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      The moving truck had barely pulled away before Sara slumped against the front door, sweat prickling at her hairline, her thighs sticking slightly to the edge of her denim shorts. The late afternoon sun painted everything in warm golds, but the weight in her chest didn’t budge. She was here—finally out of that suffocating apartment she used to share with Morgan—but the air still felt stuffy with things unsaid and undone.

      She pushed herself off the door and stepped outside, needing a moment that wasn’t boxed in. The cul-de-sac was quiet, almost idyllic. Single-story homes, a couple of kids riding scooters in the distance, and that soft, suburban hush that made her feel a little out of place. Her sandals scuffed against the pavement as she crossed to the curb to check her new mailbox, still half-expecting it to bite her or deliver some bad omen.

      That’s when she saw her.

      Across the street, standing in front of a red-brick house, a woman with jet-black hair tucked behind her ears and skin kissed by the sun bent slightly to collect her own mail. She was barefoot on the concrete, legs toned and tan, wearing a simple ribbed tank and faded joggers that clung in a way that made Sara’s breath catch. There was an effortless power in the way she stood—hips shifted just enough to be teasing, shoulders square, her gaze sharp and steady even when she wasn’t looking directly at Sara.

      And then she did look. Right at her.

      Sara froze, fingers still awkwardly caught in the latch of her own mailbox. Their eyes met across the street. The woman offered a slow, amused smile, the kind that curled knowingly at the edges, like she’d seen this kind of moment before and enjoyed it every time.

      There was something familiar about her. Something in the cheekbones, or the way her lips curved—not quite a memory, but a sensation.

      Sara’s mouth went dry. She quickly looked down at the mail she hadn’t even pulled out yet, heart thudding uncomfortably hard against her ribs. She hated how easy it was for someone that stunning to make her feel like she was eighteen again—shy, uncertain, flustered.

      She stole another glance. The woman hadn’t moved, just tucked a single envelope under her arm and leaned back against her porch post. Her hair blew gently in the breeze, and her posture stayed relaxed, confident, like the neighborhood belonged to her. Maybe it did. She had the kind of presence that filled space without even trying—tall, lean, with a toned frame that spoke of strength beneath softness. There was something almost masculine in her stillness, in the way she observed. Not threatening, but commanding. Unbothered. Sexy in a way Sara never knew how to approach.

      Of course she would move in across the street from someone like that. Someone who probably had a drawer full of silk lingerie and used it regularly, not as a joke or a fantasy but as a fact. Sara, on the other hand, had packed her favorite vibrator in a box labeled miscellaneous bathroom, and she still couldn’t find it.

      As she turned to head back toward the house, she caught the woman still watching her—just for a second more than polite. It wasn’t invasive. It was... assessing. Like she knew exactly how rattled Sara was and didn’t mind being the reason.

      Sara’s cheeks burned as she shut the front door behind her, back pressed to the cool wood.

      She was here for a fresh start. A quiet street. Solitude.

      Not a gorgeous neighbor with a stare that made her pulse tick faster and her thighs press together like an instinct she’d tried too hard to bury.

      She let out a shaky breath and laughed to herself.

      “Of course she’s hot,” she muttered. And of course, for the first time in months, Sara felt something that wasn’t sadness or anger. She felt want.
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        * * *

      

      The boxes could wait.

      Sara sat cross-legged on the living room floor, laptop perched on an unopened container labeled bedroom stuff, as a half-mug of cooling tea rested beside her bare thigh. The heat from earlier still clung to her skin, and her tank top had darkened at the small of her back where sweat had gathered from the effort of moving. But her mind wasn’t on unpacking anymore—not since she clicked into the community Facebook group and scrolled across the name “Elle Morgan.”

      The post was innocent enough. A neighbor was asking if Elle was still offering her yoga sessions from the garage studio on Tuesdays. A few comments below that answered yes, with multiple fire emojis and a few thirsty compliments that made Sara smirk.

      But her smirk faded quickly.

      Elle.

      As in the Elle that Morgan used to date. The Elle she had only ever seen in one blurry Instagram post and never forgot. Her eyes widened, her pulse stuttering in her throat. That name wasn’t just familiar—it was specific.

      Suddenly, her fingers flew across the keyboard. A quick search of her ex’s old Instagram account—still public, because of course Morgan was that kind of girl—brought up a post from a year and a half ago. Sara’s stomach dropped.

      There she was. Elle, standing beside Morgan at some wine bar, both of them done up in little black dresses, arms linked but bodies angled apart. The caption had said something stupid and flirty, something about bad decisions and better company. At the time, Sara had stared at that post longer than she wanted to admit, back when she and Morgan had first started dating. She hadn’t liked how close they’d looked, how familiar. She’d told herself Elle was just an old friend. That’s what Morgan had said, anyway.

      But it wasn’t friendship in that photo. Not the way Elle looked at the camera—cool, unreadable, like she knew something the rest of the world hadn’t caught onto yet.

      Sara clicked out of the post, her throat dry.

      Elle wasn’t just some neighbor. She was the ex. Morgan’s ex. And not the messy kind, not the jealous, petty kind who blew up text threads or got sloppily drunk at parties. No, Elle had been the one before Sara. The one Morgan had never talked about in detail, just in tones thick with nostalgia and a faint hint of regret.

      So that’s who had just smiled at her from across the street. That was the woman with the low-slung joggers and confident smirk. That was the mouth Morgan had kissed before kissing her.

      Sara’s chest tightened with a pang she couldn’t quite name. Was it jealousy? Curiosity? Some cocktail of insecurity and arousal that made her skin feel tight and her thighs press together?

