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Chapter 1: The Airport
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The moment Monica and Nicole stepped off the plane and into the jet bridge, the air changed. It wasn't just the temperature, though the humid Gulf of Naples warmth was a far cry from the over-air-conditioned cabin of their transatlantic flight. It was the energy. Louder voices, faster gestures, the smell of espresso and jet fuel mingling in the terminal.

Monica, the brunette, tightened her grip on Nicole's hand as they shuffled forward with the crowd. "Okay. We survived Pearson. We survived the layover in Frankfurt. Now we just have to survive the infamous Naples airport arrivals hall."

Nicole, blonde and beaming despite the travel fatigue, gave Monica's fingers a reassuring squeeze. "In case you haven't noticed, babe, we're a pretty unstoppable team."

They had landed at Aeroporto Internazionale di Napoli-Capodichino (or NAP), the usual gateway for the Amalfi Coast. The airport was modest, a little chaotic, and already humming with the promise of limestone cliffs, lemon groves, and impossibly blue water waiting an hour-plus south.

After getting through security and collecting their two suitcases (Nicole's bright yellow, Monica's sensible charcoal), they followed the Uscita signs toward the ground transport area. The glass doors slid open, and whoosh the real Italy hit them. A wall of heat, the roar of Vespas, and a dozen drivers in white shirts holding tablets with handwritten names.

"And we’re not taking the shuttle to the coast, right?" Nicole asked, looping her free arm through Monica's. Their shoulders bumped. Even tired, they fit together like puzzle pieces.

"Nope. It was a cab or private transfer," Monica said, scanning the taxi queue. "And I already booked us a car. See that man in the blue jacket? Luciano, I think. That's our guy."

They made their way over, hands still loosely intertwined. Luciano greeted them with a cheerful "Buonasera, signore. Amalfi?" and took their bags like they weighed nothing.

As they followed him to a clean white Mercedes parked just beyond the chaos, Nicole stopped walking for a second. Monica turned.

"What?"

Nicole just smiled, lifting their joined hands and pressing a kiss to Monica's knuckles. "Nothing. Just that we're here. You and me. Italy."

Monica's cheeks went a little pink from the sun, probably. "Yeah," she said softly, pulling Nicole toward the car. "We're here."

They climbed into the back seat, fingers still locked together as Luciano pulled away from the curb. The airport fell behind them, and the winding road to the Amalfi Coast opened up ahead. Full of hairpin turns, glimpses of sea, and the quiet joy of two people holding on through every mile.
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Chapter 2: Amalfi
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The white Mercedes pulled away from Naples Airport and merged onto the autostrada. For the first twenty minutes, the view was mostly industrial. Trucks. Billboards. The occasional glimpse of Vesuvius looming hazy in the distance. Monica watched it all pass through the window, her hand resting comfortably on Nicole's thigh.

Then Luciano took an exit, and everything changed.

The road narrowed. It began to climb. And suddenly, there it was. The Tyrrhenian Sea stretched out below them, impossibly blue, like someone had spilled a giant pot of ink and let the sun set it on fire. Tiny white towns clung to cliffs so steep they looked like they shouldn't exist. Every turn revealed something more breathtaking than the last.

"Monica," Nicole whispered. "Look."

Monica was already looking. Not at the sea, though. At Nicole. At the way the morning light caught the loose strands of her blonde hair and turned them gold. At the way her mouth had fallen slightly open in wonder.

"I see it," Monica said softly.

Nicole turned from the window and caught her staring. A slow smile spread across her face. "You're not even looking at the view."

"I'm looking at my favourite one."

Nicole laughed and nudged her shoulder. "That was so cheesy."

"You love it."

"I do," Nicole admitted. She reached over and took Monica's hand, lacing their fingers together properly. The kind of handhold that said I'm not letting go anytime soon.

They stayed like that as Luciano wound the car through hairpin turns, past lemon groves and crumbling stone walls draped in bougainvillea. Every few seconds, Nicole would squeeze Monica's hand and point. Look at that village. Look at that water. Look at that little church on the cliff edge.

And Monica would squeeze back and say, "I see it, babe. I see it."

But she wasn't really looking at the coast anymore. She was watching Nicole fall in love with Italy, which turned out to be just as beautiful.

—
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THE HOTEL WAS A SMALL, whitewashed building tucked into a hillside overlooking the sea. A smiling woman named Chiara met them at the door, took their bags, and said their room wouldn't be ready for another hour. She pointed them toward the town centre. "Un'ora di passeggiata," she said. Almost an hour's walk.

So Monica and Nicole set off. They figured there’d be a lot to see along the way. Besides, what better way to get to know a place than by getting lost in it?

They had no map and no real destination. Just cobblestone streets that sloped gently downward and the sound of distant bells ringing noon. The air smelled of salt, rosemary, and something sweet baking in a nearby kitchen.

"This is insane," Nicole said, spinning in a slow circle. Her sandals clicked on the stones. "Like, actually insane. How is every single street this pretty?"

Monica smiled and watched her spin. "It's Italy. That's how."

They passed a tiny grocery where an old man sat on a stool out front, peeling oranges with a pocket knife. He nodded at them. They nodded back. No words needed.

A cat stretched lazily across the top of a low stone wall. Nicole stopped to scratch its ears. The cat allowed it for exactly three seconds, then jumped down and disappeared into a tangle of jasmine.

"I think we've been rejected," Nicole said.

"I think that's just Italian cats for ya."

They kept walking. Down a narrow alley strung with laundry. Past a fountain where two nonnas were filling plastic bottles and arguing about something that sounded very important. Through a small piazza with a church at its centre and a single lemon tree growing beside the steps.

Monica stopped in the middle of the piazza. She tilted her face toward the sun and closed her eyes.

"What are you doing?" Nicole asked.

"Memorizing this," Monica said quietly. "The heat. The sound of those bells. You standing right there."

When she opened her eyes, Nicole was looking at her with that soft expression she got sometimes. The one that made Monica's chest feel too full.

Neither of them said anything. They didn't need to.

Nicole held out her hand. Monica took it. And together, still without a map and still without a destination, they wandered deeper into the little white town, ready to get lost for as long as it took.
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Chapter 3: First Night
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The two of them had eventually made it back to the hotel room and checked in. They’d spent a little while resting their feet in the bed and making plans for their evening stroll, and dinner as well. But that was behind them now. The sun had dipped lower, painting the sky in shades of peach and lavender, and Monica and Nicole were finally on their way.

They walked side by side down the sloping cobblestone street, their shoulders brushing every few steps. Monica had changed into a flowing white blouse and dark trousers. Nicole wore a sundress the colour of a ripe lemon, her blonde hair loose and catching the last of the daylight. She had put on a bit of lipstick, a soft pink that made Monica keep looking over.

"What?" Nicole asked, catching her for the third time.

"Nothing," Monica said. Then, after a beat, "You're pretty."

Nicole bumped her hip against Monica's. "You're pretty biased."

"Maybe. But I'm also right."

The town was awake now in a way it hadn't been during the afternoon. Shops that had been shuttered were open, spilling warm light onto the streets. A jewellery maker sat at a workbench in his open doorway, hammering something tiny and silver. A gelato shop had a line of teenagers spilling out onto the pavement, laughing and shoving each other. An old woman leaned from a second-floor balcony, watering a cascade of red geraniums while smoking a cigarette.

"Where are we going again?" Nicole asked, though she didn't sound like she cared much about the answer.

"La Limonata," Monica said, checking her phone. "Supposed to be up this hill. Or maybe down that alley. Honestly I've already forgotten."

"You planned this whole trip and you don't know where dinner is?"

