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      Claire stepped out of the car and onto the gravel drive, the door clicking shut behind her. The air smelled different here—cleaner, sharper, laced with something soft and sweet. Lavender, maybe. Or rosemary. She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that for the first time in months, she couldn’t hear traffic. No neighbors. No emails pinging. No one asking her to be anything.

      Just… quiet.

      She stood still for a moment, letting the breeze lift the hem of her linen shirt. Even her thighs, soft from years of sitting too long and moving too little, felt seen in a new way—no judgment here. The wind didn’t care that she hadn’t shaved in weeks, or that her skin had grown pale under fluorescent office lights. It just kissed her all the same.

      The cabin was smaller than she’d expected. Weathered cedar siding, deep green shutters, a porch swing that creaked gently even though no one was sitting in it. There was a watering can tipped beside the stairs, a ceramic pot bursting with purple sage, and a faded welcome mat with a sun-bleached design she couldn’t quite make out. It looked like something out of a painting—quaint, untouched, like time forgot it.

      Claire adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder and took the first step toward the porch, the gravel crunching beneath her sandals. Each footfall echoed in her chest, as if her body wasn’t quite used to making choices anymore. Her chest felt tight—like her divorce paperwork was still stapled to her ribs, tugging with every breath. Her ex-husband had called this whole thing “a dramatic overcorrection,” as if self-preservation were something to be ashamed of.

      Inside, the cabin smelled like sun-dried linen and herbs. Not the synthetic kind, either. The real stuff—bundles of dried lavender and eucalyptus hanging near the windows, filling the space with an earthy calm that soaked right into her pores. A small woodstove sat in the corner, and the bed—handmade, clearly—was covered in a faded quilt that looked like it had been stitched with love and patience, two things she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Claire ran her hand along the edge of the window frame. The wood was warm. Everything here felt like it had been touched by human hands, not machines. It unsettled her, how quickly her body noticed the difference. She closed her eyes and breathed in again, slower this time, letting the quiet settle into her bones.

      There were no mirrors in the main room. Just polished wood and sunlight. No reflections reminding her the bags under her eyes. No reminders of all the years she’d spent being what someone else needed. Here, she was just… a woman. Alone.

      She dropped her bag on the bed and kicked off her sandals. The wood floor was cool against her feet. She stretched her toes, rolled her neck, tried to loosen the places that still felt clenched. It wasn’t easy. Her body had been tight for years now, like a fist she forgot how to open.

      She glanced out the window. Beyond the porch, the land stretched wide—wildflower fields scattered between groves of olive trees and tall grass that danced like it had secrets. Somewhere in the distance, a wind chime sang softly, almost like it was calling her.

      Claire pressed her palm against the glass, half expecting it to disappear beneath her touch. This place didn’t feel real yet. It felt like a dream someone else might wake up from. But it was hers now. At least for a little while.

      She just had no idea what she was going to do with all this silence. Or who she’d be on the other side of it.

      But for once, no one was watching. No one was waiting.

      And maybe—if she stayed still long enough—she’d remember how to want again.
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        * * *

      

      The garden looked like it had grown itself—half-tamed and wildly alive, thick with herbs, bright blooms, and deep green foliage that spilled over the edges of neat, winding paths. Claire followed one of them without thinking, the gravel giving way to soft dirt beneath her soles. Her heart was still restless in her chest, fluttering like it hadn’t quite caught up to the silence of the place. But her body? Her body was beginning to exhale.

      She bent to run her fingers across a patch of lemon balm, the leaves warm beneath her touch, the scent rising sharp and clean. The air buzzed with bees and the distant sound of birdsong. It was easy to forget, just for a moment, that the rest of the world even existed.

      Then she saw her.

      The woman was crouched at the far end of the garden, her back turned, barefoot and sunk deep into the soil. She wore faded denim overalls rolled up to her calves, a dark tank top clinging to her skin beneath, and nothing else but leather work gloves and a braid falling like rope down her spine. Her body moved with quiet confidence, each motion slow and grounded, like she’d been doing this forever.

      Claire stopped. Watched. Let her gaze drag down the woman’s sun-kissed shoulders, the toned lines of her arms, the curve of her hips beneath loose-fitting denim. The sight felt intimate, too intimate—but she couldn’t make herself look away.

      The woman straightened, stretching up with a slow, lazy grace that made Claire’s breath catch. Her skin glowed bronze where the sun hit it, dewy with sweat, her shoulders glistening. She turned her head just slightly, as if she could feel Claire watching, and smiled.

      “Morning,” she said, her voice low and velvety, like rich soil after rain.

      Claire blinked. “Hi. Sorry—I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You’re not.” The woman tugged off one glove and wiped her brow with the back of her arm. “You must be Claire.”