      She remembered the first time she saw Elle’s photo. It had been months into her relationship with Morgan. They were in bed, tangled in cheap sheets, and Morgan had been scrolling through old pictures on her phone. A flash of raven hair, a strong jawline, a leather jacket over bare skin—Sara had barely glimpsed the image before Morgan quickly swiped it away.

      “That’s just Elle,” Morgan had said casually. “We didn’t work out. Too intense.”

      Too intense.

      God, what the hell did that even mean?

      Sara shifted now, uncrossing her legs as a dull ache pulsed between them. Maybe it was leftover tension from the move, or maybe it was the mental image of Elle in that photo—leaning into Morgan, lips parted like she was mid-laugh, but her eyes? Those eyes were locked on the camera like they were locking onto a target.

      It stirred something dangerous in Sara. Not fear. Not resentment. But heat. The idea of Elle being so close—right across the street—of her being the one who had tasted Morgan’s mouth, touched her the way Sara used to… it wasn’t just unsettling.

      It was erotic.

      Her fingers grazed her own thigh, slow and absent-minded, as her breath grew shallower. She squeezed her legs together and exhaled sharply.

      “No,” she whispered to herself, standing up too fast. Her laptop tumbled to the carpet.

      This was ridiculous. She wasn’t about to spiral just because her new neighbor was her ex’s ex. That was just… suburban fate. A coincidence.

      Except Elle didn’t feel like a coincidence. She felt like an open door. One Sara had never dared to walk through before.

      And now, the door was wide open. The only question was whether Sara had the nerve to step inside.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was higher than she'd expected when she stepped outside in a tank top and gym shorts, tugging a cheap green garden hose across the patchy front lawn. Sara hadn’t planned on doing yard work, but the overgrown hedge felt like it was mocking her—wild, untamed, like everything else in her life. She needed to tame something, even if it was just a few scraggly rose bushes and browning grass.

      She twisted the handle of the spigot. The hose shuddered once, twice, and then let out a weak dribble of water. She gave it a little shake, bent over to check for a kink, then tried again. This time, the nozzle hissed, sputtered—and popped free of the hose altogether, sending a cold, fast stream of water arcing up and right into her chest.

      “Shit!” she gasped, stumbling backward, soaked from neck to stomach. The thin cotton of her tank top clung to her skin instantly, outlining the lace of her bra and the sharp rise of her nipples beneath.

      She froze.

      Across the street, standing on the porch with a mason jar in one hand and what looked like a knowing smile on her lips, was Elle.

      Of course.

      Sara fumbled with the hose like a Spring Breaker caught in the middle of a wet T-shirt contest she hadn't signed up for. The nozzle dangled from the hose like a mocking punchline. She bent to retrieve it, water still spraying across the grass, her skin cooling fast under the cling of wet fabric.

      “I’ve got a spare hose if you want it,” Elle called, voice low and casual, as if they were old friends and Sara’s soaked chest wasn’t practically an invitation.

      Sara straightened, breath catching in her throat. Elle had stepped off her porch now, crossing the street with bare feet and an easy sway to her hips. Her joggers were loose around the waist, and her cropped tank revealed a strip of taut, sun-kissed stomach. Her hair was gathered at the nape of her neck in a lazy twist, a few tendrils escaping and dancing in the warm breeze.

      “I, uh… thanks,” Sara said, brushing wet strands of hair from her face, trying not to stare. But Elle was hard not to look at. She radiated calm—like she was always in control, always two steps ahead. And close up, she smelled faintly of eucalyptus and warm linen. Clean and a little earthy. Intimate, in a way that made Sara’s chest tighten.

      Elle crouched to examine the hose, her hand brushing past Sara’s as she reached for the nozzle. “This one’s toast,” she murmured, fingers wrapping around the connection with quiet efficiency. “Dry-rot split the threading. It happens when it sits too long in the sun.”

      Sara watched her hands—strong, nimble, veined in a way that made them seem capable of anything. She cleared her throat. “I guess I should’ve left the lawn to die.”

      Elle glanced up, one eyebrow lifting. “Then what would you take out your frustration on?”

      Sara laughed, flustered. “Is it that obvious?”

      “You’re not the first woman to rage-garden her way through a breakup in this neighborhood,” Elle said, standing now, her tone light but her eyes unwavering. “You moved in last week?”

      Sara nodded. “Yeah. Sara.”

      “Elle.” She held out a hand, and Sara took it.

      The touch was brief but warm, palm against palm, a slight squeeze before Elle let go. It lingered though—on Sara’s skin, in the base of her spine. Her breath snagged.

      “Nice to meet you, Sara,” Elle said, smiling. “I’ll grab you that spare hose.”

      She turned to walk back across the street, and Sara found her gaze dropping—unable not to trace the subtle sway of Elle’s hips, the curve of her ass beneath those loose pants. She wasn’t trying to be seductive. That was the worst part. She didn’t have to.

      And still, the back of Sara’s neck burned with heat.

      When Elle returned, coiling a dark grey hose over one arm, Sara tried not to squirm under her own wet clothes. The fabric clung to her breasts, her nipples unmistakably peaked beneath the damp tank. She folded her arms, but it was too late.

      Elle noticed. Of course she did. But instead of staring or making a joke, she handed over the hose like she hadn’t seen anything at all.

      Or maybe like she’d seen everything—and wanted Sara to sit with that awareness a little longer.

      “Thanks,” Sara said, voice a little hoarse.

      Elle tilted her head. “Anytime.”

      Their eyes held for a moment too long. Sara wondered what Elle’s lips would feel like—if they’d be soft or demanding. If she’d taste like peppermint or something darker. Her skin prickled with heat that had nothing to do with the sun.

      Elle stepped back. “If you need anything else, I’m just over there.”

