all together. It was ridiculous and sentimental and she would never say it out loud, but she loved them. She loved this. She loved the cracked ceramic bowl and the slightly aggressive cheese knife and the way Chelsea had already kicked her shoes off under the stool.

"I am happy either way," Diana said. "But I will say this. I have another bottle of prosecco in the pantry, and I have not yet broken out the dark chocolate."

Chelsea's eyes went wide. "Dark chocolate? You’ve been holding out on us!"

"I was waiting for the right moment."

"This is the right moment," Anne declared. "This is exactly the right moment. But first, I need a tour of the new garden situation you mentioned. You said you planted something? Something with tomatoes?"

"Cherry tomatoes," Diana confirmed. "And basil. And a very ambitious rosemary plant that I think is trying to take over the world."

"Then we have priorities," Chelsea said, sliding off her stool. "Garden first. Then chocolate. Then we decide about going out, and by decide I mean we will probably not go out because I am already in my bare feet and I am not putting shoes back on for anyone."

Anne laughed and looped her arm through Diana's. "Lead the way, hostess. Show us your tomatoes."

Diana led them through the house toward the back door, her bare feet cool on the hardwood, her heart warmer than it had been all week. Behind her, she could hear Chelsea humming something tuneless and Anne's quiet chuckle in response.

The evening stretched ahead, open and easy, and for the first time in days, Diana felt exactly where she was supposed to be.
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Chapter 3: Feeling It
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They came back inside with dirt under their fingernails and the last of the daylight clinging to their shoulders. Diana had let Anne pinch a sprig of basil for no reason other than to smell it, and Chelsea had declared the rosemary plant "aggressively ambitious" in a way that made Diana laugh so hard she nearly stepped on a garden snail.

Now the back door was closed, the garden was behind them, and the kitchen felt smaller and warmer than before. The cheese board had been reduced to crumbs and a lonely rind. The second bottle of prosecco was already sweating on the counter, and Diana was reaching for the orange juice.

"Mimosas," she announced. "We are doing this properly."

Chelsea hopped onto a stool, tucking her bare feet under her thighs. Her blonde hair had come loose from its ponytail during the garden tour, and she had tucked the stray pieces behind her ears in a way that made her look softer somehow. More like the girl Diana had met in first-year residence, less like the polished woman who walked into boardrooms and made grown men nervous.

Anne settled onto the stool beside her, her red hair catching the lamp glow like copper wire. She had rolled up her sleeves to her elbows, revealing the faint freckles that ran along her forearms, and she was still holding the basil sprig like a tiny green trophy.

"You know," Anne said, watching Diana pour orange juice and prosecco into three glasses, "I was thinking about Sarah Chen the other day."

Diana's hand paused mid-pour. "Sarah Chen. From the linguistics seminar?"

"The one who brought a thesaurus to every class," Anne confirmed. "And used it. Out loud. In conversation."

Diana interrupted the story briefly, to hand out the mimosas and say “Cheers.”

“Cheers!” Both Anne and Chelsea said back.

They went back to their story. Chelsea groaned, but it was a fond groan. "Oh, Sarah. She once corrected my use of the word 'literally' in the middle of a group project. In front of the professor. I still have not recovered."

"She was trying to help," Diana said, though she was grinning. "She was just... very thorough. Very precise. Very Sarah."

"Very terrifying," Chelsea corrected. "I saw her at a coffee shop last year and I hid behind a plant. A full-grown woman, hiding behind a ficus, because she was afraid of being told her verb tense was suboptimal."

Anne laughed, the sound loose and easy. "She sent me a LinkedIn message last month. Just popped into my inbox with a 'hello, Anne' and I felt like I had been called to the principal's office. It was just a polite message. She was asking about a job posting. But I read it three times before I responded, convinced there was a hidden test."

"There was probably a hidden test," Chelsea said darkly. "That was her thing. Remember the group presentation where she colour-coded everyone's speaking parts and then assigned us each a backup colour in case someone got sick?"

“How could I forget?” Anne responded with an eye roll.

"Okay," Diana said. "Who else. Who else from university."

"Marcus Webb," Chelsea said immediately. "Remember Marcus Webb?"

Anne snorted so hard she almost choked on her prosecco. "Marcus Webb, who wore that vest. The vest. To every single party."

"The leather vest," Diana said, her eyes lighting up. "With the fringe. Fringe. In 2015. In a liberal arts program."

"He was a history major," Chelsea said, shaking her head. "He was studying history. Actual history. And he chose to be remembered for that vest. That was a decision he made."

"He had a whole persona," Anne added. "The vest, the boots, the way he talked about Renaissance fairs like they were a legitimate lifestyle choice. He was not ironic about it. He was fully sincere. That was the most baffling part."