      She said her name like it meant something. Like she wasn’t just another guest passing through.

      “Yeah,” Claire said, trying to steady her voice. “Just got in last night. I didn’t realize anyone else was out here.”

      “I tend the garden.” The woman stepped closer, tugging the other glove off and tucking it into the back pocket of her overalls. Her hands were strong—long fingers, blunt nails stained from the earth—and Claire felt something low in her belly tighten at the sight of them. “I’m Elena.”

      Up close, she was even more arresting. Her eyes were a strange, soft gray—cool, but not cold—and ringed with faint lines that made her look like she’d laughed often, even if her mouth wasn’t doing it now. Her lips were full, parted just slightly, and there was a smudge of soil near one cheekbone, like nature had kissed her and left its mark.

      “I didn’t expect the caretaker to be…” Claire stopped herself.

      “To be what?” Elena’s lips curved into something that wasn’t quite a smirk but knew too much to be innocent.

      Claire flushed. “So... involved. With the property, I mean.”

      “I don’t just manage it. I live here. This place grows better when someone’s paying attention.” Elena crouched again beside a patch of basil, her fingers gently parting the leaves. “Most people don’t notice what’s right in front of them until it’s already overgrown.”

      Claire’s stomach fluttered. It wasn’t just the words; it was the way Elena spoke them. Like she was saying something more, something that pressed against the parts of Claire that had gone numb in the months after her marriage ended.

      “Well, it’s beautiful,” Claire said softly.

      Elena looked up at her, eyes catching the sunlight just right. “So are you.”

      It hit like a low spark behind Claire’s navel, blooming outward, warm and unexpected. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Her thighs pressed together without thinking.

      Elena stood, brushing her hands off on her hips. “Let me know if you need anything. The garden’s open. The wild things tend to respond better when someone takes the time to touch them.”

      Claire nodded, but she wasn’t sure she could speak. Not when her mouth had gone dry. Not when her body felt suddenly too aware of itself. Of the heat creeping down her spine. Of the way Elena’s scent—dirt and sweat and herbal—lingered in the air between them.

      She watched Elena walk away, her bare feet pressing prints into the earth like they belonged there.

      Claire didn’t know what she’d just walked into.

      But she already knew she’d come back tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Claire heard the knock just as she was toweling off from her shower. Soft. Barely there. Like whoever it was didn’t want to disturb her—just… be known.

      She wrapped the towel tighter around her body and padded barefoot to the door. The cabin smelled of warm wood, her hair still damp, her skin prickling from the cool air. She hadn’t expected visitors, not out here.

      When she opened the door, sunlight spilled in around Elena like it had been waiting for her.

      “Sorry,” Elena said, holding up a bundle of green and purple stems, “I thought you might want something fresh for your table.”

      Claire’s heart skipped—ridiculous, really—but it still did. “What is it?”

      “Basil. A little mint. And some lavender. The bees are obsessed with it right now.” Elena’s eyes swept over her, not leering, just observing. Claire felt the heat rise between her breasts, not from shame, but awareness.

      She reached for the bouquet, but Elena didn’t hand it over right away. Instead, she stepped closer, sliding a sprig of lavender free and lifting it gently. “Mind if I…?” She lifted the lavender and met Claire’s eyes. Claire nodded, and Elena gently tucked it behind her ear. “It looks good on you,” she said. “Soft. Like you.”

      Claire exhaled—unsteady, a little too loud. She should’ve pulled away. Should’ve laughed it off. But she didn’t. She let Elena’s fingers linger near her cheek, callused and warm and unexpectedly tender.

      “Thank you,” Claire managed, her voice lower than she meant it to be.

      Elena smiled, not smug—just satisfied, like she'd planted something and was watching it take root. “You have a minute? I can show you more, if you want.”

      “The garden?”

      Elena nodded. “Unless you’re afraid to get your hands dirty.”

      Claire arched a brow. “I think I’ve already survived messier things.”

      Elena laughed—low and rich—and turned, leading the way without looking back.

      Claire followed, barefoot, towel swapped for a soft tee and linen pants. Her hair clung damp to her neck, and she didn’t bother with makeup. Something about Elena made her feel like pretending would be obvious. And unnecessary.

      The garden had changed in the light of morning. It was still wild, but alive in a way that buzzed. Dragonflies darted. Bees kissed flowerheads. A breeze carried the scent of crushed leaves and sunbaked earth. Claire let her fingers trail over the tops of tall sage, her other hand holding the bouquet.

      Elena moved ahead, pointing out patches of thyme and lemon verbena, showing her where the tomatoes would ripen in another few weeks. She spoke easily, like the plants were old friends. Claire nodded along, grateful for the excuse not to speak too much. Just listen. Just feel.