"I know where dinner is," Monica said, grinning. "Approximately. Within a few blocks. Give or take."

Nicole laughed and slipped her arm through Monica's. "You're a disaster."

"I'm your disaster. Or we’re a disaster, together."

"That's true," Nicole said. She leaned her head against Monica's shoulder as they walked. "That's very true."

They found the restaurant eventually. It was tucked into a small piazza that opened up unexpectedly between two narrow alleys. A handful of mismatched wooden tables sat on the cobblestones, each one covered with a white tablecloth and a small vase of fresh flowers. String lights crisscrossed overhead, and a single lemon tree grew right through the middle of the patio, its branches heavy with fruit.

A young waiter with kind eyes and a quick smile greeted them. "Due?" he asked. Two?

"Sì, grazie," Monica said, pleased with herself for remembering.

He led them to a table near the lemon tree. The chairs were close together. So close that when they sat down, their knees touched under the tablecloth. Neither of them moved.

The waiter brought water and a small bowl of olives without being asked. Then he disappeared, leaving them with menus written entirely in Italian.

"I can't read this," Nicole said, squinting.

"Neither can I."

"So what are we going to do?"

Monica set down her menu and looked at Nicole across the table. The string lights reflected in Nicole's blue eyes. A little breeze moved her hair. Somewhere nearby, someone was playing a guitar, just softly enough to feel like background music just for them.

"We could ask him to translate," Monica said. "Or we could just point at things and see what happens."

"Pointing at things and seeing what happens," Nicole said slowly, like she was tasting the words. "That's kind of the theme of this whole trip, isn't it?"

"I guess it is."

Nicole smiled. She reached under the table and found Monica's knee. Not on top of the tablecloth. Underneath. Where no one else could see. Her fingers traced a slow, lazy circle through the fabric of Monica's trousers.

"Okay," Nicole said. "Let's point."

They ordered by gesturing. Nicole pointed at something that said ravioli al limone because lemon ravioli sounded too strange to pass up. Monica pointed at melanzane alla parmigiana because she recognized eggplant and cheese and that was enough for her. The waiter nodded at each choice like they were experts.

When he brought the wine, they clinked glasses without saying cheers. They just looked at each other instead. Held the look for a beat too long. Smiled.

"So," Nicole said, after her first sip. "Rate the trip so far. Out of ten."

"Eleven."

"That's not how out of ten works!"

"I don't care." Monica set down her glass and leaned forward. Her elbow landed on the table. Her chin landed in her hand. She looked at Nicole the way she always looked at Nicole when no one else was around. Like she was the only person in the room. In the town. In the whole country. "You're happy?"

Nicole blinked, a little surprised by the directness. Then her whole face softened. "Yeah," she said quietly. "I'm really happy."

"Good."

"That's it? Just good?"

"That's it," Monica said. "That's all I want."

The ravioli came first. Little pillows of pasta stuffed with ricotta and lemon zest, swimming in a butter and sage sauce. Nicole took the first bite and made a sound that was almost embarrassing. Her eyes closed. Her head tipped back. Her fork hovered in the air like she was having a religious experience.

"Monica," she said, eyes still closed. "Monica, you have to try this right now."

"Open your mouth."

Nicole opened her eyes. "What?"

"Open your mouth," Monica said again, holding up her own fork with a piece of ravioli on it. "I'll feed you."

Nicole looked around quickly, checking if anyone was watching. No one was. Everyone was lost in their own conversations, their own wine, their own candlelit evenings. So she leaned forward, opened her mouth, and let Monica feed her like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Their fingers brushed when Monica pulled the fork back. Neither of them mentioned it.

"The eggplant," Nicole said, chewing. "You have to let me feed you the eggplant later."

"That sounds like a threat."

"It's a promise," Nicole said, grinning.

The meal stretched on the way good meals do. No hurry. No check arriving too early. Just course after course and glass after glass and the slow, easy rhythm of two people who had been together long enough to sit in comfortable silence and still feel connected.

The eggplant came. It was layered with mozzarella and tomato sauce and basil, and Nicole did feed Monica a bite, holding the fork steady while Monica leaned across the table. Their eyes stayed locked the whole time. The fork trembled slightly in Nicole's hand.

"Good?" Nicole asked.

Monica licked her lip. "Good."

They shared a dessert nobody had ordered. The waiter just brought it. A small glass cup of lemon sorbet with a sprig of mint on top. A single candle stuck in the middle. When Monica looked up to thank him, he just winked and walked away.

"Did he just," Nicole started.

"He did," Monica said.

They ate the sorbet with two tiny spoons, stealing bites from each other even though it was the same cup and there was no one to steal from. Their foreheads almost touched over the candle. The guitar had stopped playing, but neither of them had noticed.

When the meal was finally over, when the plates were cleared and the last drop of wine was gone, Monica reached into her purse for her wallet. Nicole put a hand on her arm.

"I'm paying," Nicole said.

"You paid last night."

"Not in Italy I didn't. This is my first Italian dinner. Let me."

Monica looked at her for a long moment. Then she put her wallet away and said, "Fine. But we're getting gelato on the walk back. My treat."

"Deal."

Nicole paid. She left too much cash on the table. The waiter smiled when he saw it. He said grazie mille and buonanotte and something else in Italian that might have been a blessing on their relationship. They would never know for sure. But they decided to assume it was.

They stepped out of the piazza and into the narrow streets again. The sky had gone fully dark now, a deep velvety blue scattered with stars. The air had cooled just enough to be perfect. Not cold. Just not hot anymore. The kind of temperature that made you want to walk slow and talk about nothing.

Monica reached for Nicole's hand first. Their fingers found each other automatically, like they always did. Palm against palm. Fingers laced. Thumbs stroking knuckles.

"Which way?" Nicole asked.

"No idea," Monica said.

"Perfect. Good."

Neither of them could stop themselves from giggling.

They turned left, then right, then left again. They passed a church with its doors still open, warm light spilling out onto the steps. An old woman knelt inside near the front, head bowed. They passed a fountain where a group of children were trying to throw coins into the smallest basin. They passed a bakery that was closed but still smelled like bread.

"The walk back to the hotel is probably uphill," Monica said.

"I don't care."

"You'll care when your sandals start hurting."

"Then I'll take them off and you can carry me. Right?"

Monica laughed. "I'm not carrying you through the streets of Italy."

"Why not? That's romantic!"

"That's ridiculous."

"Same thing," Nicole said, squeezing Monica's hand.

They found a gelato shop still open, a tiny window in a stone wall with a handwritten sign and maybe six flavours to choose from. Nicole ordered limone again. Monica ordered cioccolato fondente. They stood on the street corner eating from their separate cups but stealing bites from each other anyway. Nicole's lemon was too sour. Monica's dark chocolate was too bitter. Together, they were perfect.

"Remember our first date?" Nicole asked, scraping the last bit of gelato from her cup.

"We went for ice cream," Monica said.

"You got chocolate. I got lemon."

"Wow," Monica said, smiling. "We're not original at all."

"Who wants to be original? We're consistent. That's better."

Nicole threw her empty cup in a bin. Monica threw hers in after. They stood there for a second, just looking at each other under the single light bulb hanging above the gelato window.

"Kiss me," Nicole said. Not a question. Not a request. Just a quiet, sure statement.

Monica stepped forward. She put one hand on Nicole's hip and the other on the side of her face, thumb brushing over Nicole's cheekbone. She leaned in slowly. The way she always did. Never rushing. Never taking the moment for granted.

Their lips met. Nicole tasted like lemon and sugar. Monica tasted like chocolate and salt from the sea air. It was a soft kiss. Gentle. The kind of kiss that said I've kissed you a thousand times and I want to kiss you a thousand more.