      Sara nodded, trying not to watch her walk away again. Trying not to imagine those hands on other things. Her skin. Her mouth. The inside of her thigh.

      God.

      She exhaled slowly, chest still damp, heart beating in places that had been quiet for too long.

      This wasn’t the kind of neighborly interaction she’d been expecting.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Sara opened her front door to find a pale blue sticky note folded neatly and taped to the screen.

      If you’re free after ten, come by for coffee. No pressure. —Elle

      Her stomach fluttered at the neat, slanted handwriting. There was no heart or winky face, no flirtatious emoji. Just an offer. An opening. But Sara couldn’t stop reading between the lines.

      She stood under the hot spray of her morning shower for longer than necessary, letting the water beat down on her shoulders as she rehearsed possible conversation starters, then scrapped them all. By the time 10:15 rolled around, she was standing at Elle’s front steps in a soft grey tee and jean shorts, heart tapping against her ribs like it had something urgent to say.

      Elle opened the door before she could knock, as if she’d been waiting.

      “I was starting to think you wouldn’t come,” she said with a slow smile.

      Sara lifted a shoulder, trying to act more casual than she felt. “I’m late. I panic-changed my outfit twice.”

      Elle gave her a once-over—warm, but not overt. “It was worth it.”

      Sara felt her pulse thud low in her belly.

      Elle gestured her inside, but didn’t lead her past the threshold. Instead, they stepped out onto the wide, covered porch where two cushioned chairs sat angled toward each other, a small table between them already holding two mugs and a plate of cut strawberries.

      “This is… cute,” Sara said, easing into the chair opposite Elle. “I didn’t realize you were the cozy porch type.”

      “I’m full of surprises,” Elle said, handing Sara one of the mugs. “Coffee. Black. But I’ve got oat milk if you’re feeling delicate.”

      Sara grinned. “Black is perfect.”

      They sipped in companionable silence for a moment. The air was warm, still sweet from the morning dew. Birds flitted between trees in the yard, and somewhere in the distance, a lawnmower hummed. Sara tucked one leg beneath her and let herself relax into the cushion, feeling the heat from the coffee spread down her arms.

      “You just moved in last week, right?” Elle asked, breaking the silence.

      Sara nodded. “Yeah. Just me now. I used to live downtown, but... I needed a reset.”

      Elle gave a small nod of understanding. “Morgan.”

      Sara feigned ignorance. “You know her?”

      Elle’s lips curled into something between a smirk and a sigh. “We dated. Briefly. Not that she ever liked to talk about her past. I’ve seen you on her Instagram posts. I recognized you pretty quickly.”

      Sara stared down into her mug, processing that. “She didn’t mention you. Not really. Just said her last relationship was... complicated.”

      Elle tilted her head. “That’s one word for it.”

      Sara bit her lip. “I guess that makes this awkward.”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” Elle said. “Unless you want it to be.”

      Sara looked up. “I don’t. I just… I never expected to move in across the street from her other ex.”

      Elle’s gaze softened. “You’re not the first woman Morgan hurt. But you might be the first one who kept trying anyway.”

      There was a pause, the kind that felt dense with everything unsaid. Sara swallowed.

      “She said I made her feel trapped,” she murmured. “That I loved too hard. Too much. I kept asking myself what I did wrong.”

      “You didn’t,” Elle said simply.

      Sara shook her head. “I wasn’t exciting enough. I wasn’t spontaneous. I wasn’t—”

      “Maybe it wasn’t about you not being enough,” Elle interrupted, her voice low and deliberate. “Maybe it was about her not being ready for someone who was.”

      The words sank deep, like something warm and solid settling inside Sara’s chest. Her throat tightened. No one had ever said that to her before. No one had even considered that angle. For a long moment, she just let it sit there between them, soaking in the quiet validation.

      Elle leaned back in her chair, one leg sliding out lazily, bare toes curling against the floorboard. The hem of her loose joggers rode up, revealing smooth, tan skin and the gentle cut of her ankle. Her tank top dipped slightly as she rested her elbow on the arm of the chair, revealing the soft slope of her collarbone.

      Sara’s gaze lingered a little too long.

      Elle noticed. But she didn’t move. Didn’t shift to cover up.

      The air was still. Heavy. Charged.

      Sara reached for a strawberry, their fingers brushing. A quiet spark passed between them—warm, slow, undeniable.

      “I think I’m still figuring out what I want,” Sara said softly. “For the first time, I don’t have to orbit someone else.”

      Elle’s eyes darkened just slightly, her voice dropping an octave. “Sounds like you’re overdue to start choosing what feels good.”

      Sara felt heat pulse low in her belly. She didn’t respond. She couldn’t—not without revealing just how good this already felt.

      Elle sat back, sipping her coffee, the corner of her mouth curving again.

      “If you ever want to talk more,” she said, “or not talk at all… I’m just across the street.”

      Sara nodded slowly, mug resting in her lap.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day moved like honey—slow and sweet, with just a hint of stickiness she couldn’t shake.

      Back in her own house, Sara paced between half-unpacked boxes, pretending to busy herself with throw pillows and books she wasn’t ready to shelve. But her thoughts kept drifting. To Elle’s voice—low and smooth, like it had been poured over ice. To the weight of that look across the porch, dark eyes locking onto her like she was something worth keeping still for.

      The hose from yesterday still lay curled in the yard, half-tamed. Sara wandered out onto her porch barefoot, coffee mug now filled with ice water, pretending she was just checking the weather. Across the street, Elle’s curtains were drawn open. Not enough to spy, but enough to wonder.