Diana was laughing now, the kind of laugh that came from deep in her chest. "I saw him three years ago at a grocery store. He was wearing a cardigan. Just a normal, beige cardigan. I almost didn't recognize him."

"Character development," Chelsea declared. "He finally retired the vest. Good for him. Growth."

"Maybe it's in a museum somewhere," Anne mused. "The Marcus Webb Vest. On display with a little plaque. 'Artifact from the mid-2010s. Believed to have been worn ironically, but never confirmed.'"

"Stop," Diana said, wiping her eyes. "Stop, I'm going to spill my wine."

They kept going. They dug up names they had not thought about in years. Olivia Park, who had somehow convinced the entire dorm that she was dating a European prince. She was not. She had dated a man named Keith who worked at a shoe store. 

Then there was Nathan Foley, who had started every single conversation with "actually, funnily enough" and had never once said anything even remotely funny. Pratya Desai, who had baked cookies for every exam period and single-handedly kept their entire floor alive on caffeine and sugar.

"Where is Pratya now?" Diana asked, genuinely curious.

"In Vancouver, I think," Anne said. "She runs a bakery. A real one. With a storefront and everything."

"That tracks," Chelsea said, nodding. "That tracks completely. Pratya was the only one of us who had her life together at nineteen. I was eating instant noodles out of a mug and she was making triple-layer cakes from scratch. In a shared kitchen. With one working burner."

"She was a gift," Diana said softly. "I hope she's happy."

"I hope she's eating her own pastries," Chelsea said. "Every single day. That's what I hope."

The conversation drifted, easy and unhurried. Anne recounted a disastrous first date she had gone on last month, a man who had spent the entire dinner explaining cryptocurrency to her as if she were a child. Chelsea told a story about a neighbour who had left a passive-aggressive note on her door about her recycling bins, a note that she had then framed and hung in her hallway.

"I'm not even mad about it anymore," Chelsea said. "It's art now. It's part of my apartment's identity."

Diana watched them as they talked. Anne's gestures were getting wider, her voice a little louder, the freckles on her arms more prominent as she leaned forward. Her green eyes sparkled with the kind of mischief that Diana had seen a thousand times, the same look Anne had worn when they snuck onto the roof of the library in second year.

And Chelsea. Chelsea had kicked her feet up onto the edge of Diana's stool, her toes brushing Diana's thigh with every small shift of her weight. Her blonde hair was falling in soft waves around her face, and she was looking at Anne as she spoke, but occasionally her gaze would flick to Diana, quick and unreadable, like a bird landing on a branch and taking off again.

Diana noticed. She noticed the way Chelsea's eyes crinkled when she laughed, the way her lips curved around a sip of prosecco, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear with a small, habitual gesture that Diana had memorized years ago without meaning to.

She looked away. Picked at a piece of loose cork on the counter.

"Earth to Diana," Anne said, waving a hand in front of her face. "You went somewhere. Was it a good somewhere?"

Diana blinked. "Sorry. Just thinking. About... nothing. The rosemary plant. It's really aggressive."

"It is," Anne agreed, though her tone suggested she did not entirely believe Diana. "Very aggressive. Very ambitious. Probably plotting something."

Chelsea laughed, and Diana felt the warmth of it even before she looked up. When she did, Chelsea was watching her. Not with the quick, flickering glance from before. A steady one. A long one. The kind that lingered just a second too long, the kind that made Diana's skin prickle with something she did not have a name for.

Chelsea's head was tilted slightly, her prosecco glass hovering near her lips. She did not look away when Diana caught her. She smiled, slow and small, like she knew something Diana did not.

Then she blinked, and the moment broke, and she was just Chelsea again, reaching for another cracker.

"So," Chelsea said, her voice perfectly casual. "Who else from university? I'm not done yet. I have stories. Many, many stories."

Diana cleared her throat and reached for her wine, her heart doing that small, stupid skip again. The same skip from earlier, when she heard the car door outside. She told herself it was the prosecco. She told herself it was the warmth of the room, the late hour, the easy laughter.

She did not entirely believe herself.

Anne launched into a story about a woman named Jessica who had cried during a philosophy exam, and Diana laughed along, but her mind was elsewhere. It was still in that moment. Still caught in Chelsea's gaze, trying to decode what it meant.

She risked another glance. Chelsea was looking at Anne now, her profile sharp against the kitchen light, her fingers wrapped loosely around her glass.

Diana looked down at her own hands. Her fingernails were still dirty from the garden.

She did not fix them. She left them there, a small imperfection, a tiny piece of real life.

The evening stretched on, and the conversation flowed, and Diana told herself to stop thinking about it.

She was not very good at listening to herself.
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Chapter 4: Flirty
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The third bottle of prosecco was half gone and the cheese board was a distant memory. Someone had put on a reality show about people renovating houses, but no one was watching it. The television flickered in the background, a low hum of demolition and dramatic music, while the three of them had migrated to the couch.