When they pulled apart, Nicole's eyes were still closed. Her lips were still parted. Her hand had found the front of Monica's blouse and was clutching it lightly, like she was anchoring herself.

"Okay," Nicole whispered. "Yeah."

"Yeah," Monica whispered back.

They walked back to the hotel slowly. Much slower than the walk to dinner. The streets were quieter now. Most of the shops had closed. A few restaurants were still serving, the clink of glasses and low murmur of conversation floating out through open windows. A cat darted across their path and disappeared into a shadow.

Monica pointed up. "Look."

Nicole looked. The stars were everywhere. More stars than either of them had ever seen in the city. The Milky Way was a faint smear of light across the sky, like someone had taken a paintbrush and swept it from one horizon to the other.

"That's the same sky we have at home," Nicole said.

"I know."

"But it looks different here."

"I know," Monica said again. She pulled Nicole closer, draping an arm around her shoulders. Nicole's head found its usual spot against Monica's neck. They walked like that the rest of the way. One body. One shadow. One slow heartbeat.

They didn't talk much after that. They didn't need to. The night had already said everything.

When the hotel came into view, its windows glowing warm in the darkness, Nicole stopped walking. Monica stopped too.

"What?" Monica asked.

"I just want to remember this," Nicole said. "The walk. The gelato. The way you kissed me outside that shop. All of it."

Monica turned to face her. She took both of Nicole's hands in hers. Under the stars. Under the string lights still glowing in the distance. Under the big, beautiful Italian sky.

"We have more nights," Monica said.

"I know."

"So don't memorize this one too hard. Save some room for tomorrow."

Nicole laughed. It was a small, watery laugh, like she was close to tears but not quite there. "You're such a dork."

"Sure, but I'm your dork."

"Always," Nicole said.

She leaned up and kissed Monica one more time. Quicker this time. But sweeter somehow. Then she pulled back, tugged Monica's hand, and led them both inside.
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Chapter 4: Hot Passion
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The hotel door clicked shut behind them, sealing off the night and cocooning them in the warm, quiet space of their room. The air conditioning hummed softly, a stark contrast to the warm Italian night they'd just left. Moonlight filtered through the thin curtains, casting long shadows across the queen-sized bed with its crisp white linens.

Monica leaned against the door, her eyes following Nicole as she moved around the room. Nicole slipped off her sandals, sighing as her bare feet met the cool tile floor. She padded over to the window, parting the curtains just enough to peer out at the darkened street below.

"Still awake out there," Nicole said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. "People still laughing."

"Let them laugh," Monica replied, pushing away from the door. She crossed the room in three steps, coming up behind Nicole and wrapping her arms around Nicole's waist. "We have our own celebration to attend."

Nicole leaned back against Monica's chest, tilting her head to expose the pale column of her throat. "Is that what we're calling it now? A celebration?"

Monica's lips found the sensitive skin just below Nicole's ear. "What would you call it?"

"Coming home," Nicole murmured, her hands covering Monica's where they rested against her stomach. "Even when we're thousands of kilometres from Toronto."

Monica's hands began to move, slowly tracing the curve of Nicole's hips through the lemon-coloured sundress. Her fingers danced along the fabric, feeling the warmth of Nicole's skin beneath. "Home is wherever you are," she whispered against Nicole's neck, her breath causing the tiny hairs there to stand on end.

Nicole turned in Monica's arms, her blue eyes dark with desire in the dim room. "That's the cheesiest thing you've ever said."

Monica grinned, her hands moving up to cup Nicole's face. "And yet, here you are, still in my arms."

"Here I am," Nicole agreed, her voice husky. She leaned in, her lips brushing against Monica's, not quite kissing, just teasing. "Still in your arms."

The first real kiss was slow and deliberate. Monica's thumbs stroked Nicole's cheekbones as their lips moved together in a familiar dance. It wasn't the tentative kiss from the street corner; this was deeper, more knowing. This was a kiss that spoke of years of shared history, of arguments and makeups, of lazy Sunday mornings and desperate Wednesday nights.

Nicole's hands slid from Monica's waist to her shoulders, fingers tangling in the dark hair at the nape of Monica's neck. She gave a gentle tug, angling Monica's head slightly, deepening the kiss. Their tongues met, sliding against each other in a slow, sensual rhythm that spoke of promises to come.

Monica's hands dropped from Nicole's face, moving down her body until they reached the hem of her sundress. Her fingers traced the lacy edge, teasing the sensitive skin of Nicole's thighs. "You wore this just to torture me, didn't you?" Monica murmured against Nicole's lips.

Nicole laughed, a low, throaty sound that vibrated through both of them. "Maybe I did. What are you going to do about it?"

Monica's response was to slide her hands under the dress, her palms flattening against the smooth skin of Nicole's back. She pulled Nicole closer, their bodies pressing together from chest to knees. "I'm going to make you forget your own name."

"Big talk from a little lady," Nicole challenged, even as she arched against Monica, her body responding to the touch.

"I'm full of surprises," Monica promised, her lips trailing down Nicole's jaw to the hollow of her throat. She nibbled gently, then soothed the skin with her tongue. "You should know that by now."

Nicole's head fell back, giving Monica better access. "I do know that," she gasped as Monica's teeth scraped against her collarbone. "God, do I know that."

Monica's hands continued their exploration, moving up Nicole's back until they found the zipper of her dress. With agonizing slowness, she pulled it down, revealing inch after inch of pale skin. The dress loosened, pooling around Nicole's hips, held up only by the press of their bodies.

"You're wearing too many clothes," Monica observed, her lips still tracing patterns across Nicole's shoulders and collarbones.

"So are you," Nicole countered, her hands working at the buttons of Monica's blouse. One by one, they came undone, revealing the lacy bra beneath.

Monica shivered as Nicole's fingers brushed against her skin, her own hands pushing the sundress the rest of the way off Nicole's shoulders. It fell to the floor in a whisper of fabric, leaving Nicole standing in nothing but a matching set of lemon-coloured lace that glowed in the moonlight.

"God, you're beautiful," Monica breathed, her eyes taking in the sight before her. Nicole's curves, her skin, the way the lace barely contained what it was meant to cover.

Nicole blushed, a rare sight that made Monica's heart ache with love and desire. "You've seen me a thousand times."

"And I'll see you a thousand more," Monica promised, her hands moving to cup Nicole's breasts through the lace. "And I'll never get tired of the view."

Nicole's breath hitched as Monica's thumbs brushed against her nipples, already hard and visible through the delicate fabric. "Monica," she gasped, her hands stilling on Monica's blouse.

"Shh," Monica soothed, leaning in to capture Nicole's lips in another kiss. This one was hungrier, more demanding. Her hands continued their work, teasing Nicole's breasts, feeling them swell against her palms.

Nicole responded with equal passion, her hands finally finishing with the buttons of Monica's blouse. She pushed it off Monica's shoulders, her fingers immediately going to work on Monica's trousers. The need to feel skin against skin was overwhelming, a hunger that had been building all day, all week, all year.

They stumbled toward the bed, a tangle of limbs and discarded clothing. Monica's trousers joined Nicole's dress on the floor, followed by their bras and panties. They fell onto the bed in a heap of limbs, their bodies finally free from all constraints.

The moonlight illuminated their skin, turning it silver and gold. Monica's dark hair spread across the white pillowcase, a stark contrast to Nicole's blonde strands tangled around her face. They lay side by side for a moment, just looking, just breathing, just being.

"Come here," Monica whispered, reaching for Nicole.