      She imagined Elle inside—barefoot again, stretching after yoga, her tank top damp at the edges, skin flushed. Sara’s stomach tightened as the fantasy unfolded, uninvited but welcome. She imagined Elle looking up, catching her staring. Not angry. Not surprised. Just amused, maybe a little knowing.

      God.

      Sara pressed her thighs together and turned sharply, reentering the house like she could physically outrun the pulse fluttering low in her body.

      She told herself she needed a cold shower.

      Instead, she lay down on the couch, one hand resting flat on her stomach, just under the hem of her shirt. The air conditioner hummed to life overhead, but it did nothing for the heat blooming beneath her skin.

      Elle’s voice echoed again: “Maybe it wasn’t about you not being enough…”

      She slid her hand lower.

      She hadn’t touched herself in weeks. Not since the breakup. Not since Morgan had looked at her one night like she was something disposable. But this felt different. It wasn’t about loneliness. It wasn’t even about grief.

      It was about want.

      Her fingers slipped beneath her waistband, slow and curious. She was already slick, the slightest brush enough to make her legs twitch.

      She imagined Elle again—closer this time. Her breath warm on Sara’s throat, one hand guiding her wrist lower, encouraging her to let go. Not with words, but with a look.

      Sara let out a soft breath, hips lifting into her own touch.

      She circled herself gently, teasing, building the ache. Her lips parted. Her body hummed like it had been waiting for this, for something real, something new.

      Not her ex. Not a memory.

      Elle.

      She stroked herself with more urgency now, imagining Elle’s mouth against her neck, the weight of her body pinning her to a bed she didn’t even own yet. She imagined fingers that weren’t hers—deeper, more confident. The sharp inhale Elle might make at the moment Sara finally let go.

      She came fast and hard, back arching, the air caught in her throat. The release surprised her, sharp and full-bodied, like the dam had been waiting to break. She curled into the couch cushions, eyes closed, body still pulsing with aftershocks.

      When she opened them again, the living room looked exactly the same. Quiet. Dim. Half-moved-in.

      But she felt different.

      She wasn’t numb. She wasn’t hollow. She was warm. Wanting. Awake.

      She sat up slowly, fingers tugging her waistband back into place. Her legs were a little shaky as she padded barefoot into the kitchen for water, her skin still tingling.

      Elle hadn’t touched her. Not yet. But the spark was there. Lit. Real.
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        * * *

      

      By early evening, the sun had dropped behind the treeline, casting long shadows across Sara’s front steps. She told herself she was just out for a walk, just stretching her legs, just enjoying the quiet air. But her bare feet padded directly across the street, heart hammering as she climbed the three porch steps to Elle’s door.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, she knocked.

      Elle answered almost immediately, like she’d been expecting her.

      “Hey,” Elle said softly, one hand braced on the doorframe. She wore a fitted black tank and soft slate-blue lounge pants that hugged her hips just enough to distract. Her hair was still damp from a recent shower, loose and curling slightly at the ends. “Everything okay?”

      “I just—” Sara faltered. “I don’t know. I didn’t want to sit alone tonight.”

      Elle’s gaze held hers for a long moment. “You don’t have to.”

      She stepped back, opening the door wider, and Sara followed her inside.

      The house smelled like lemon and cedar. Warm. Clean. Intimate.

      Elle led her into the kitchen, where soft instrumental music played low through a speaker. The windows were open, letting in the cooling night breeze. A single light above the sink glowed amber, casting golden edges along Elle’s bare shoulders and collarbones.

      “I made tea,” she said, already reaching for a second mug. “Chamomile. Unless you’re into something stronger.”

      Sara shook her head, stepping closer. “Tea’s perfect.”

      Elle poured and handed her the mug, fingers brushing Sara’s briefly. Even that slight contact felt charged. Sara’s breath hitched just enough to make her wonder if Elle noticed.

      They stood in the kitchen for a moment, saying nothing. Just sipping. Just... watching each other.

      “I was thinking about what you said earlier,” Sara murmured.

      “Which part?”

      Sara hesitated, then looked up. “That maybe she wasn’t ready for someone who was enough.”

      Elle didn’t smile. She didn’t look away. “I meant it.”

      Something shifted. The air felt heavier, closer. Sara could hear her own breath now, feel her pulse in her fingertips.

      “I think I want to know what it feels like,” she said softly.

      “To be enough?”

      Sara nodded. “To be wanted desperately.”

      That was all it took.

      Elle set her mug down with a soft clink, then crossed the space between them in three quiet steps. Her hand came up, fingers brushing a lock of hair behind Sara’s ear, knuckles grazing her cheek. It was a tender touch, but it sent a bolt of heat through her.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the first time I saw you,” Elle said, voice low and steady.

      Sara’s lips parted. “Then what are you waiting for?”

      Elle kissed her.

      Softly, at first—testing, tasting. Her lips were warm, sure, patient. Sara melted instantly, pressing forward, one hand sliding up Elle’s arm to anchor herself. Their mouths moved together in perfect rhythm, slow and exploratory, like they had all the time in the world to learn this.

      Elle’s hand slid to the small of Sara’s back, pulling her in, bodies aligning in a way that felt too good to be accidental. Sara’s breath came faster, her fingers finding the hem of Elle’s tank, skimming up warm, bare skin.

      Elle deepened the kiss, her tongue teasing gently at the edge of Sara’s mouth. Sara opened for her, sighing into the contact, her body leaning into the pull. Everything about Elle felt confident—like she knew exactly how to take her time, how to savor, how to claim without overwhelming.

      By the time their mouths finally broke apart, Sara was panting softly, her forehead resting against Elle’s.

      Sara’s hands were still on Elle’s waist, her thumbs hooked under the elastic band of those soft lounge pants. The space between their bodies had all but vanished.