Anne was sprawled across one end, her feet tucked under Diana's thigh. Her red hair fanned out against the cushion and her cheeks were flushed from the wine. She had unbuttoned the top button of her shirt at some point, and the freckles on her chest were visible in the low light.

Chelsea was in the middle, her legs stretched out across Anne's lap. She had kicked off her jeans at some point and was wearing just her oversized sweater and a pair of thin socks. The sweater had slipped off one shoulder, and she kept tugging it back up, then forgetting, then letting it slip again.

Diana was on the other end, her back against the armrest, one hand resting on Chelsea's ankle. She wasn't sure when that had happened. It just sort of... arrived there. And Chelsea hadn't moved it.

"This show is so stupid," Chelsea said, but she was grinning. "Why are they painting that room beige? Beige. With all that natural light. It's a crime."

"It's a crime against architecture," Anne agreed, kicking her foot lightly against Chelsea's hip. "They should go dark. Navy. Something dramatic."

"They won't though," Diana said. "They never do. They always pick beige. It's like a sickness."

Chelsea laughed and threw a pillow at the television. It bounced off the screen and landed on the floor. No one picked it up.

"Remember when we tried to paint my bathroom that one time?" Anne asked. "Sophomore year. The purple disaster."

"Oh god," Diana groaned. "The purple disaster!"

"It was not a disaster," Chelsea said. "It was an experiment. We learned things."

"We learned that you cannot mix two different shades of purple and expect them to look good," Anne said. "We learned that your landlord does not appreciate surprise renovations. We learned that I had to pay for a professional to fix it."

––––––––
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"WE LEARNED THAT CHELSEA has no concept of colour theory," Diana added.

Chelsea kicked her foot against Diana's stomach, light and playful. "I have a concept. I have plenty of concepts. I just think rules are suggestions."

"Suggestions," Diana repeated, grabbing Chelsea's foot and holding it still. "You painted a wall magenta. Magenta. In a rental."

"It was a bold choice," Chelsea said, trying to pull her foot back. Diana held on.

"It was a choice," Anne said. "I'll give you that."

Chelsea wiggled her toes against Diana's palm, and Diana finally let go. But she left her hand there, resting on Chelsea's calf. The skin was warm through the thin sock.

The show droned on. A woman was crying about a backsplash. No one cared.

Anne reached over and ran her fingers through Chelsea's hair, tucking a strand behind her ear. It was a casual gesture, the kind of thing they all did for each other. But it lingered. Just a beat longer than usual.

Chelsea leaned into it, just slightly. Her eyes fluttered closed for half a second.

Diana watched them. The way Anne's hand stayed near Chelsea's ear. The way Chelsea's shoulder relaxed under the touch. The way the light from the television flickered across their faces, making them look like something out of a film.

"You two are so pretty," Diana said, before she could stop herself.

Anne looked over, surprised. Then she smiled, slow and warm. "Look who's talking."

"I'm serious," Diana said. "You're both so pretty. It's ridiculous. It's unfair. I'm sitting here with two ridiculously pretty women and I'm supposed to just... watch a show about beige paint."

"Don't blame us for your choices," Chelsea said, but her voice was softer now. Playful. Her eyes met Diana's and held.

"I'm not blaming," Diana said. "I'm just observing."

"Observing," Chelsea repeated. "That's what we're calling it."

"What would you call it?" Diana asked.

Chelsea's lips curved. She didn't answer. She just looked at Diana, that same look from earlier, the one that made Diana's stomach flip.

Anne cleared her throat, but it was a gentle sound. "I think we're all a little drunk."

"I'm not drunk," Chelsea said. "I'm just... honest. There's a difference."

"Is there?" Anne asked.

"Yes," Chelsea said. "Drunk is when you say things you don't mean. Honest is when you say things you've been thinking anyway."

Diana felt her face warm. She reached for her glass, but it was empty. Chelsea handed her own glass over without being asked. Their fingers brushed. Neither of them pulled away.

"Thanks," Diana said.

"Mmhm," Chelsea said.

Anne stretched, her arms reaching above her head. The movement pulled her shirt up just slightly, revealing a strip of skin above her jeans. She caught Diana looking and raised an eyebrow.

"Eyes up here," she said, but she was laughing.

"I was looking at the painting," Diana said. "The painting behind you. It's very... textured."

"It's a photograph," Anne said.

"Then it's a very textured photograph."

Chelsea snorted. "You're so full of it."

"I'm full of prosecco," Diana corrected. "There's a difference."

Anne reached over and poked Diana's arm. "You're full of something. I don't know what. But it's not prosecco."

"What is it then?" Diana asked.

Anne shrugged. "You tell me."