Nicole rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. Her free hand traced patterns across Monica's stomach, feeling the muscles tense and relax beneath her touch. "I am here."

"No," Monica said, her voice thick with emotion. "Really here. With me."

Nicole's expression softened. She leaned down, her lips brushing against Monica's in a gentle kiss. "I'm always with you."

Monica's hands tangled in Nicole's hair, holding her close as the kiss deepened. There was no teasing now, no playing. There was only need, only want, only the desperate ache of two people who had found their other half and never wanted to let go.

Nicole's hand moved from Monica's stomach to between her legs, her fingers finding the wet heat that waited there. Monica arched against her, a soft cry escaping her lips as Nicole's thumb circled her clit, applying just the right amount of pressure.

"Nicole," Monica gasped, her hips moving in rhythm with Nicole's touch.

"I've got you," Nicole murmured, her lips trailing down Monica's body. She kissed her way down Monica's neck, across her collarbones, pausing to pay special attention to each breast before continuing her journey south.

Monica's hands fisted in the sheets as Nicole settled between her legs. The first touch of Nicole's tongue against her clit made her entire body tremble. Nicole took her time, exploring every fold, every crevice, learning Monica all over again as if it were the first time.

The room filled with the sounds of their lovemaking—the soft sighs, the gasps of pleasure, the whispered words of love and need. Monica's hips rose to meet Nicole's mouth, her body seeking more, needing more. Nicole obliged, her tongue moving faster, her fingers joining in, sliding inside Monica, finding that spot that made her see stars.

"God, Nicole," Monica cried out, her back arching off the bed. "Don't stop. Please don't stop!"

Nicole had no intention of stopping. She could feel Monica's body tensing, could hear the change in her breathing, knew she was close. She doubled her efforts, her tongue and fingers working in perfect harmony, pushing Monica higher and higher until she finally shattered, her orgasm washing over her in waves of pleasure.

Monica collapsed against the bed, her chest heaving, her body trembling with aftershocks. Nicole crawled up beside her, gathering Monica in her arms, holding her close as she came back down.

"Hi," Nicole whispered, brushing a strand of hair away from Monica's face.

Monica's eyes fluttered open, a lazy smile spreading across her lips. "Hi."

"Good?"

Monica laughed, a low, throaty sound. "You know damn well it was good."

"Just checking," Nicole said, leaning in for a soft kiss. "Can't have you getting complacent."

"Never," Monica promised, her hands beginning to wander again. “But now it’s your turn.”

Nicole and Monica giggled, before continuing with their kissing. The sounds of their joy were so loud they could probably be heard in the hallway outside their room.
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Chapter 5: Sightseeing
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The next morning, Monica woke to sunlight spilling through the gap in the curtains and the sound of church bells ringing in the distance. She blinked once, twice, then turned her head on the pillow. Nicole was still asleep, her blonde hair fanned out across the white linen, one hand resting on Monica's arm like she had reached out even in sleep.

Monica didn't move. She just watched. The rise and fall of Nicole's shoulders. The softness of her lips. The tiny freckle above her left eyebrow that Monica had kissed a hundred times and would kiss a hundred more.

The bells stopped ringing. Nicole stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused at first, then finding Monica's face. A slow smile spread across her lips.

"Creep," Nicole whispered, her voice thick with sleep.

"Good morning to you too," Monica said.

"How long have you been watching me?"

"Not long enough."

Nicole groaned and pulled the pillow over her face. "You're disgusting. I love you. Go away."

"I'm not going anywhere." Monica tugged the pillow away and planted a kiss on Nicole's forehead. "Breakfast is downstairs in an hour. Get up."

"Five more minutes."

"You said that twenty minutes ago."

Nicole peeked at the clock on the nightstand. Her eyes went wide. "Monica! That's the clock from home! You brought it?"

Monica shrugged, but she was smiling. "I knew you'd want to know what time it was without having to figure out military time in your head."

Nicole sat up so fast her hair flew everywhere. She grabbed Monica's face in both hands and kissed her square on the mouth. "You're the best girlfriend in the entire world."

"I know," Monica said. "Now get up. We have a whole morning to waste before lunch."

Breakfast was served on a small terrace overlooking the sea. A long wooden table held baskets of pastries, bowls of fresh fruit, a plate of sliced meats and cheeses, and a carafe of orange juice so fresh it still had pulp floating in it. A woman in a white apron brought them cappuccinos without being asked.

"This is the life," Nicole said, biting into a cornetto filled with apricot jam. Flaky pastry crumbs clung to her bottom lip. Monica reached across and brushed them away with her thumb.

"You've got jam on your face."

"You could have just told me."

"Where's the fun in that?" Monica licked the jam off her thumb. Nicole's cheeks turned pink.

They ate slowly, watching the boats dot the horizon and the gulls wheel overhead. A cat, possibly the same one from the day before, sat on the terrace wall and washed its face with one paw, ignoring them completely.

"Okay," Nicole said, pushing her empty plate away. "What's the plan? And don't say you don't know. We have sightseeing to do."

Monica pulled out her phone and scrolled through the notes app. "Right. So. There's a public garden called Villa Comunale. It's supposed to have palm trees and fountains and a view that will melt your face off."

"Sounds aggressive."

"It's Italian. Everything is aggressive and beautiful." Monica kept scrolling. "Then there's a duomo. That's a cathedral. Very old. Very pretty. And then there's a path along the cliff that leads to a little chapel. Nothing too intense. Just a slow stroll."

Nicole propped her chin in her hands and looked at Monica across the table. "You planned all this?"

"I planned some of it. The rest we can figure out as we go." Monica put her phone away. "You know. Pointing at things and seeing what happens."

"Now you're just using my own words against me."

"Is it working?"

Nicole stood up, took Monica by the hand, and pulled her to her feet. "Get your sunglasses. We're leaving."

The Villa Comunale was a ten-minute walk from the hotel, mostly uphill, which Nicole complained about the entire way. But when they reached the entrance, a set of wrought iron gates flanked by tall stone pillars, she stopped complaining.

The garden opened up before them like something from a dream. Palm trees lined a central pathway, their fronds swaying in the morning breeze. Bougainvillea climbed every available wall, exploding in shades of fuchsia and orange. Fountains bubbled in hidden corners, and everywhere Monica looked, there were benches tucked into shady spots, perfect for sitting and doing nothing at all.

"Okay," Nicole said, her voice hushed. "This is actually insane."

"I told you."

"You said palm trees and fountains. You didn't say secret fairy kingdom."

Monica laughed and pulled Nicole down the main path. The gravel crunched under their sandals. The air smelled of jasmine and freshly cut grass. An old man sat on a bench feeding pigeons, and a toddler chased a lizard across the lawn while his mother called after him in rapid Italian.

They wandered without direction, turning left at a statue of someone important, right at a hedge shaped like a peacock. Nicole stopped to read every plaque, even the ones in Italian, squinting at the words and guessing what they meant out loud.

"I think this says someone died here," Nicole announced at one particularly grim-looking monument.

"I think it says that's a bench."

"Same thing."

They found a fountain in the centre of the garden, a great stone circle with four dolphins spouting water into a shallow pool. Nicole sat on the edge and dipped her fingers in. Monica sat beside her, close enough that their thighs touched.

"Remember when we went to that park in Toronto?" Nicole asked, watching the water ripple. "I don’t remember the name, though. The one with the geese?"

"The geese that chased you?"

"I was holding a bagel! They wanted the bagel!"

Monica grinned. "You screamed so loud."

"I was defending my breakfast. It's a legitimate reaction." Nicole bumped her shoulder against Monica's. "This is better than that park, though."

"No geese?"

"No geese," Nicole agreed. "And also no memory of me screaming. We're pretending that never happened."