      “You don’t talk much,” Elena said after a while. Not accusingly. Just curious.

      Claire shrugged. “I haven’t really had anyone to talk to lately.”

      “Good,” Elena said, crouching near a squash plant to pluck a wayward weed. “Most people talk too much and listen too little. Silence lets you remember how to feel things again.”

      Claire crouched beside her, knees brushing the soil. “That why you live out here alone?”

      Elena looked up. Her gaze was direct, but not hard. “Yes. I relish the silence. Most people only find it when they’re running from something.” Elena arched a brow at Claire.

      Claire opened her mouth, then shut it. Her cheeks burned, but there was no malice in Elena’s tone, only truth. “Divorce,” she admitted. “It’s fresh. But needed.”

      Elena nodded like she already knew. “You’re doing the right thing, getting out. Touching the ground again.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “You’re here,” Elena said. “Getting space. Tending to a spiritual garden of your own. That’s enough.”

      They stayed like that, crouched in the dirt, inches apart. Claire could smell Elena’s skin—sun, sweat, rosemary. Her eyes weren’t just gray up close. They had flecks of green in them, like moss tucked between stones. Claire’s stomach fluttered again, tight and low.

      “You always this comforting to strangers?” Claire asked, trying for lightness.

      “Only when they look like they need it,” Elena replied.

      Claire froze.

      Elena reached up, fingers brushing against the lavender still tucked behind Claire’s ear. Her touch lingered for just a second too long.

      “I won’t hog you all day,” she said, standing. “But if you feel like coming back, I’m usually out here till sunset.”

      Claire couldn’t answer. Not out loud. Not with the heat pooling between her legs.

      Instead, she watched Elena walk away again, hips swaying slightly, dirt clinging to the backs of her calves like a lover who didn’t want to let go.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was dipping low when Claire wandered to the back edge of the garden, where the plants grew wilder, untamed by tidy rows or human intention. She wasn’t sure what pulled her there—curiosity, maybe, or the desire to see how far the earth would let her go before it stopped being gentle. A part of her wanted the mess. The scratch. The sting.

      The thorny bush caught her by surprise. A sudden snag, the thin bite of skin splitting along the side of her finger. She hissed under her breath, pulling back. A line of red welled up quickly, bright and angry against her pale skin. It wasn’t deep, just sharp enough to make her stomach flip.

      “Dammit,” she muttered, pressing her thumb against it.

      “Let me see.”

      Claire turned, startled. Elena stood just a few feet away, a basket in one arm filled with rosemary, sage, and a few yellow blossoms Claire didn’t recognize. Her brow was furrowed, but her voice was calm—anchored.

      “I didn’t hear you.”

      “You were distracted,” Elena said simply. “Let me see it.”

      Claire hesitated, then extended her hand. Elena set the basket down and took her fingers carefully, turning them palm-up. Her grip was firm, confident. She didn’t flinch at the sight of blood.

      “It’s nothing,” Claire said, though her voice was thinner now.

      “Doesn’t have to be something big to deserve care,” Elena murmured, guiding her gently toward the porch.

      Claire followed wordlessly, the warmth of Elena’s hand wrapped around hers like a tether. Her pulse thudded through her wrist, louder than it should have been. She felt raw. Soft. Like her skin had been stripped down to something too easily read.

      Elena pulled out a ceramic bowl from beneath the porch bench, filled it from the outdoor spigot, and crouched in front of her. Claire sat slowly on the bench, watching Elena swirl water with her fingers, then reach for a clean cloth tucked into a tin beside the bowl.

      “You keep first aid out here?”

      “Always.” Elena looked up at her, eyes steady. “Gardens draw blood.”

      Claire gave a breathy laugh, even though nothing about the moment felt funny.

      Elena dipped the cloth into the water and wrung it out with one hand. Then she took Claire’s hand in both of hers and began to clean the cut with careful, unhurried strokes. Her touch was sure but tender. Fingers brushing along Claire’s wrist, her palm, guiding the water over the wound like it was sacred.

      The coolness of it hit first. Then the burn. Then something else entirely.

      Claire inhaled sharply, her knees pulling closer together, muscles tightening involuntarily.

      Elena glanced up, as if she heard it in her body before she heard it in her breath. “Still okay?”

      “Yes,” Claire said, but it came out too fast. She cleared her throat. “Just sensitive.”

      “That’s not a bad thing.”

      Their eyes met, and Claire forgot to look away. Elena’s hair had come loose from her braid again, strands falling in soft, sun-kissed waves across her shoulder. Her hands smelled like crushed herbs. Her fingertips were warm where they held Claire’s palm open.

      “I haven’t been touched like this in a long time,” Claire said with a small laugh before she could stop herself.