The question hung in the air. Not heavy. Just there. Like a door left slightly open.

Diana didn't answer. She didn't know how. She just looked at Anne, then at Chelsea, and felt something shift in her chest.

Chelsea kicked her foot against Diana's thigh, breaking the moment. "Stop being dramatic. Put on a different show. Something dumber. Something we don't have to think about."

Diana grabbed the remote and scrolled through the options. "What about this one? People competing to bake cakes that look like other things."

"Perfect," Anne said. "I want to see a cake that looks like a shoe. I want to see them argue about fondant."

"They always argue about fondant," Chelsea said.

"Fondant is controversial," Diana said. "I respect that."

She settled on the show and dropped the remote. It landed on Chelsea's lap. Chelsea picked it up and set it on the coffee table, then leaned back against the couch.

Diana felt Chelsea shift, felt her weight settle closer. Their shoulders were touching now. It was warm. It was nice.

Anne reached over and rested her hand on Chelsea's knee. Just resting. Just there. Her thumb traced a small, idle circle against Chelsea’s soft skin.

Diana looked down at Anne's hand. Then at Chelsea's profile. Then back at the television, where someone was crying about a cake.

She didn't move. She didn't want to.

“So, I guess we’re not going out tonight, huh?” Diana asked, just to double-check.

“Absolutely not.” Anne and Chelsea answered almost in unison.

The show played on. The couch was warm. The lighting was low. And the three of them sat there, close and comfortable, none of them quite looking at each other, all of them feeling it.

Whatever it was.
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Chapter 5: One Kiss Too Many


[image: ]


Someone had found Diana’s unlocked phone.

Chelsea was holding it up, her arm stretched high, trying to get all three of them in the frame. Anne was laughing, her head thrown back, her hand still resting on Chelsea's knee. Diana was caught mid-eye-roll, but she was smiling.

"Take it again," Anne said. "I blinked."

"You blinked in the last five," Chelsea said. "That's a you problem."

"It's a lighting problem," Anne corrected. "The light is bad. I'm not responsible."

Diana grabbed the phone from Chelsea's hand. "Let me. I have better angles."

"You have better angles because you're not in them," Chelsea said.

"Exactly. It's about sacrifice."

Diana held the phone up, framing the three of them. Chelsea leaned in close, her head almost touching Diana's. Anne scooted closer, her arm wrapping around Chelsea's waist. The flash went off.

"Let me see," Anne said, reaching for the phone.

Diana pulled it back. "No. I'm the photographer. I have final say."

"That's not how it works," Chelsea said.

"It is now."

They tussled for the phone, hands grabbing, fingers slipping. Chelsea ended up half in Diana's lap, her sweater slipping off both shoulders now. Anne was leaning over both of them, trying to reach around.

"Give it," Anne said.

"Never," Diana said.

Chelsea grabbed Diana's wrist and held it still. Her grip was light but firm. Diana could feel her pulse under Chelsea's fingers.

"Give me the phone," Chelsea said, her voice lower now.

Diana looked at her. The proximity. The way Chelsea's lips were inches from hers. The way Anne's breath was warm against her neck.

She let go of the phone.

It landed on the floor with a soft thud. No one picked it up.

Chelsea was still holding Diana's wrist. Her thumb was tracing small circles on the inside of Diana's forearm. Slow. Deliberate.

Diana's breath caught.

Anne's hand had moved from Chelsea's waist to her hip. Her fingers were curled into the fabric of Chelsea's sweater, pulling her closer.

The television was still on. Someone was crying about a cake. No one heard it.

Chelsea leaned in. Her forehead touched Diana's. Her eyes were half closed.

"This is dangerous," Chelsea whispered.

"I know," Diana whispered back.

Chelsea kissed her.

It was soft at first. Gentle. A tease. A question more than an answer. Diana's lips parted and Chelsea's hand moved from her wrist to her jaw, tilting her head, deepening it.

Anne's hand was still on Chelsea's hip. She pulled, gently, and Chelsea turned toward her without breaking the kiss. Anne's mouth found Chelsea's neck. A soft press. A slow drag.

Diana's hand found Anne's arm. The bare skin. The warmth.

Chelsea broke the kiss and looked at Anne. Green eyes met green eyes. Then Anne kissed her. Harder than Diana had. More urgent.

Diana watched. Her own breathing was shallow. Her hand was still on Anne's arm. She could feel the muscle beneath her fingers.

Anne pulled back, just slightly, and looked at Diana. Her lips were parted. Her eyes were bright, but something else was there, too. Passion.

"Come here," she said.

Diana didn't need to be told twice.

She leaned forward and met Anne's mouth in a kiss that was not soft. Not gentle. It was hungry. Years of looking. Years of not saying. All of it poured into one press of lips.