"What never happened?"

Nicole smiled and leaned her head against Monica's shoulder. "See? This is why I keep you around."

They sat by the fountain for a long time, watching the water and the light and the people passing by. A young couple took photos of each other in front of the dolphins. An old woman walked her tiny dog, which was wearing a sweater despite the heat. A group of schoolchildren ran past shouting, their teacher trailing behind with a whistle around her neck.

Nicole's hand found Monica's on the stone edge of the fountain. Their fingers intertwined. Neither of them said anything. Neither of them needed to.

The duomo was a fifteen-minute walk from the garden, through narrow streets that opened occasionally into small piazzas. They held hands the entire way, swinging their arms slightly like teenagers on a first date.

The cathedral itself was not what either of them expected. It wasn't massive like the ones in Rome or Florence. It was smaller, humbler, made of pale stone that glowed gold in the morning light. The entrance was a simple wooden door, worn smooth by centuries of hands.

Inside, it was cool and quiet. The sunlight filtered through stained glass windows, casting coloured shapes onto the stone floor. A few people knelt in the pews near the front, their heads bowed. The air smelled of old wood and candle wax and something else, something ancient and peaceful.

Monica and Nicole slipped into a pew near the back. They didn't kneel. They just sat, side by side, looking up at the painted ceiling and the gilded altar and the rows of flickering candles.

"It's pretty," Nicole whispered.

"It's old," Monica whispered back. "Really, really old."

"Think of all the people who've sat here. All the prayers. All the wishes."

Monica turned to look at Nicole. The coloured light from the window fell across her face, painting her in blues and reds and golds. She looked like something out of a painting herself.

"What would you wish for?" Monica asked quietly.

Nicole thought about it. She looked at the altar, at the candles, at the shadowed corners of the ancient ceiling. Then she looked back at Monica.

"Nothing," Nicole said. "I already have it."

Monica's throat tightened. She blinked once, twice, then looked away, staring at the floor until the feeling passed. When she looked back, Nicole was smiling that small, private smile again.

"You're such a romantic," Monica managed.

"You're crying."

"I'm not."

"You totally are. Just a little."

"Shut up," Monica said, but she was laughing now, quietly, so as not to disturb the people praying. "Let's go see that chapel."

Nicole stood up and held out her hand. Monica took it. They walked back down the aisle together, their footsteps echoing softly on the ancient stone.

The path to the chapel wound along the edge of a cliff, with nothing but a low stone wall separating them from the drop to the sea below. The water was so blue it hurt to look at. Small boats puttered across the surface, leaving white trails behind them.

"This is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen," Nicole said, walking backward so she could face Monica and the view at the same time.

"You're going to trip."

"I'm talented. I won't trip." She didn't trip. But she did stumble slightly over a loose stone, and Monica caught her by the elbow, steadying her.

"Talented," Monica said dryly.

"Shut up."

They walked on, past olive trees and terraced gardens and a stone bench where an artist sat painting the coastline in watercolours. They passed a couple maybe ten years older than them, sitting on a blanket, sharing a bottle of wine even though it wasn't even noon yet. The woman waved at them. Nicole waved back.

The chapel was small, hardly bigger than a garden shed. Its white walls were weathered and peeling, and the wooden door was held shut by a loop of rope rather than a lock. A single bell hung in a tiny tower above the roof.

"Is it open?" Nicole asked.

Monica tried the rope. The door creaked open. Inside, there was nothing but a small stone altar, a wooden cross, and a single vase of fresh flowers. Someone had been here recently. Someone cared.

"This is cute," Nicole said, peering inside. "Like, aggressively cute."

"Everything here is aggressively something."

They didn't stay long. The chapel was too small for lingering. But before they left, Nicole pulled a coin from her pocket and pressed it into a crack in the stone wall.

"What's that for?" Monica asked.

"Good luck," Nicole said. "For us."

Monica watched her for a moment, then pulled a coin from her own pocket and pressed it into the crack beside Nicole's. Two coins. Side by side.

"Now it's official," Monica said.

Nicole grinned. "Now it's official."

They walked back toward the town centre slowly, taking the long way, taking every detour, taking every wrong turn on purpose. They stopped to watch a man make fresh pasta in a shop window. They stopped to pet a dog that was sleeping in a patch of sun. They stopped to buy postcards they would probably never send.

At some point, Monica realised they had been holding hands for almost two hours straight. Their palms were sweaty and their fingers were cramped, but neither of them let go.

"Hey," Nicole said, stopping in the middle of a small bridge. Below them, water flowed toward the sea, clear and quick.

"Hey yourself," Monica said.

Nicole turned to face her. The sun was high now, almost noon. The morning was gone, and lunch was somewhere in the near future. But not yet. Not quite yet.

"This morning," Nicole said. "The garden. The church. The cliff. All of it."

"Yeah?"

"It was perfect."

Monica looked at Nicole. At the golden hair and the blue eyes and the small smile that was just for her. "Yeah," she said softly. "It was."

Nicole leaned up and kissed her. Right there on the bridge, in the middle of the town, with the water rushing below them and the bells beginning to ring again. A short kiss. A sweet kiss. The kind of kiss that said thank you for this morning and I can't wait for this afternoon and I love you all at once.

When they pulled apart, Nicole's cheeks were pink.

"What?" Monica asked.

"Nothing," Nicole said. She didn't let go of Monica's hand. "Let's go find lunch."

Monica shook her head. "Not yet. Soon. I want it to be a bit of a surprise."

"What are you talking about?" Nicole asked.

"Nothing," Monica said, grinning. "Let's just keep walking."

So they did.
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Chapter 6: Flirtation
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Monica led the way.

She didn't say where they were going. She just took Nicole's hand, gave it a little squeeze, and started walking up a narrow staircase tucked between two buildings. The stairs were ancient stone, worn smooth by generations of footsteps, and they curved upward along the side of the cliff.

"Where are we going?" Nicole asked for the fourth time.

"You'll see."

"You said that the first three times."

"And I meant it the first three times." Monica glanced back over her shoulder, grinning. "Stop asking and start climbing."

Nicole huffed dramatically but kept climbing. Her sandals slapped against the stone. A few tourists passed them coming down, smiling and nodding. One woman said "Bellissimo" and pointed up. Nicole looked at Monica with raised eyebrows.

"What does bellissimo mean?"

"Beautiful," Monica said.

"For the view or for where we're going?"

"Both, I presume." The two shared a giggle and kept on going.

They climbed higher. The stairs opened onto a narrow path that hugged the cliffside, with a wrought iron railing on one side and sheer rock on the other. The sea was directly below them now, close enough that Nicole could hear the waves crashing against the rocks. The sound was thunderous and soft all at once, a constant rhythm that felt like a heartbeat.

"Monica," Nicole said, stopping to look over the railing. The water was turquoise and white, exploding against the black rocks in clouds of spray. "This is already insane. And we haven't even gotten there yet."

"We're almost there."

"Almost where?"

Monica just smiled and kept walking.

The path ended at a wooden gate. Beyond the gate was a terrace carved directly into the cliffside, maybe large enough for six small tables. Each table was covered in a white linen cloth and had a single candle in a glass hurricane, even though it was the middle of the day. The terrace was bordered by a low stone wall, and beyond that wall was nothing but air and sea and sky.

A man in a white apron stood by the gate, drying his hands on a towel. He was older, maybe sixty, with silver hair and warm brown eyes. When he saw them, his face broke into a wide smile.

"Ah," he said in accented English. "The ladies from Canada. Monica and Nicole, yes?"

"Yes," Monica said, looking pleased. "You remembered."