      Elena didn’t blink. She gently wiped the cloth one more time over the wound, then leaned in to blow on it. Just once. A slow, cooling breath that ghosted over Claire’s skin and sent a shiver down her spine.

      “It shows,” Elena murmured.

      Claire’s breath caught. “What does?”

      “That your body’s tense.” She reached into the tin for a roll of gauze and began to wrap the cut with quiet precision. “You’re soft in all the right ways, Claire. You just forgot how to let yourself feel it.”

      Claire swallowed. Her thighs pressed tighter together now. She could feel the heat blooming between them, low and persistent, nothing like the need she used to chase or fake or bury. This was different. It didn’t ask for attention. It demanded surrender.

      Elena tied the gauze and let her fingers linger, her thumb brushing the inside of Claire’s wrist. She looked up, her face only inches away now. Her voice dropped, husky and slow. “There. All better.”

      Claire stared at her lips. They looked full, a little chapped, kissed by the sun and the wind, and so goddamn close.

      She almost leaned in. Almost closed the distance.

      Instead, her breath hitched. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” Elena said softly, not pulling back. “I like tending to beautiful things.”

      Claire’s body betrayed her then. A faint, audible exhale, more like a whimper. Her nipples tightened beneath her shirt, friction teasing against the fabric, and she was suddenly aware of just how wet she was becoming—how slick and ready her body had grown from nothing more than Elena’s hands and voice.

      Not a kiss. Not even a stroke between her legs. Just this.

      Elena’s gaze dipped, lingering just long enough to make Claire’s breath stutter again.

      Then, with a flicker of a smile, she released Claire’s hand.

      “You should rest,” Elena said, standing. “It’s getting dark.”

      Claire sat there long after Elena walked away, staring down at her bandaged finger.

      Her body was remembering something long-forgotten.

      And it wanted more.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Claire found a note slipped under her door. Neat handwriting, black ink on thick paper.

      If your hands are feeling better, meet me in the garden after breakfast. – E

      Claire traced the curve of the “E” with her fingertip, something about it making her stomach flutter. It was bold but not presumptuous. An invitation, not a command. Still, it made her skin buzz as she dressed—light cotton pants, a soft tank top, no bra. Her nipples brushed the fabric with every breath. She told herself it was the breeze.

      Elena was waiting by the compost bins, gloveless today, sleeves rolled up, her forearms streaked with soil. Claire had never thought dirt could look sexy, but on Elena, it did. Her body was all lean strength, toned in a way that suggested function over form. Like everything on her had been earned.

      “You came,” Elena said, turning with a soft smile.

      “Of course.”

      Elena handed her a small basket and a pair of shears. “We’re harvesting mint and cutting back the thyme today. Grounding work.”

      Claire followed her between the rows, still dewy with morning. Bees floated lazily between blossoms. The sun was already warming the backs of her thighs.

      They worked side by side, the silence comfortable. Elena explained how to clip just above the node, how to gather without stripping. Claire listened, her body easing into the rhythm of it. Snip. Gather. Snip. Breathe.

      Their hands brushed for the first time when they both reached for the same stem. Claire’s fingers froze. Elena didn’t flinch—just looked up at her, eyes warm and unreadable, before moving on like it hadn’t happened at all.

      But Claire couldn’t let it go. Her skin tingled where they’d touched. Every time Elena leaned close, every time her shoulder brushed Claire’s arm or their knees knocked while crouching, Claire felt it like an electric hum beneath her skin. It wasn’t aggressive. There was no pressure. But it was there. A current, constant and slow.

      “You’re good at this,” Elena said, watching her hands. “Natural touch.”

      Claire looked up, surprised by the praise. “I haven’t touched anything that mattered in a long time.”

      Elena straightened slowly, wiping her brow with the back of her arm. “It matters when you decide it does.”

      Claire felt her throat tighten. The words hit somewhere deep—past the places that had been hardened by her ex’s apathy, past the numbed-out months of legal filings and empty bedrooms. No one had looked at her like she was capable in years. Not as a woman. Not as a person with her own desires.

      They moved to a row of young squash plants. Elena handed her a trowel and showed her how to loosen the soil. “Let your hands sink in. Don’t just skim the surface.”

      Claire dug in, slow and steady. The soil was warm and damp, rich with compost. The movement was sensual in a way she didn’t expect. Her muscles flexed with the motion—shoulders, thighs, core—and every now and then, Elena would crouch beside her, their bodies falling into an unspoken rhythm. When Claire’s breath deepened, Elena’s did too.

      “You breathe like someone who’s just remembering what it feels like to be in your body,” Elena said softly.

      Claire froze. Her hands were wrist-deep in dirt, her hair damp with sweat. “Is that what I’m doing?”