Chelsea's hand found Diana's thigh. Her fingers pressed into the denim. Diana's hand found the bare skin of Chelsea's leg, just below the hem of her sweater.

Anne's hand was in Diana's hair, tugging, pulling her closer. Chelsea's mouth was on Diana's neck now. The same spot Anne had kissed. A hot trail.

Diana broke the kiss with Anne, gasping. She turned toward Chelsea and kissed her again. Messy. Open. Chelsea moaned against her mouth.

Anne's lips found Diana's jaw. Then her ear. Then her collarbone.

"I've wanted this," Anne murmured against Diana's skin. "I've wanted this for so long."

Diana shivered.

Chelsea pulled back, just enough to look at Anne. "You're not the only one."

Anne laughed, low and breathless. "I know."

She kissed Chelsea again. Long and slow. Diana watched. Her hand was still on Chelsea's thigh. Her other hand was buried in Anne's hair.

They broke apart, all three of them. Panting. Messy. The couch was a tangle of limbs and sweaters and scattered cushions.

Chelsea's mouth was red. Anne's hair was a disaster. Diana could feel her own heartbeat in her throat.

The television played on. The cake was forgotten.

"I think we missed something," Anne said, her voice rough.

"I don't care," Chelsea said. She kissed Diana again. Just a peck. A promise.

Diana looked at both of them. Then she laughed. A nervous, disbelieving laugh.

"That was," she started, then stopped. "I don't know what that was."

"It was a lot," Anne said.

"It was good," Chelsea said. "It was really good."

Anne nodded. "Yeah. It was."

They sat there, the three of them, tangled together. No one moved. No one wanted to.

The show droned on. Someone's cake had collapsed. Again, they hadn’t noticed.

Chelsea reached over and took Diana's hand. Anne leaned into both of them.

The evening wasn't over yet.
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Chapter 6: Fingers
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The air in Diana's bedroom was thick with anticipation as she led them to it through the darkening hallway. Moonlight filtered through the sheer curtains, casting elongated shadows on the walls. Each step felt deliberate, charged with the electricity that had been building between them.

Diana's king-sized bed dominated the room, its dark sheets looking inviting in the dim light. She turned to face them, her dark hair falling across her shoulders as she released their hands.

"I've always wondered about this," Diana admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

Anne smiled, her green eyes gleaming in the soft light. "I think we all have."

Chelsea, already without pants beneath her oversized shirt, stepped forward first. Her fingers found the hem of Diana's blouse, slowly lifting it. Diana raised her arms, allowing the fabric to slide over her head and onto the floor.

"Your turn," Chelsea murmured, her hands moving to the buttons of Anne's blouse. Each button popped free with deliberate slowness, revealing more of Anne's pale skin. Chelsea's knuckles brushed against Anne's chest with each movement, drawing soft sighs from the redhead.

Anne's hands found Diana's waist, pulling her closer as Chelsea finished with the buttons. The three of them stood there for a moment, just touching, breathing together in the moonlit room.

Diana guided them toward the bed, where Chelsea sat first, her oversized shirt riding up to reveal her thighs. Anne and Diana joined her, the mattress dipping under their combined weight.

Anne's fingers traced the lace of Diana's bra, then moved to the clasp. With a soft click, it came undone, and Diana slipped it off, revealing her breasts to the moonlight. Chelsea leaned forward, her lips finding one nipple while her hand cupped the other.

Diana arched into the touch, her head falling back. Anne's hands were busy too, sliding beneath Chelsea's oversized shirt to find the soft skin of her stomach. Chelsea gasped against Diana's breast as Anne's fingers traced circles on her skin, moving upward with torturous slowness.

"I want to feel all of you," Anne whispered against Chelsea's ear as she finally lifted the shirt over Chelsea's head, leaving her completely naked on the bed.

Diana watched them, her own arousal building as Anne's hands explored Chelsea's body. She reached for Anne, her fingers finding the waistband of Anne's pants. Anne lifted her hips, allowing Diana to slide them down, along with her underwear, until she too was naked.

The three of them lay on the bed, a tangle of limbs and moonlight. Diana positioned herself between them, her hands exploring both women as they explored each other.

Chelsea's fingers found Diana's centre first, sliding through her wetness with practiced ease. Diana gasped, her hips bucking involuntarily. Anne watched, her own hand moving between her legs as Chelsea began to stroke Diana with slow, deliberate movements.

"Like that," Diana breathed, her eyes closing as Chelsea's fingers found her clit. "Just like that."

Anne shifted closer, her free hand finding Diana's breast, rolling her nipple between thumb and forefinger. Diana moaned, the dual sensations sending waves of pleasure through her body.

Chelsea's fingers moved in circles, slowly, building Diana's arousal with each pass. Diana's breathing grew ragged, her hands clutching at the sheets as the pleasure mounted.