      “I don’t know what this is,” Sara murmured.

      Elle’s thumb traced a slow, dizzying path along the back of Sara’s neck. “It doesn’t have to be anything. Not yet.”

      Sara nodded, letting her eyes close. Her skin tingled everywhere Elle touched her. And where she wasn’t touching? It ached for it.

      Elle’s fingers pressed lightly into the curve of Sara’s waist, thumbs sliding beneath the soft hem of her shirt as if testing boundaries—finding none. Sara didn’t pull away. She leaned closer instead, her body betraying her with a shiver that had nothing to do with the open window’s breeze.

      “I don’t want to go,” Sara whispered, her lips barely brushing Elle’s.

      “You don’t have to,” Elle said again, voice low, patient, laced with promise.

      They kissed like they were trying to remember something—not rushed, but unrelenting. Sara let her hands roam, up Elle’s bare arms, over her shoulders, thumbs brushing the smooth lines of her collarbones. Her skin was impossibly soft and warm, smelling faintly of citrus and something deeper—clean, earthy, just Elle.

      Elle pulled her in gently, guiding them toward the couch without ever breaking contact. Sara followed, barely aware of the way her knees brushed Elle’s, her hip knocking softly into the edge of the coffee table. She sat first, sinking into the cushions with a soft gasp as Elle straddled her lap in one fluid, easy movement.

      Sara looked up, breathless, stunned by the sight of Elle above her—hair tumbling over one shoulder, that confident expression softening into something more vulnerable. Elle’s hands rested on Sara’s shoulders, grounding her, thumbs drawing little circles that sent heat spiraling down through her core.

      “This okay?” Elle asked.

      Sara nodded, voice gone. “Yes.”

      Elle kissed her again, slower this time, deeper. Her weight settled into Sara’s lap, thighs on either side, and Sara could feel the warmth of her through the thin fabric of their clothes. It made her dizzy. Her fingers slid up Elle’s back, exploring the shape of her, the dip of her spine, the soft ridge where her muscles tensed with every subtle movement.

      Sara’s hips lifted instinctively, needing more, needing friction, and Elle responded with a slow, deliberate grind of her own hips. Their bodies aligned in a way that made Sara gasp softly into Elle’s mouth. There was no mistaking the sensation—heat against heat, separated only by a few thin layers of fabric.

      Elle’s lips trailed along Sara’s jaw, then lower, brushing against the sensitive hollow just beneath her ear. Sara’s fingers dug lightly into Elle’s waist as her head tilted back, her breath coming faster, more shallow.

      “You’re beautiful,” Elle murmured, her voice rasping low and close.

      Sara didn’t know how to respond to that. She felt flushed, trembling, aroused in a way that felt both completely new and long overdue. Instead of speaking, she tugged gently at Elle’s tank top, an unspoken question in the movement.

      Elle lifted her arms, letting Sara peel it off inch by inch.

      Underneath, she was bare.

      Sara’s breath caught as her eyes swept over the elegant curves of Elle’s body—the toned plane of her stomach, the swell of her breasts, the warm skin dusted with a few scattered freckles. Her hands moved instinctively, reverently, cupping Elle’s waist, sliding upward over her ribs, her thumbs grazing the soft undersides of Elle’s breasts without rushing, without pressure—just touch, warm and tentative.

      Elle shuddered under her hands.

      She leaned down again, lips brushing Sara’s as she whispered, “Touch me.”

      Sara did.

      She ran her hands along Elle’s sides, fingertips trailing slow patterns up her back, exploring the ridge of her spine and the softness of her skin. She pressed a line of kisses from Elle’s mouth to her neck, tasting her—skin warmed from tea and breath and heat.

      Elle rolled her hips again, firmer this time, and the friction between them deepened. Sara’s body responded instantly—breasts tightening beneath her bra, thighs clenching, the pressure between her legs building and blooming.

      Elle’s moan was quiet but unmistakable, a breathy sound just for her, and it lit Sara up from the inside.

      They moved together like that—slow, clothed, desperate in a way that wasn’t messy but intentional. Every shift of their bodies fed the hunger building between them, every breath, every brush of lips and hands and hips.

      Sara had never felt so needed. Or so wanted.

      Elle leaned back just slightly, her fingers sliding beneath the hem of Sara’s shirt.

      “Can I?”

      Sara nodded, and Elle pulled it up and over her head. Her bra followed, fingers unclasping it with practiced ease, leaving Sara bare beneath her.

      Elle’s mouth was on her in a second—hot, wet, open against the top of her breast, her tongue flicking gently against sensitive skin. Sara gasped, her hands threading through Elle’s hair as she arched into the touch, wanting more, so much more.

      The air was thick with their breathing now. The sound of lips, of shifting fabric, of skin brushing skin. Sara’s entire body was trembling, caught somewhere between need and awe, her senses drowning in Elle’s mouth, her hands, her scent.

      She was unraveling. And Elle was right there, holding her together and taking her apart in the same moment.

      Not rushing. Just knowing.

      When Elle finally stilled, lips trailing one last kiss along Sara’s collarbone, they were both panting softly. Their bodies pressed tight together, warm and flushed and humming.

      Elle rested her forehead against Sara’s.

      “You’re allowed to want this,” she whispered. “To want me. Because I sure as hell want you.”

      “I do,” Sara said. And she meant it. Every inch of her body was proof.

      They didn’t rush to untangle.

      Elle rested against her, body still draped comfortably over Sara’s lap, warm skin against warm skin, both of them flushed and damp in all the right places. The world outside the window had darkened completely now, the porch light casting long golden shadows across the floor. Somewhere, the soft music still played, but it was little more than background to the quiet rise and fall of their breathing.