"How could I forget? You booked this table three months ago. You said it was for something special."

Monica's cheeks went pink. Nicole stared at her. "Three months ago?" Nicole said. "You planned this three months ago?"

Monica shrugged, but she was smiling. "I like to be prepared."

The man, whose name was Franco, led them to the best table on the terrace. It was in the corner, right against the stone wall, with an unobstructed view of the sea. Two chairs faced the water, not each other, so they would sit side by side. Nicole realized immediately why. So they could both see the view. So they could sit close. So their shoulders and knees would touch the whole time.

"You're ridiculous," Nicole said as she sat down.

"You love it."

"I do," Nicole admitted. She reached over and took Monica's hand under the table. "I really, really do."

Franco brought them water first. Then wine, a crisp white from a vineyard Franco said was run by his cousin. Then bread, warm and crusty, with a small dish of olive oil so green it looked almost liquid emerald.

"Don't fill up on bread," Monica said, watching Nicole tear off a piece the size of her fist.

"Don't tell me how to live my life."

"I'm trying to save room for the food."

"The food is a future problem. This bread is a now problem." Nicole dipped the bread in the oil and took a huge bite. Crumbs fell onto her sundress. She didn't care.

Monica laughed and brushed the crumbs away with her fingers. "You're a disaster."

"I'm your disaster."

"You keep using that line."

"It keeps working."

Franco returned with the first course. Two plates of caprese salad, but not like any caprese Nicole had ever seen. The mozzarella was still warm, still soft, still dripping with milk. The tomatoes were deep red and bursting with flavour. The basil was so fresh it smelled like the garden Franco had picked it from that morning.

"Okay," Nicole said after her first bite. "Okay. I take it back. Forget the bread."

"I told you."

"You were right. There. I said it."

Monica's smile was insufferably pleased. "Say it again."

"You were right."

"One more time."

"Don't push it."

They ate slowly, savouring every bite. The waves crashed below them. A light breeze carried the smell of salt and lemon and something floral Nicole couldn't name. A seagull landed on the stone wall and watched them with one eye, hoping for scraps.

"No," Monica said to the gull. "This is ours."

The gull tilted its head, unimpressed, and flew away.

"You just scolded a bird," Nicole said.

"He was looking at my mozzarella."

"He was looking at your mozzarella... honestly, I respect your decision to shoo it."

“Thank you,” Monica said, clearly satisfied with herself.

The second course was pasta. Of course it was pasta. This was Italy. Monica had ordered for both of them, which Nicole usually hated but today found incredibly attractive. The pasta was trofie, short twisted noodles, tossed with pesto that Franco had made that morning. The pesto was bright green and fragrant, studded with pine nuts and so rich with cheese that Nicole made an embarrassing sound when she took her first bite.

"Monica," she said, her mouth full. "Monica."

"I know."

"Monica, this is the best thing I've ever put in my mouth."

Monica raised an eyebrow. "That's what she said."

Nicole snorted so hard she nearly choked. "You did not just say that at a romantic cliffside lunch!"

"I absolutely did."

"This is supposed to be the most romantic chapter of our trip!"

"Romance and comedy can coexist," Monica said, twirling pasta onto her fork. "In fact, I think they should."

Nicole stabbed a piece of pasta and pointed it at Monica like a weapon. "You're lucky I love you."

"I am," Monica said. "Very lucky."

Their eyes met. The moment stretched, just for a second. Then Nicole grinned and shoved the pasta into her mouth, and the spell broke, and they were back to laughing.

The sun climbed higher. The waves kept crashing. Franco brought them a third course even though they were already full. Grilled prawns, huge and pink and curled like commas, with a squeeze of lemon and a sprinkle of parsley. They ate with their hands, licking their fingers, making a mess.

"I have sauce on my chin, don't I?" Nicole asked.

"You have sauce everywhere."

"Where?"

Monica leaned over and wiped a smear of pesto from the corner of Nicole's mouth with her thumb. Then she put her thumb in her own mouth and sucked it clean. Slowly.

Nicole's breath caught. "That was..."

"What?"

"That was something."

Monica smiled. Not her regular smile. A different one. Slower. Warmer. The kind of smile that said I know exactly what I'm doing.

"You're trying to kill me," Nicole said.

"I'm trying to feed you."

"Same thing."

Between courses, they talked about nothing and everything. They talked about the cat from the day before and whether it would remember them. They talked about the old man peeling oranges and whether he had been there for twenty years or forty. They talked about the postcards they'd bought and whether they would actually send them or just keep them in a drawer like all the other postcards from all the other trips.

"Remember Paris?" Nicole asked, twirling her wine glass by the stem.

"We sent exactly one postcard from Paris."

"To your mom."

"Who lost it."

"Classic." Nicole laughed. "Remember that terrible hotel room? With the pink bathroom?"

"The pink bathroom that was also the shower?"

"Everything got wet. Everything."

Monica grinned. "That was the trip I knew I wanted to marry you."

Nicole stopped laughing. She set down her wine glass. "What?"

The word hung in the air between them. The waves crashed. The seagull returned. Monica didn't look away.

"In Paris," Monica said quietly. "That horrible hotel room. The pink bathroom. The shower that flooded the whole floor. You were standing there in a towel, soaked, laughing so hard you couldn't breathe. And I thought, I want every disaster with this woman. I want every bad hotel room and every lost postcard and every shower that floods the bathroom. I want all of it."

Nicole's eyes were bright. Her lips were parted. She didn't speak for a long moment.

"You've never told me that," she finally said.

"I'm telling you now."

"Why now?"

Monica looked around the terrace. At the white linen and the candle and the sea stretching to the horizon. At Franco pretending not to watch from the kitchen door. At the seagull still hoping for scraps.

"Because this feels like the right place," Monica said. "Right time. Right person."

"Monica."

"I love you, Nicole. That's not new. But I wanted you to know that I knew in Paris. I knew before Paris. I knew the second I saw you." Monica reached across the table and took Nicole's hand. "I will always know."

Nicole didn't cry. She came close. Her chin trembled and her eyes glistened and she had to look away for a second, blinking hard at the sea. But she didn't cry.

Instead, she squeezed Monica's hand so hard it almost hurt and said, "You can't just say things like that. People have feelings."

"I'm counting on it."

"You're so annoying."

"I know."

"I love you too." Nicole said it like a challenge. Like she was daring Monica to doubt it. "I loved you in Paris. I loved you in Toronto. I loved you on that horrible airplane with the screaming baby and the broken headrest. I love you right now, with pesto on your shirt."

Monica looked down. There was indeed a smear of green on her white blouse. "Damn it!"

Nicole giggled. "Still love you, though."

"Even with pesto?"

"Especially with pesto."

Franco brought dessert without being asked. A small bowl of lemon sorbet, just like the night before, but this time with two spoons and a single flower floating on top. An orange blossom, delicate and sweet.

“This is so cute," Nicole said.

"Very cute," Monica said back.

They ate the sorbet together, taking turns, their spoons clinking softly against the bowl. The sun was directly overhead now, but the terrace was shaded by a white canvas awning, so they sat in cool brightness while the sea glittered below.

"We should stay here forever," Nicole said, scraping the last of the sorbet.

"We have a flight in like five days."

"Cancel it."

"We have jobs."

"Quit them."

"We have an apartment."

"Sell it."

“We don’t own it!”

“I don’t care. Still sell it,” Nicole grinned back at Monica.

Monica laughed. "You're ridiculous."

"You love it."

"I do," Monica said. "I really, really do."

The meal ended the way all good meals end. Slowly. Reluctantly. With empty plates and a half-finished bottle of wine and the sense that time had stretched somehow, had bent around them to give them just a few more minutes.