"Please," Diana whispered, though she wasn't sure what exactly she was asking for. Diana just knew she wanted more of it.

Chelsea seemed to understand. She increased the pressure slightly, her fingers moving faster now. Diana's hips rose to meet each stroke, her body trembling with the approaching orgasm.

"Come for us," Anne murmured, her lips finding Diana's neck. "We want to watch you."

“Y-you do?” Diana asked, sensations continuing to build.

“Of course we do,” Chelsea reassured her with her wide smile and kind eyes.

That was all it took. Diana’s mouth fell open. She cried out as the orgasm washed over her, long and slow and intense. Chelsea's fingers continued their movements, drawing out the pleasure until Diana collapsed against the bed, panting.

When Diana opened her eyes, Anne and Chelsea were kissing, their hands moving over each other's bodies. Diana watched them, her own arousal already building again as she saw Anne's fingers disappear between Chelsea's legs.

Chelsea moaned into Anne's mouth, her hips rising to meet Anne's touch. Diana moved closer, her lips finding Chelsea's breast as Anne's fingers worked their magic.

"I want to make you come like you made me come," Diana whispered against Chelsea's skin before taking her nipple into her mouth.

Chelsea gasped, her body arching as both women touched her, pleasured her. Anne's fingers moved in and out of her while Diana's mouth teased her breasts, her own fingers finding Anne's centre.

The room filled with the sounds of pleasure—moans and gasps and the sounds of fingers moving through wetness. 

“Oh fuck that feels good!” Chelsea cried out as Anne curled her fingers while pleasing her.

Then, as if shooting her a watch this sort of look, Anne began to use her thumb against Chelsea’s clit at the same time.

The dual sensations caused Chelsea to try to scream. Though at first, no sounds came out.

“Oh fuck! Yeah! That feels so good!” Chelsea moaned.

Chelsea began to come, crying out as Anne's fingers brought her to the edge and over. Though Diana’s touch and kisses definitely helped.

Anne was last, her body tensing now as Diana's fingers found just the right spot inside her. 

“You like that?” Diana teased.

“Mmm, love it!” Anne groaned, shooting back a sly grin.

Chelsea struggled to recover from her orgasm, making eye contact with whichever of the girls looked her way. The way Anne locked eyes with Chelsea told Diana that having a voyeur only added to her pleasure.

“Oh! Like that! I’m almost there,” Anne called out.

“Good. Then be a good girl and come for us!” Diana said, continuing to finger her before pulling Anne in for a long, passionate kiss.

Anne came with a long, drawn-out moan, her body shaking with the intensity of it. The kissing muffled the sounds of her moans and groans.

“Mmm! Ahhh! Ughhh!” Anne moaned, but no words were spoken.

Slowly, gradually, she came down from her precipice and the kissing and fingering came to a halt.

The three of them lay together afterward, a tangle of limbs and sweat and satisfaction. The moonlight had shifted, casting new shadows across the room.

"I think," Chelsea said, her voice husky with satisfaction, "we're going to need a bigger bed."

Anne laughed, her head resting on Diana's shoulder. "Or at least more practice with this one."

Diana smiled, her fingers tracing patterns on Anne's arm. "It’s going to have to be practice. This is already a king-sized bed!"

The ladies laughed. The night was still young, and none of them showed any signs of moving. They had time. Time to discover themselves in even more new ways.
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Chapter 7: Tongue
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The moonlight was a silver spill across the tangled sheets of Diana's king-sized bed. The house was near-silent now, the world outside forgotten. There was only the sound of their breathing, the rustle of limbs moving against linen, and the soft, wet sounds of mouths on skin.

Chelsea, ever the instigator, broke the post-orgasmic haze first. She propped herself up on an elbow, her blonde hair a wild mess, her green eyes glinting in the dim light. "I'm not done with you two," she declared, her voice a husky whisper.

Anne laughed, a low, throaty sound as she stretched, her long limbs uncoiling. "I'm not sure we can be done," she replied, her gaze fixed on Chelsea's naked body. "We've barely started."

Diana watched them, a slow smile spreading across her lips. She felt powerful, desired, insatiable. "I want to taste everything," she said, the words a vow in the quiet room.

That was all the encouragement they needed.

Chelsea leaned over Diana, capturing her mouth in a deep, searching kiss. It was a kiss of ownership, of promise. Diana met it with equal fervour, her hands tangling in Chelsea's hair, pulling her closer. Meanwhile, Anne shifted, her lips finding the sensitive skin behind Diana's ear, then tracing a slow, deliberate path down her neck to her collarbone.

They moved together, a fluid, three-bodied creature of desire. Chelsea broke the kiss with Diana, her mouth moving to Anne's. Diana watched them for a moment, their tongues dancing in the moonlight, before she lowered her head to Chelsea's shoulder, biting down gently. Chelsea gasped into Anne's mouth, her body arching against Diana's.