      Sara brushed a hand along Elle’s back, fingers drifting up and down in slow strokes. Not needing to go anywhere. Just… being there. She’d forgotten how good this could feel. Not just the heat of someone else’s body, but the weight of it. The closeness. The shared stillness.

      Elle shifted slightly, pressing a light kiss against Sara’s jaw. “You okay?”

      Sara nodded, eyes fluttering shut for a moment. “Yeah. Just… trying to stay in my body.”

      Elle gave a soft hum, neither teasing nor pitying. “You’ve been out of it for a while, haven’t you?”

      Sara opened her eyes, looking at the woman in her arms. “You can tell?”

      Elle tilted her head, her fingers now tracing idle patterns along the outside of Sara’s thigh. “I don’t think you’ve been touched in a way that made you feel seen in a long time.”

      Sara exhaled, the truth landing low in her stomach.

      “No,” she admitted. “I haven’t.”

      “Then let’s start there,” Elle said gently. “You don’t owe me performance. Or perfection.”

      That quiet assurance made something inside Sara ache and loosen at the same time. Her voice came out quieter than she expected. “I don’t really know how to do this without overthinking every second of it.”

      Elle smiled, brushing her nose against Sara’s. “That’s okay. I’m not in a hurry.”

      They sat in silence again, the kind that didn’t stretch awkward but wrapped around them like a soft blanket. Sara let her hands explore again—not in a sexual way now, but in a grounding one. The way Elle’s lower back curved inward. The heat in the crook of her neck. The rhythm of her breath, steady and deep against Sara’s chest.

      “This feels…” Sara hesitated, searching for the word. “Safe.”

      Elle nodded, her voice a quiet murmur. “Good. It’s supposed to.”

      Sara swallowed around the knot forming in her throat. “I didn’t think I’d be capable of wanting someone again. Not without guilt. Or fear.”

      “And yet, here you are.” Elle kissed the space just below her ear. “Wanting is allowed, Sara.”

      It was strange how easily her name slipped from Elle’s lips—like it belonged there.

      Sara rested her forehead against Elle’s collarbone, feeling the thrum of a steady heartbeat beneath warm skin. She didn’t want to leave. Not yet. Not while the air still carried that faint scent of sex and tea and skin. Not while her body still tingled from being wanted—really wanted—and held after, not just discarded once the heat had passed.

      “Do you want to stay?” Elle asked softly, like she already knew the answer but was letting Sara claim it for herself.

      Sara nodded without lifting her head. “Yeah. I do.”

      Elle wrapped her arms around her, holding her tighter.

      “Then stay.”
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Sara felt was heat—low sunlight streaming across her bare shoulder, warm breath against the back of her neck, and the weight of a strong, steady arm wrapped around her waist.

      For a second, she didn’t move.

      The sheets were soft. The bed smelled like lemon and skin. Her thighs were tangled with Elle’s beneath the covers, and her own heart was beating too loud in her chest for her to pretend this was a dream.

      Last night hadn’t been a fantasy. It had happened—slow, powerful, real.

      And now she was in Elle’s bed.

      She turned her head slightly, just enough to see Elle’s face beside her on the pillow. Her dark lashes cast tiny shadows across her cheeks, and her lips were parted slightly, breathing slow and deep. Her hair was a mess, soft waves falling over her temple and down across the sheets, and even in sleep, she looked… peaceful. Grounded.

      Everything Sara wasn’t used to waking up beside.

      A pang of something bittersweet pulled at her chest. Not regret—no, not even close—but fear. The unfamiliar kind, the kind that said, You felt something real last night. What now?

      She lay still, trying not to wake Elle, but of course Elle’s arm tightened a little around her waist, her voice low and rough with sleep.

      “Hey.”

      Sara closed her eyes, smiling faintly. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You didn’t.” Elle nudged forward until her lips brushed just behind Sara’s ear. “You okay?”

      Sara hesitated. “Yeah. I think so.”

      Elle’s voice stayed soft. “You don’t sound sure.”

      Sara rolled over to face her, elbow propped on the pillow, their legs still entangled beneath the sheets. “I’m just… not used to this. Waking up like this. After something that actually meant something.”

      Elle reached up, brushing a strand of hair off Sara’s cheek. “That’s a good thing, though, right?”

      Sara nodded. “Yeah. It just scares the hell out of me.”

      A quiet smile curved Elle’s mouth. “Good. That means it’s worth it.”

      They were quiet for a moment, neither needing to rush toward labels or answers. Elle traced soft circles on the bare skin of Sara’s hip beneath the sheet, and Sara let herself lean into the touch, her body remembering what it had felt like to be held—not out of obligation, but out of desire.

      Sara laughed quietly, her voice still husky. “You really don’t do the whole post-sex awkwardness thing, do you?”

      Elle tilted her head. “Should I?”

      “No. God, no. I just… you make this feel easy.”

      “It can be easy,” Elle said. “When it’s right.”

      Sara swallowed around the tightness forming in her throat. “I’ve never felt like this before. Wanted. Safe. Seen.”

      Elle’s hand paused. She leaned in, kissing Sara’s forehead gently. “That’s because you were always trying to be enough for someone who wasn’t looking at you. I see you, Sara.”

      The words hit harder than any climax.

      Sara didn’t say anything right away. Instead, she buried her face in Elle’s neck, letting herself breathe her in. Lemon. Skin. Warmth. Home.

      Eventually, Elle pulled back just enough to whisper, “Stay for breakfast?”

      Sara lifted her head, her lips curving. “Only if you’re cooking.”
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        * * *

      

      The toast was slightly burnt, the avocado was unevenly mashed, and the coffee had gone lukewarm by the time they actually sat down to eat.