Franco brought the bill on a small silver tray. Monica reached for it, but Nicole was faster.

"My treat," Nicole said.

"No, I’m paying for this one. You don’t get to do this three days in a row," Monica insisted.

Nicole opened her mouth to argue. Monica held up one finger.

"Don't," Monica said. "Let me do this."

Nicole closed her mouth. She watched Monica count out euros, watched her leave a tip that made Franco's eyes go wide, watched her thank him in halting Italian that was absolutely adorable and absolutely wrong.

"Grazie mille," Monica said. "Molto... buono. Molto buono."

Franco beamed. "Perfect," he said. "Your Italian is perfect."

"It's really not," Monica said.

"Shut up," Nicole said. "He said it's perfect."

They stood up from the table. Their chairs scraped against the stone. The seagull, finally defeated, flew away. The waves kept crashing. The sun kept shining. Everything was exactly as it should be.

Monica held out her hand.

Nicole took it.

They stood there for a moment, just looking at each other. The terrace was empty now. Franco had disappeared into the kitchen. The other tables were cleared and waiting for the evening crowd. It was just the two of them and the sea and the sky.

"So," Nicole said quietly.

"So," Monica said.

"That was..."

"I know."

"I don't think I have words."

"Then don't use them."

Monica stepped closer. Their chests almost touched. Their joined hands hung between them. Monica's free hand came up to Nicole's face, cupping her cheek, thumb brushing lightly over Nicole's cheekbone.

"I love you," Monica whispered.

"I love you too," Nicole whispered back.

They kissed. Not the quick kiss from the bridge. Not the slow kiss from the street corner. Something in between. Something that lasted exactly as long as it needed to. Their lips met, held, parted. Met again. Nicole's hand found the back of Monica's neck. Monica's hand slid from Nicole's cheek to her hair. Their foreheads touched when they finally pulled apart.

"Okay," Nicole breathed.

"Yeah," Monica said.

They didn't let go of each other's hands. Not on the walk back through the kitchen, where Franco waved and said "Tornate presto" which they later learned meant "Come back soon." Not on the narrow path along the cliff, where the waves crashed even louder. Not on the ancient stone stairs, where they had to walk single file and Monica led the way, her hand reaching back for Nicole's the whole time.

They held on.

Through the stairs and the path and the town. Through the warm afternoon light and the sound of distant bells. Through everything.

Because that was what they did. That was who they were.

Two women. Two hands. One heart.
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Chapter 7: The “Quickie”


[image: ]


Back in the room, the afternoon sun slanted through the wooden shutters, casting golden stripes across the rumpled bed. They'd been out since mid-morning, wandering through the labyrinthine streets, ducking into tiny art galleries, and arguing playfully over which postcard to send to Monica's mother. Now, with the heat of the day at its peak, a different kind of heat was building between them.

Nicole kicked off her sandals with a sigh, flopping face-first onto the bed. "I think I'm broken. My feet have officially detached from my body and are somewhere back near that fountain."

Monica laughed, leaning against the doorframe and crossing her arms. "Poor baby. Should I go back and look for them?"

"No," Nicole mumbled into the duvet. "Just come here and let me die in peace."

Monica pushed away from the door and crossed the room in a few long strides. She didn't lie down beside Nicole. Instead, she straddled Nicole's thighs, leaning forward to rest her weight on her hands, which were planted on either side of Nicole's head. "Dying, huh? Seems a bit dramatic."

Nicole turned her head, her cheek squished against the blanket. A slow, sly smile spread across her face. "Well, maybe I just need some mouth-to-mouth."

Monica lowered her head, her lips just barely brushing Nicole's. "Is that what you need?"

"Mhmm," Nicole hummed, her eyes fluttering closed. "And maybe some other things."

The kiss that followed was anything but gentle. It was a collision of pent-up energy and sun-soaked desire. Monica's tongue pushed past Nicole's lips, claiming, exploring. Nicole responded with equal fervour, her hands coming up to tangle in Monica's dark hair, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss until they were both breathless.

Monica pulled back first, her chest heaving. "Quick," she panted, her eyes dark with lust. "Before we lose the light."

Nicole's hands were already fumbling with the button of Monica's shorts. "Quick is my middle name."

Their clothes became a frantic obstacle. Monica practically ripped Nicole's thin cotton t-shirt over her head, while Nicole managed to unbutton and unzip Monica's shorts with one hand, her other hand still buried in Monica's hair. They were a tangle of limbs and fabric, a desperate scramble to get to skin.

"God, I want you," Monica growled, her mouth finding Nicole's neck, biting down hard enough to leave a mark.

Nicole gasped, her hips bucking up off the bed. "Then fucking take me."

Monica didn't need to be told twice. She shifted, her knee pressing between Nicole's legs, the rough denim of her jeans rubbing against the thin fabric of Nicole's panties. Nicole moaned, grinding against Monica's thigh, her hands scrabbling for purchase on Monica's back, her nails digging in.

"Too many clothes," Monica muttered against Nicole's collarbone, her tongue flicking out to soothe the skin her teeth had just abused.

They broke apart just long enough to shed the remaining barriers. Shorts, panties, and Monica's bra were kicked and thrown to the floor until there was nothing left but skin on skin. The afternoon air was thick and warm, sticking to their bodies as they came together again.

Monica flipped them over, suddenly on top, her thighs bracketing Nicole's head as she lowered her mouth to Nicole's dripping wet pussy. She didn't tease. She didn't wait. She flattened her tongue and licked a long, slow stripe from Nicole's entrance to her clit, tasting the day's arousal on her skin.

Nicole cried out, her hands flying to Monica's hips, pulling her down. She needed to taste, too. She needed to feel Monica's wetness on her tongue, to hear the sounds Monica made when she was lost in pleasure. She lifted her head, her mouth finding Monica's folds, her tongue mimicking Monica's movements.

They moved together in a frantic, messy sixty-nine. There was no finesse, no slow build-up. This was pure, unadulterated want. Pure desire.

Monica's tongue circled Nicole's clit, her fingers sliding into Nicole's tight heat, curling to find that spot that made her whole body tremble. Nicole responded in kind, her fingers pumping into Monica as she sucked on her clit, her free hand gripping Monica's ass, pulling her closer, deeper.

The room filled with the sounds of their pleasure—the wet, sloppy sounds of their mouths and fingers, the gasps and moans, the desperate whispers of "yes" and "don't stop" and "fuck, right there."

Monica could feel Nicole getting closer. She could feel the muscles in Nicole's thighs tensing, hear the change in her breathing. She doubled her efforts, her tongue flicking faster, her fingers pumping harder. She wanted to feel Nicole come undone around her, wanted to taste her release.

"Monica," Nicole gasped, her voice strained. "Monica, I'm gonna—"

Her words dissolved into a scream as her orgasm crashed over her. Her body arched off the bed, her thighs clamping around Monica's head as wave after wave of pleasure washed through her. Monica held on, her mouth and fingers working Nicole through her climax, drawing out every last drop of pleasure.

As Nicole came down from her high, Monica shifted, turning around to face her. She captured Nicole's mouth in a deep, passionate kiss, letting Nicole taste herself on Monica's lips.

"My turn," Monica whispered, her voice husky with desire.

Nicole didn't need to be asked twice. She rolled Monica onto her back, her mouth immediately finding Monica's nipples. She sucked and bit, her hand sliding down Monica's body, her fingers finding Monica's clit, already swollen and sensitive.

Monica arched into her touch, her hands fisting in the sheets. "Nicole," she gasped. "God, Nicole."