Hands roamed, exploring, reacquainting. Fingers traced the lines of muscles, the curve of hips, the dip of waists. Mouths followed, tasting the salt of sweat, the unique flavour of each woman's skin. There was no rush, no urgency to reach a destination. This was about the journey, about the exploration of every inch of flesh they could reach.

"Lie down," Chelsea commanded, her voice firm but gentle. "On your sides. I want all of us to."

They arranged themselves as she directed, a triangle of naked, willing bodies on the vast expanse of the bed. Diana faced Chelsea, their bodies inches apart. Anne faced Diana, completing the triangle. They were close enough to feel the heat radiating from each other's skin, close enough to smell the musky scent of their shared arousal.

"Oh, God," Diana breathed, understanding what Chelsea had in mind. The thought alone was almost enough to make her come.

Anne didn't need to be told twice. She shifted closer, her hands parting Diana's thighs, her head dipping. Diana cried out as Anne's tongue found her clit, a hot, wet shock of pleasure. She could feel Anne's breath against her, could hear the soft sounds she made as she began to lick and suck and nibble with slow, deliberate strokes of her tongue.

Diana's eyes locked with Chelsea's. The blonde was watching her, her own expression a mask of pure lust. "Your turn," Chelsea mouthed, a wicked smile playing on her lips.

Diana didn't hesitate. She moved forward, burying her face between Chelsea's thighs. Chelsea was wet, so wet, and Diana moaned as she tasted her. She licked a long, slow stripe from her entrance to her clit, savouring the flavour, the texture. Chelsea's hips bucked, a sharp cry escaping her lips.

The triangle was complete. Anne was eating Diana, Diana was eating Chelsea, and Chelsea, with a final, wicked grin, turned her attention to Anne. The three of them were locked in a perfect, pleasurable circle, each woman both the giver and the receiver of pleasure.

The room filled with their sounds. Moans and gasps and sharp cries. The wet, rhythmic sounds of tongues on flesh. The creak of the bed as they moved, their bodies rocking together in a shared, primal rhythm.

Diana lost herself in the sensation. The feeling of Anne's mouth on her, the taste of Chelsea on her tongue. She could feel the tension building in her own body, a tight coil of pleasure winding tighter and tighter with each stroke of Anne's tongue. But she pushed it back, focusing instead on the woman in front of her, on the sounds Chelsea was making, on the way her body trembled.

She explored Chelsea with her mouth, her tongue delving deep, her lips closing around her clit and sucking hard. Chelsea screamed, her hands balling into fists in the sheets, her entire body shaking. Diana could feel Anne's own movements quicken behind her, could hear the muffled sounds of her pleasure as Chelsea's mouth worked its magic.

"More," Chelsea gasped, her voice raw as she stopped tasting Anne for just a moment. "Diana, more."

Diana gave her more. She slid two fingers inside her, curling them upward as she continued to lick and suck. Chelsea came with a hoarse shout, her body convulsing, her thighs clamping around Diana's head. Diana held on, her tongue and fingers working her through the orgasm, drawing out every last drop of pleasure.

“Mmmm! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck that’s SO GOOD!” Chelsea cried, trying and failing to continue to pleasure Anne as she came.

But Diana didn't stop. Even as Chelsea's body trembled with the aftershocks, Diana continued to lick her, her movements slow, gentle now, bringing her down slowly. Behind her, Anne's mouth never stopped its relentless assault, and Diana could feel her own control slipping.

"Anne," she gasped, pulling her face away from Chelsea's centre for a moment. "Anne, I'm going to..."

"Come for me," Anne's voice was muffled, but the command was clear. "Come for me, Diana."

Diana didn't need to be told twice. She buried her face back in Chelsea's wet heat, her tongue moving with renewed urgency as the pleasure finally crested, breaking over her in a long, shuddering wave. She screamed, the sound muffled by Chelsea's body, her own orgasm triggering Anne's, who cried out against her.

They collapsed then, a tangle of limbs and sweat and satisfaction. The triangle was broken, but they were still connected, still touching, their bodies humming with the aftershocks of their shared pleasure.

No one spoke for a long time. There was nothing to say. They lay there in the moonlight, their breathing slowly returning to normal, their bodies still thrumming with the memory of what they had just done.

It was Chelsea who finally broke the silence. "I think," she said, her voice a husky whisper, "we're going to need to invest in some knee braces."

The three friends all burst out laughing uncontrollably. Tears formed in the corners of their eyes, albeit this time for a different reason.

Though, one would suppose they were more than friends now.
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Chapter 8: Goodbyes
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Diana woke to sunlight and the sound of birds outside her window.

She blinked. Her room. Her ceiling. Her bed. She was alone.