      But Sara didn’t care.

      They were curled around each other in the cozy little breakfast nook just off Elle’s kitchen, knees touching beneath the table. A plate of toast sat between them, half-eaten, flecked with sea salt and lemon. Elle wore one of those loose, faded shirts that hung off one shoulder and looked unfairly good on her. Sara had borrowed a pair of shorts from her—too big, cinched at the waist—and every time she shifted, she caught the scent of Elle’s laundry detergent: crisp, clean, comforting.

      “So,” Elle said, spreading jam across another slice of toast. “You want to talk about the ghost still floating around in that head of yours?”

      Sara blinked. “Wow. No preamble?”

      Elle smirked. “You didn’t exactly hide it.”

      Sara looked down at her plate, then back up. “Morgan.”

      Elle nodded once, setting the knife down.

      Sara hesitated. “I feel like I spent so long being the version of myself she needed me to be—sweet, accommodating, non-confrontational. If something bothered me, I swallowed it. If she pulled away, I blamed myself.”

      Elle’s fingers brushed lightly over Sara’s knee beneath the table, grounding her. “I know.”

      “She told me I was ‘too much’ for her, but also not exciting enough. Like I was always supposed to shapeshift depending on what version of her I was waking up next to.”

      “That’s exactly what she does,” Elle said, her voice quiet but firm.

      Sara’s eyes lifted, surprised by the edge in her tone.

      “She did it to me, too,” Elle went on. “At first it was thrilling. She made me feel electric. Like I was the only one in the room. But eventually, everything I gave her became something she resented. My stability? Controlling. My affection? Clingy. She said I was intense, and then asked why I didn’t open up more.”

      Sara let out a bitter laugh. “Jesus. It’s like she has a script.”

      “She does. She just rotates the cast.”

      They fell into a short silence, and this time, it wasn’t heavy. It was validating. Cleansing.

      “She made me feel small,” Sara admitted. “And I didn’t even realize it until I was out of it.”

      Elle’s expression softened. “And now?”

      Sara glanced at her. “Now I feel… bigger. Like I’m starting to take up space again.”

      “Good.” Elle leaned in, lips brushing the edge of Sara’s cheek. “You deserve to take up all the space you want.”

      Sara looked at her—really looked at her.

      There were questions swimming behind Elle’s eyes. Want. Caution. Hope. But she wasn’t pushing. She never did.

      “I was scared this was just about revenge,” Sara said, almost whispering.

      Elle blinked. “Revenge?”

      “You know. You sleeping with the girl who came after you.”

      A pause. Then Elle tilted her head. “Does this feel like revenge?”

      Sara shook her head slowly. “No. It feels like the first real thing in a long time.”

      Elle reached across the table and took her hand.

      “I’m not interested in punishing Morgan,” she said. “But if she knew what she lost—twice over—maybe that’s punishment enough.”

      Sara let out a soft, surprised laugh, her fingers tightening around Elle’s. The warmth in her chest was different now—less frantic, more full. She hadn’t just been seen.

      She was wanted.

      Not as a mirror for someone else’s ego, not as a crutch, not as a placeholder.

      Just as herself.

      “So,” Elle murmured, brushing her thumb across the top of Sara’s hand, “you staying the night again?”

      Sara grinned. “Only if there’s jam tomorrow.”

      Elle leaned across the table and kissed her—slow, sweet, unrushed.

      “There’ll be jam,” she said against her lips. “And maybe a little more of everything else.”
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        * * *

      

      It was past midnight when Sara leaned against Elle’s bedroom door, heart thudding as she watched the woman in front of her strip the covers back and crawl onto the bed in nothing but a tank top and underwear.

      The moonlight poured in through the half-open blinds, spilling soft silver across Elle’s skin, casting shadows over the strong lines of her arms and the delicate dip of her waist. Sara didn’t follow right away. She just stood there for a moment, taking her in.

      “You coming to bed,” Elle asked softly, “or just planning to stare all night?”

      Sara smiled, but didn’t blush this time. “Maybe both.”

      Elle arched an eyebrow, her lips curling into something slow and hungry. “Is that right?”

      Sara stepped forward, one hand gripping the hem of her borrowed T-shirt. “I want to touch you.”

      The words landed like heat between them.

      “I want to make you feel everything you made me feel,” she added, voice low, steady now. “But more.”

      Elle’s body stilled, her breath catching—not out of surprise, but anticipation. She nodded once, then lay back on the pillows and waited.

      Sara climbed onto the bed with purpose, straddling Elle’s thighs and running her palms up the length of her torso, lifting her tank top along the way. Elle raised her arms silently, letting her pull it over her head.

      Sara’s breath caught as she tossed it aside. Elle was bare beneath it—breasts full and soft, nipples already taut, her stomach rising and falling with a pace that matched Sara’s own.

      “You’re so goddamn beautiful,” Sara whispered, her hands cupping Elle’s breasts, thumbs brushing over the sensitive peaks. She watched as Elle’s lashes fluttered, her lips parting around a quiet gasp.

      Sara leaned down, kissing one breast, then the other, her tongue circling slowly before taking one nipple into her mouth. Elle’s back arched with a soft moan, her fingers sliding into Sara’s hair, not guiding—just holding. Letting her have her.

      Sara sucked gently, then a little harder, switching to the other side, her confidence growing with every reaction. She wasn’t thinking anymore. She was feeling—her own body humming as Elle shifted beneath her, thighs parting slightly.

      Sara kissed her way down, dragging her tongue along Elle’s stomach, tasting her skin, breathing in the faint scent of sweat and warmth. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of Elle’s panties, pausing.