      Elena smiled. “Seems like it.”

      Claire let herself look at her fully then. The way sunlight bronzed her collarbones. The way the open neck of her linen shirt clung slightly to her breasts, the curve of them visible when she leaned forward. The delicate sheen of sweat between them.

      “I feel... raw,” Claire admitted.

      Elena knelt behind her, close enough that Claire could feel the heat of her thighs through the thin fabric of her pants. “That’s good.”

      Claire swallowed. “It doesn’t feel good. It feels like I could break open at any moment.”

      Elena’s hand slid over her shoulder, grounding but gentle. “Sometimes that’s exactly what you need to do. Break open. Make space for something new to grow.”

      Claire shuddered, not from fear but from how much she wanted to lean back into that touch. To be held. Not gently, but intentionally—like someone who mattered.

      She turned her face slightly, catching the edge of Elena’s scent—fresh sweat, rosemary, something dark and feminine that made Claire’s thighs press together.

      “I’m not used to having conversations like this,” she whispered.

      “You deserve to be,” Elena replied, voice low and close.

      They stayed there for a moment—Elena’s hand on her shoulder, Claire’s palms in the earth. She felt claimed without being taken, seen without being exposed. And beneath it all, a throb between her legs.

      When Elena finally stood, she offered her hand to help Claire up. Claire took it, her fingers slipping easily into Elena’s, warm and dirty and real.

      Claire didn’t let go right away. Neither did Elena.

      “You have nice hands,” Elena said, thumb brushing the back of hers.

      Claire’s heart pounded. “So do you.”

      The silence that followed was thick with what hadn’t yet been said.

      But neither of them moved to break it. Not yet. Not when the heat between them was just beginning to rise.
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        * * *

      

      The sky darkened in that sudden, heavy way Claire was learning to expect out here, like the clouds had made a secret decision to fall apart, no warning, no time to prepare. One minute the air was hot, and the next, the wind carried the scent of rain and something electric.

      They’d barely made it to the greenhouse before the sky opened up, fat drops hammering the glass like a hundred eager fingers.

      Claire stood just inside the door, water dripping from her hair, her shirt clinging damply to her back and breasts. Elena pulled it shut behind them, locking them in a haze of humidity and heady scent of lively plants.

      The sound of rain on the glass was a lullaby and a heartbeat all at once.

      “Well,” Claire murmured, pushing her wet hair off her face, “so much for the afternoon harvest.”

      Elena chuckled, low and deep in her throat. “The garden needed a drink. Can’t be mad about that.”

      She walked deeper into the greenhouse, between rows of herbs and overgrown stems, brushing her fingertips across the leaves like she was greeting them individually. The space felt womb-like—steamy, close, wrapped in breath and heat. Claire stayed near the entrance for a moment, watching Elena’s body move, fluid and certain, the curve of her hips swaying with each step.

      Her own shirt stuck to her chest, nipples clearly visible beneath the thin cotton. She crossed her arms, not out of modesty, but from the overwhelming awareness of how exposed she felt. Not just physically, but all over. Raw skin. Open nerve endings.

      “You like it here?” she asked after a pause.

      Elena looked back over her shoulder, that half-smile returning. “The greenhouse?”

      “This place. All of it. Living like this.”

      “I didn’t at first,” Elena said, kneeling beside a potted rosemary bush. “It was too quiet. I was too loud. I didn’t know how to stop needing noise just to feel something.”

      Claire leaned against one of the metal support beams, her body still vibrating from their closeness earlier in the garden. “So why stay?”

      Elena turned her face toward the rain-beaded glass. “Because the world I left behind was killing me slowly.”

      Claire watched her, the way the light softened her features, the tension around her mouth when she spoke. “What did you leave behind?”

      “A job that never let me rest. A relationship that looked good from the outside and hollowed me out from the inside.” Elena’s hands moved in the soil, grounding her even as her voice drifted. “People who mistook me for something ornamental. Who liked me better when I stayed quiet, looked pretty, didn’t take up space.”

      Claire’s breath caught. It sounded too familiar.

      “I don’t think I know how to be wanted anymore,” Claire said quietly. “It’s like… somewhere along the way, I stopped existing outside of errands and obligations. Even when I reached for him, it felt like I was negotiating, not touching.”

      Elena was quiet for a beat, fingers trailing gently along the edge of the planter beside them.

      Elena turned toward her, slower now. “Did anyone ever just take the time to want you—without needing anything in return?”

      Claire blinked, caught off guard by the question. “No. I don’t think I’ve ever had that.”

      “You should,” Elena said. “You deserve that.”

      “It felt like performing.” Claire let out a soft, almost-laugh. “Like I had to play a part to get affection. And I got really good at pretending I didn’t need it when he didn’t give it.”