She sat up slowly. The events of last night came back in pieces. The couch. The kissing. A lot of kissing. Then the three of them stumbling toward the guest room, giggling, tangled together. She remembered Chelsea pulling her close. Anne's hand on her hip.

Diana didn’t remember all the exact details. She didn’t need to. She just remembered warmth. And wine. And the way Chelsea's lips had felt against hers. And... other things of that nature.

She swung her legs out of bed and padded down the hallway in her bare feet. The guest room door was slightly ajar. She pushed it open.

Chelsea was on her stomach, face buried in the pillow, one arm flung across Anne's waist. Her blonde hair was a disaster. Her sweater was bunched up around her ribs.

Anne was on her back, her red hair fanned across the pillow. One hand was resting on Chelsea's shoulder. She was still asleep, her lips slightly parted.

Diana leaned against the doorframe and watched them. The rise and fall of their breathing. The tangle of limbs. The morning light filtering through the curtains.

She smiled. Then she went to make coffee.

The sound of the kettle must have woken them. Or perhaps it was simply a coincidence. Anne appeared first, shuffling into the kitchen in her shirt from last night, rubbing her eyes.

"Morning," she said, her voice rough.

"Morning," Diana said. "Coffee?"

"Please."

Diana poured her a mug. Anne wrapped her hands around it and inhaled. "You're a saint."

"I'm a host," Diana said. "There's a difference."

Chelsea stumbled in a few minutes later, wrapped in a guest room blanket like a small, grumpy ghost. Her hair was everywhere. Her eyes were barely open.

"Coffee," she mumbled.

Diana slid a mug toward her. Chelsea took it and sat at the island, a blanket still wrapped around her. She took a sip. Then another. Then she looked up at Diana.

"Did you sleep in your own room?" Chelsea asked.

"I did," Diana said.

"Traitor."

"I wanted to give you space."

"I didn't want space," Chelsea said. "I wanted warmth."

Anne snorted into her coffee. "You had warmth. You had me. You were practically on top of me."

"Not the same," Chelsea said.

Diana smiled and sat down with them. She was happy they still had their sense of humour. The kitchen was warm. The coffee was strong. The morning light was soft.

"So," Anne said eventually. "Last night."

"Yeah," Diana said. "Last night."

"That was," Chelsea started, then stopped. "I don't have a word for it."

"Same," Diana said.

"Good," Anne said. "It was good. Right?"

Both of them nodded.

"Okay," Anne said. "Good. Just checking."

They finished their coffee. Anne found her shoes by the door. Chelsea found her jeans from last night and ended up putting them on. They chatted for a while as they cleaned up. Diana told them not to worry about it, that she had it handled.

Before long, after double-checking that they had everything, Diana was walking them to the front door.

The morning air was cool and clean. A neighbour was watering their lawn. A bird was singing somewhere.

"Text me when you get home," Diana said.

"Always," Chelsea said.

Anne hugged her first. Tight and warm. "Thank you. For last night. For all of it."

"Thank you for coming," Diana said.

Chelsea hugged her next. Her arms wrapped around Diana's neck and held on. "This was perfect," she whispered. "You were perfect."

Diana felt her face warm. "Get out of here."

Chelsea laughed and let go. She walked down the steps with Anne, their shoulders brushing.

Diana watched them go. Anne turned and waved. Chelsea blew a kiss.

Diana caught it.

She closed the door and leaned against it. The house was quiet. The coffee mugs were still warm.

She smiled. Then she went to make another cup of coffee.

The evening hadn't been what she expected. But it had been exactly what she needed.

All three of them felt the very same way.
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If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or the platform you purchased this book from! It really helps small artists and creators like me to better understand my readers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee
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        Wren texted her first. Zara showed up with two bottles of cheap rosé and a denim jacket. By midnight, the pre was a mess of beer pong and bad music. By sunrise, they had crossed a line neither of them knew how to name.
Zara is calm, controlled, and used to being the one who doesn't panic first. Wren is soft, crooked-smiled, and terrible at hiding what she wants. One night at Barton Springs College changes everything. The quiet looks. The almost-conversations. The way Wren's fingers find Zara's in the dark.
But three days of awkward texts and on-campus run-ins leave Zara wondering: was it just a hookup? Or the start of something neither of them is brave enough to say out loud?
This is the electric charge of a kitchen dance that turns into something more. The ache of stolen glances across a crowded party. The thrill of a bus stop kiss that comes out of nowhere. Late-night confessions over cold brew. The nervous flutter of texting first. A love scene that doesn't fade to black. This is what it feels like when two people finally stop dancing around each other and just say yes.
Stop scrolling. Start reading. Download Between Her Lips today and fall into a spicy, heartfelt lesbian romance that will leave you smiling long after the last page.
One click. One night. One chance to say yes.
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