      Elle looked down at her, voice rough. “Don’t stop now.”

      Sara didn’t.

      She slid the underwear down slowly, watching as Elle’s body tensed in the most delicious way. Then she lowered herself between her thighs, spreading them gently, reverently, as if opening something sacred.

      Elle was already wet—slick and swollen, her breath shallow, her hands fisting the sheets as Sara leaned in and gave her the first long, slow lick.

      Elle moaned deep and low, hips rising to meet her mouth. Sara smiled against her, teasing first, tracing slow circles with her tongue, then flicking, sucking, learning what made Elle gasp and shudder. She loved how responsive Elle was—how she didn’t hold back.

      “That’s it,” Elle murmured, voice thick with heat. “Just like that.”

      Sara slid two fingers inside her, slow and firm, curling gently as her mouth worked in tandem. Elle’s thighs pressed tighter around her head, her moans turning sharper, more urgent. Sara didn’t stop. She wanted to feel Elle fall apart. She needed to.

      “God, Sara,” Elle gasped, her voice breaking. “You feel so fucking good.”

      The praise made Sara’s heart pound. She moved faster, deeper, her tongue circling harder, her fingers thrusting in perfect rhythm. Elle’s body writhed beneath her, hips jerking as her orgasm built fast and hard.

      “I’m—fuck—I’m gonna—”

      Sara didn’t let up.

      Elle came with a cry that echoed off the bedroom walls, her body trembling as her release took over, thighs quaking, fingers tangled tight in Sara’s hair. Sara stayed there, licking her through it, slowing only when Elle’s legs relaxed, her body going soft beneath her.

      She crawled back up, her mouth slick, her own skin flushed with need, and Elle pulled her into a kiss that was messy, deep, and full of want.

      “My turn,” Elle growled against her lips, flipping them with practiced ease until Sara was on her back.

      But Sara grabbed her wrist.

      “No,” she whispered, breathless. “Not yet.”

      Elle stilled, surprised.

      “I want to come with you,” Sara said, her voice shaking now—not from nerves, but need. “Let me ride you.”

      Elle’s pupils darkened instantly, her smile feral. “Yes.”

      They moved together, bodies tangled, Sara straddling Elle, skin slick, hands roaming without hesitation. Elle’s fingers slid between Sara’s thighs, and Sara gasped, rocking into her touch as she leaned down to kiss her again. Their foreheads pressed, mouths parting, breath shared as Elle’s fingers worked her open and deep.

      Sara moved with her, hips grinding, the friction between their bodies delicious and overwhelming. Her moans grew louder, raw, matching Elle’s quiet groans beneath her.

      They locked eyes as they came together, bodies jerking, mouths catching sound and breath and pleasure in a single, endless moment that felt like claiming. Like choosing. Like yes.

      Sara collapsed on top of her, shaking and laughing, her body still pulsing in aftershocks. Elle wrapped her arms around her, kissing her temple, her jaw, the corner of her mouth.

      “How many nights can you stay?” Elle whispered.

      Sara didn’t even hesitate.

      “As many nights as you’ll have me.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning was quieter than usual.

      Sara blinked into the light, the sheets warm and twisted around her bare legs. Elle’s scent clung to the pillow beside her—skin, citrus, sweat. Her body still ached in all the right places, a tender soreness that reminded her just how thoroughly she’d been loved the night before.

      And how thoroughly she’d given love, too.

      She sat up slowly, stretching, then padded into the hallway with nothing but a long T-shirt of Elle’s brushing against her thighs. The wood floor was cool beneath her feet, and the closer she got to the kitchen, the stronger the smell of toast and coffee became.

      Elle stood barefoot in front of the stove, hair pulled into a lazy bun, wearing nothing but a pair of cotton boxers and a tank top that clung to her in the best ways. She was plating scrambled eggs and still humming—soft, content, unaware of being watched.

      Sara leaned against the doorway, arms folded, heart so full it felt dangerous.

      “I could get used to this,” she said.

      Elle glanced over her shoulder with a grin. “That’s the idea.”

      Sara stepped closer, wrapping her arms around Elle’s waist from behind, pressing her face into her shoulder. The heat of Elle’s body against hers was better than caffeine.

      “Are you always this domestic the morning after incredible sex?”

      Elle chuckled, turning in her arms. “Only when I want there to be a second time.”

      Sara leaned in, kissing her with slow, sleepy lips. “I’m already planning the third.”

      They ate curled up on the couch, legs overlapping, plates balanced precariously on the coffee table. There was no rush. No clock ticking. Just soft bites of toast and the kind of laughter that came from comfort, not performance.

      Eventually, Elle reached over, brushing crumbs from Sara’s cheek with her thumb.

      “So, what now?” she asked.

      Sara looked at her—really looked at her. This woman who had once been just a shadow in someone else’s story. Now fully hers. Warm, solid, real.

      “I go back across the street,” she said slowly. “But not to hide.”

      Elle arched an eyebrow. “No?”

      Sara shook her head. “To water the lawn. To open my windows. To unpack the last box. And then I come back.”

      “You’re going to let me miss you?” Elle teased.

      “Just enough to keep it interesting.”

      Elle pulled her in for another kiss, and this time it lingered—not urgent, but full of promise.

      Later, when Sara slipped out the front door, her clothes wrinkled, her hair a mess, the sun was just starting to warm the concrete. She crossed the street barefoot, not bothering to look around for curious neighbors. She felt bold. Grounded. Seen.

      At her front steps, she paused.

      Then, with a slow smile, she reached behind her and gently closed the door—not to shut Elle out, but to mark the end of something. The end of heartbreak. The end of being small.

      And the beginning of everything else.
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