      Elena stood and crossed the small space between them, her boots crunching lightly on the gravel path. She didn’t speak, didn’t ask for permission. Just reached out and tucked a strand of wet hair behind Claire’s ear, the back of her fingers grazing the curve of her cheek.

      “You don’t have to pretend here.”

      Claire exhaled, shaky and uneven. Her whole body buzzed like it wanted to be touched, but not just in the obvious ways. She wanted to be held open, to be seen—not for what she could give, but for what she already was. Her skin, her silence, her need.

      “I don’t even know what I want anymore,” she whispered, confused about her supposed straightness.

      Elena’s thumb brushed over her jaw, featherlight. “You want to feel wanted.”

      The words sank into her like warm water. Claire’s thighs clenched reflexively, her breath catching.

      “I don’t know how to let someone do that.”

      Elena opened her mouth to speak, but then she closed it again. Claire desperately wondered what Elena had wanted to say, but she didn’t pry.

      They stood there in the soft, wet heat, Elena’s fingers on Claire’s skin, their bodies close enough that Claire could feel every rise and fall of Elena’s chest.

      Claire shivered.

      Elena’s gaze dipped. “You’re cold?”

      “No,” Claire breathed. “Not at all.”

      She wasn’t. Her skin burned. Her nipples were tight against the fabric of her shirt, and the ache low in her belly was deep, relentless. But it wasn’t about sex, not fully. It was about closeness. Being allowed to want it. Being given space to need.

      Elena’s fingers dropped to her wrist and slid down, until her hand wrapped gently around Claire’s.

      Claire’s fingers curled against hers, warm and trembling.

      It was such a small thing—two hands, joined in the humid hush of the greenhouse—but Claire felt something shift.

      She was safe.

      She let the silence stretch, let her body speak in the ways it hadn’t been allowed to in so long. And even though Elena didn’t pull her close or press her lips to her mouth, the promise of it hung there like the heat in the air.

      Claire didn’t need to be taken. She needed to surrender.

      And for the first time in years, she thought she might be ready.
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        * * *

      

      The rain had softened into a quiet patter, less urgent now, just enough to blur the glass panes of the greenhouse and wrap them in a cocoon of mist. The scent of wet soil and crushed herbs clung to the air.

      Claire was still holding Elena’s hand, her fingers curled loosely around the strength of it. She hadn’t realized how much she missed this—being touched and not expected to give anything in return. Her heart fluttered in her chest, but she didn’t want to let go.

      Elena stepped closer.

      Not suddenly. Not forcefully. Just enough that Claire could feel the warmth of her, see the faint shimmer of sweat at her collarbone, smell the green, earthy scent that seemed to live in her skin. She reached up slowly, letting her fingers drift toward Claire’s face. There was a smudge of soil near her cheekbone, a faint brown streak left from brushing against something earlier.

      Elena’s thumb touched it, gently, brushing the smear away. Her skin was warm and slightly rough, her calluses softened just enough to feel intimate. The motion wasn’t just cleaning Claire’s skin. Elena was memorizing it.

      Claire’s breath hitched. Her body stilled beneath the weight of Elena’s gaze.

      “Missed a spot,” Elena murmured, her voice lower now, softer than the rain.

      Claire’s eyes fluttered shut for a moment. The tension stretched long and sweet between them. Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths, her heart loud in her ears. Elena hadn’t moved away. Her thumb still rested just beside Claire’s mouth, hovering there like temptation.

      When Claire opened her eyes again, Elena was watching her. Waiting, but not pushing. She didn’t lean in. She didn’t ask. She just was there, open and steady, letting Claire decide if she’d close the space between them.

      Claire didn’t know what gave her the courage. Maybe it was the quiet. Maybe it was the fact that she hadn’t felt this wanted—this seen—in so long, her body no longer cared what made sense.

      She tilted her face up. Only slightly. But it was enough.

      Elena met her halfway.

      Their lips touched, light as breath, slow and searching. Claire let out a soft sound, almost a whimper, and Elena pulled back just an inch, her eyes flicking open, checking her.

      But Claire didn’t pull away.

      She leaned in again.

      The second kiss was firmer. Elena’s lips parted, and Claire followed, unsure at first how to move, but guided by instinct and the deep, aching thrum building in her chest. Their mouths fit together in a way that felt both unfamiliar and inevitable—like the space had always been there, just waiting to be filled.

      Claire’s hands found Elena’s waist, fingers sliding over the damp fabric of her shirt. She was solid and warm, grounding. Elena kissed her with patience but no hesitation, coaxing her closer, opening her just a little more with every pass of her lips.

      When Elena’s tongue touched hers, slow and teasing, Claire moaned into her mouth.