"Let me get something," Nicole murmured, her mouth never leaving Monica's skin. She reached over the side of the bed, her hand fumbling in her open suitcase until she found what she was looking for: a small, sleek vibrator.

She turned it on, the low hum filling the room. She teased Monica's clit with it, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves, watching as Monica's body responded, her hips rising to meet the toy.

"Please," Monica begged, her voice barely a whisper. "Nicole, please."

Nicole smiled, a wicked, knowing smile. She pressed the vibrator against Monica's clit, her fingers sliding into Monica's wet heat. She moved them in tandem, the toy buzzing against Monica's clit as her fingers curled inside her, finding that spot that made her see stars.

Monica's whole body tensed. Her back arched off the bed, her hands flying to Nicole's shoulders, her nails digging in. "Nicole," she cried out. "Nicole, I'm—"

Her orgasm hit her like a freight train, a blinding, overwhelming wave of pleasure that left her breathless and trembling. Nicole held her close, her mouth finding Monica's in a gentle, reassuring kiss as she worked her through her climax, the vibrator still buzzing against her clit.

When Monica finally came back down, Nicole turned off the vibrator and tossed it aside. She gathered Monica in her arms, holding her close as their breathing slowed and their heart rates returned to normal.

"Wow," Monica said, her voice still shaky. "That was incredible! I didn’t know how much I needed that."

Nicole laughed, a low, throaty sound. "Yeah. Wow is right."

They lay there for a long time, just holding each other, their bodies slick with sweat, their limbs tangled together. The afternoon sun had shifted, the golden stripes now painting the far wall.

"We should probably get up," Monica said, her voice muffled against Nicole's shoulder.

"In a minute," Nicole murmured, her hand tracing lazy patterns on Monica's back. "Just give me a minute."

Monica smiled, pressing a soft kiss to Nicole's shoulder. "Take all the time you need."

They stayed like that for a while longer, wrapped in each other's arms, the afternoon sun warming their skin, the city outside waiting for them to return. But for now, in this room, there was only the two of them, and the lingering echoes of their pleasure.
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Chapter 8: Love
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The room was quiet now.

The curtains were still open, just a crack, and a thin blade of afternoon sunlight sliced across the floor. The air smelled of salt and sweat and the faint floral scent of Nicole's shampoo. Somewhere outside, a church bell rang once, twice, then fell silent.

Monica lay on her back, one arm tucked behind her head, the other wrapped around Nicole's shoulders. Nicole was curled into her side, her cheek pressed against Monica's chest, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on Monica's stomach. The sheets were tangled around their legs, damp and wrinkled, and neither of them cared enough to fix them.

"We should do that more often," Nicole murmured.

"Do what? Take a nap?" Monica teased.

"No." Nicole lifted her head just enough to look at Monica. Her blonde hair was a mess, her lipstick long gone, her eyes heavy and soft. "That. The thing we just did. The thing that made the sheets all wet."

Monica laughed, a low rumble in her chest that Nicole felt against her ear. "We do that pretty often."

"Then we should do it even more often," Nicole said. "Like, constantly. As much as possible."

"I don't think our bodies would survive that."

"Maybe. It’d still be worth it, though."

Monica pressed a kiss to the top of Nicole's head. Her lips lingered there, breathing in the smell of her. "You're insatiable."

"You love it."

"I do," Monica said. "Of course I do."

The sunlight shifted. The bells stayed silent. The only sounds were their breathing and the distant crash of waves against the cliffs below their window.

Nicole's fingers had stopped moving. She was tracing the same small circle on Monica's stomach, round and round, like she was drawing something invisible. Monica watched her hand, watched the way the light caught the silver rings on her fingers, watched the way Nicole's nails were painted a soft pink that was already chipping.

"You need a manicure," Monica said.

"That's what you're thinking about right now?"

"I'm thinking about everything," Monica said. "And also your nails."

Nicole snorted. She shifted, pulling herself up so she could see Monica's face. She propped her chin on Monica's chest and looked at her upside down, her hair spilling across Monica's skin.

"Everything?" Nicole asked. "What kind of everything?"

Monica brushed a strand of hair away from Nicole's cheek. "The kind where I can't believe we're here. In Italy. In this bed. With you."

"Sap."

"Maybe." Monica's thumb traced the curve of Nicole's eyebrow, the bridge of her nose, the outline of her lips. "But it's true. I keep waiting to wake up."

Nicole turned her head and kissed Monica's palm. "You're not dreaming."

"Prove it."

Nicole crawled up Monica's body, slow and deliberate, until their faces were inches apart. Her knees settled on either side of Monica's hips. The sheet fell away from her shoulders. The afternoon light painted her gold.

"How's this for proof?" Nicole whispered.

She kissed Monica. Softly. Gently. Not the hungry kiss from before, but something slower. Something that said I'm not going anywhere. Monica's hands found Nicole's waist and held on.

When they pulled apart, Nicole rested her forehead against Monica's.

"Convinced?" Nicole asked.

"Getting there."

"Stubborn."

"Determined," Monica corrected. "There's a difference."

They didn't have sex again. They didn't need to. The heat between them had settled into something warmer, something softer. A low-burning fire that didn't need fuel, just oxygen. Just the two of them, breathing the same air.

Nicole rolled off Monica's chest and landed on her back beside her. Their shoulders touched. Their hips touched. Their legs tangled together under the damp sheet.

Monica reached over and took Nicole's hand. Palm to palm. Fingers laced.

"Do you remember the first time we did this?" Monica asked.

"The first time we had sex?"

"No," Monica said. "The first time we just lay here. Afterwards. When we didn't say anything. When we just held hands and didn't let go."

Nicole was quiet for a moment. The waves crashed. The sunlight crept across the floor.

"Your old apartment," Nicole finally said. "The one with the leaky faucet."

"You remember."

"Of course I remember." Nicole turned her head on the pillow so she could look at Monica. "You were so nervous. Your hands were shaking."

"They were not."

"They were. A little." Nicole smiled. "It was cute."

"I was terrified," Monica admitted. "I thought you were going to leave. I thought you were going to get dressed and walk out and I'd never see you again."

Nicole squeezed her hand. "Instead, I stayed all night."

"You stayed all night," Monica said. "And then you stayed the next night. And the night after that."

"And now here we are."

"Here we are," Monica echoed.

The room grew warmer. The afternoon stretched on, lazy and golden. Neither of them had anywhere to be. No dinner reservations. No sightseeing plans. Just this bed, these sheets, this quiet bubble of time that belonged only to them.

Nicole's eyelids were getting heavy. Monica could tell by the way her blinks were getting slower, by the way her grip on Monica's hand was loosening.

"Don't fall asleep yet," Monica said.

"I'm not falling asleep."

"You're literally falling asleep right now."

"I'm resting my eyes." Nicole's voice was slurring slightly. "There's a difference."

Monica smiled. She shifted onto her side and pulled Nicole toward her. Nicole went willingly, curling into Monica's chest, tucking her head under Monica's chin. Her breath was warm against Monica's collarbone.

"Okay," Monica whispered. "You can sleep."

"I wasn't asking permission."

"I know."

Nicole's hand found Monica's again under the sheet. Their fingers locked together, loose and easy. The way they always held hands. The way they had held hands at the airport, in the taxi, at every restaurant and every garden and every cobblestone street.

The way they would hold hands for the rest of their lives.

"I love you," Nicole breathed. The words were soft, nearly asleep, but Monica heard them. She would always hear them.

"I love you too," Monica said.

She kissed the top of Nicole's head one more time. Then she closed her own eyes. The waves crashed. The sunlight faded. The bells stayed silent.

And they slept.

––––––––
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	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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