      It surprised her how natural it felt. How good. How the press of another woman’s body didn’t feel foreign, but right. There was no performance in this. No expectation. Just sensation and slow surrender.

      Elena drew back just enough to rest their foreheads together. Her breath came warm against Claire’s cheek.

      “You okay?” she whispered.

      Claire nodded, her voice shaky. “I’ve never kissed a woman before.”

      Elena smiled, brushing a damp curl from Claire’s forehead. “You’re doing just fine.”

      Claire let out a small laugh, breathless and unsteady. “It doesn’t feel like something I should be good at.”

      “It’s not about being good,” Elena said softly, her hands sliding up Claire’s arms. “It’s about being here. Letting yourself feel it.”

      Claire closed her eyes. Her whole body buzzed, every nerve tingling beneath her skin. Her lips still tingled from the kiss, her breasts heavy and sensitive under the thin fabric of her tank. She was wet—achingly wet—and not just between her legs, but everywhere. Her whole self felt open, vulnerable, raw in the best way.

      She reached up and cupped Elena’s cheek, letting her thumb brush the curve of her jaw.

      “I forgot what this felt like,” Claire murmured.

      Elena leaned into the touch. “Maybe I can remind you.”

      Their mouths met again—deeper this time, slower, like hope drifting in the air between them. Claire melted into her, her knees softening, her breath hitching with every slide of lips, every gentle stroke of Elena’s fingers along her back. The rain wrapped them in a rhythm, soft and constant, like nature was matching their pace.

      They kissed until Claire’s lips were swollen and her thoughts dissolved into sensation. She was trembling now—not from fear or cold, but from the quiet thrill of stepping into something real. Something hers.

      And when they finally pulled apart, neither of them said anything for a long, perfect moment.

      They didn’t need to.
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        * * *

      

      Claire barely remembered walking back to her cabin.

      The rain had slowed to a mist, soft as breath on the skin, but her body burned hotter with every step. Her thighs rubbed together, slick with arousal. Her lips were kiss-swollen. She could still taste Elena—earthy, warm, and sweet. Like something she’d never known she was starving for.

      She slipped inside the cabin and closed the door behind her, pressing her back to the wood as her breath came shallow and quick. The room felt smaller somehow, tighter, her body too big with sensation to be contained by it. She stripped off her damp shirt slowly, letting the fabric peel from her skin, nipples dragging hard across the cotton before they were exposed to the air. They ached, swollen and tender, every nerve ending on edge.

      Her hands smelled like the garden. Like Elena.

      She brought one to her mouth and inhaled. Rich soil, rosemary, something wild and intimate. Her knees nearly buckled.

      She needed relief. She needed release.

      But more than that, she needed to feel. Without pretense, without apology. No husband lying stiff beside her. No empty eyes staring at the ceiling while she faked a moan to get it over with. No shame for wanting what her body craved.

      Claire crossed the room and crawled onto the bed, not bothering to undress all the way. She pushed her pants down just far enough, baring her hips, the curve of her ass, the slick heat already wetting the inside of her thighs. She lay on her stomach, chest pressed into the cool sheets, her hand slipping beneath her belly with practiced urgency.

      Her fingers slid through the wetness easily—God, she was soaked—and she gasped, her hips jerking at the first touch to her clit.

      She buried her face in the pillow, muffling the moan that followed. She didn’t want to be quiet, not really. She wanted Elena here, watching her come undone, whispering in that low, grounding voice that she was doing just fine.

      Claire rocked into her own hand, breath ragged, every stroke stoking the fire higher. She thought of Elena’s mouth. Soft, knowing. The way she’d waited, letting Claire decide. The way her fingers had lingered on Claire’s cheek like she’d been craving the touch just as badly. The way she’d tasted, kissed, moved like she wanted her. Not just to fuck but to savor.

      The scent of rosemary clung to her wrist. Claire licked it, desperate for more, her tongue catching the faint salt of sweat and the garden’s ghost. She imagined Elena’s hand between her legs instead. Rough palms, skillful fingers, pressing where she needed it most, sliding into her with slow, patient hunger.

      Her orgasm built fast. It had been so long. Too long. Her thighs trembled, her breath catching in tight, rhythmic bursts.

      She pressed harder, stroking in tight circles, her face buried in the pillow now, her body curling with the intensity.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned—low, desperate. “Elena...”

      The release hit her like heat lightning. Sudden. Blinding. Her whole body tensed, then shattered, thighs clenching around her hand as she cried out into the bedding. Her hips bucked uncontrollably, waves crashing through her with an intensity she hadn’t felt in years. It wasn’t just pleasure. It was grief, longing, memory, rebirth. All of it.

      She stayed there for a long time, panting, skin flushed and glowing. Her fingers slid free, slick with arousal. She didn’t bother wiping them. She wanted to keep the scent on her skin, to stay inside the haze of what she’d just felt a little longer.

      She rolled to her back, one hand resting on her belly, the other draped lazily above her head. Her thighs were still shaking.

      She hadn’t come like that since before the divorce. Maybe even before the marriage had started to rot beneath the surface. Back when sex still felt like something shared instead of something endured.

      But this? This was hers.

      She smiled up at the ceiling, hair damp against her temples, her body buzzing in the afterglow. Her nipples still tingled, and her pussy pulsed with aftershocks, slick and sensitive. She felt… wrecked. But in the best way. Not broken.

      Opened.

      Elena hadn’t even touched her there. Not once.

      And still, she’d made her feel everything.

      Claire closed her eyes and exhaled.

      She wasn’t afraid of what was coming anymore. Not of the quiet, or the touch, or the way her body wanted another woman.

      She just wanted more.
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        * * *

      

      The knock came just after sunrise, quiet and loud all at once, like Elena already knew Claire was awake.

      She was.

      Claire had been lying in bed for the better part of an hour, naked beneath the sheets, her thighs still sticky with the remnants of last night’s release. Her body was sore in the best way. Loose, flushed, satisfied. But her mind was lit up with anticipation. She hadn’t dreamed. She hadn’t needed to. The memory of Elena’s kiss had been enough to fill the dark.

      Claire pulled on a robe, tying it loosely at the waist, and padded barefoot to the door. She opened it to find Elena standing there barefoot too, her overalls damp with dew, a wooden bowl in her hands.

      “Morning,” Elena said, offering a smile that curled like heat in Claire’s chest. “I brought you something.”

      Claire stepped aside, heart already thudding. “Come in.”

      Elena didn’t hesitate. She crossed the threshold like she belonged there, like she’d been in this space before and always intended to return. The bowl she set on the small table near the window was filled with strawberries, deep red and still warm from the morning sun.

      Claire stared at them, the scent of ripe fruit thick in the air. “These are gorgeous.”

      “They taste even better.” Elena plucked one from the bowl and held it out between her fingers, the berry dark and glistening. “Try.”

      Claire leaned in, lips parting as she took it straight from Elena’s hand. Her mouth closed around the fruit, but her eyes stayed locked on Elena’s. Juice spilled over her lower lip as she bit down, sweet and sharp and sticky. Elena’s gaze dropped to her mouth.

      Claire swallowed, tongue swiping the corner of her mouth. “You’re trying to kill me.”

      “I want to take you for a walk,” Elena said, voice low and smooth, like silk pulled slowly across skin. “Tonight. Sunset.”

      Claire felt her stomach flutter, the strawberry’s flavor lingering on her tongue. “A walk?”

      Elena stepped closer. Not too close. Just enough that the warmth of her body reached Claire’s through the soft cotton of her robe.

      “I know a path through the hills,” she murmured. “It’s quiet. Private. The view’s beautiful, but that’s not really the point.”

      Claire’s breath caught. There was no pretense anymore. Not in the words. Not in the way Elena’s gaze moved over her—lingering at her collarbone, the curve of her hips beneath the robe, the skin just visible where the tie had loosened slightly.

      “You want me to come with you,” Claire said, soft but steady.

      Elena tilted her head. “I want to be near you. I want to see what you look like in that light.”

      Claire reached for another strawberry, her fingers brushing Elena’s in the bowl. The contact sent a current racing up her arm.

      “And if I say yes?”

      “Then I’ll bring a blanket,” Elena said, a slow smile curving her lips. “And I’ll show you what it means to be truly wanted. Because, Claire? I want you.”

      Claire’s breath shuddered out of her, her nipples already tightening beneath the robe, as if her body had decided long before her mouth could answer.

      “I’ll be ready,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

      Elena leaned in. Not to kiss her yet but to brush a single knuckle along the inside of Claire’s wrist.

      “Good,” she murmured.

      Then she was gone, leaving Claire trembling beside a bowl of strawberries, her body already aching for sunset.
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        * * *

      

      The path Elena led her down wasn’t one Claire had seen before. It veered off the edge of the main garden, hidden by tall grass and winding vines, half-swallowed by nature as if it had been grown over on purpose. Elena didn’t speak much as they walked, and Claire didn’t need her to. The quiet between them pulsed with anticipation—every brush of their arms, every glance, felt like a secret spoken aloud.

      The air was golden and thick, warm but cooling slowly with the coming dusk. Wildflowers bloomed along the trail, their petals soft and fragrant, swaying with the breath of the earth. Claire could feel the rhythm of it in her own body—low, insistent, aching in her belly. Her heartbeat matched her footsteps, each one carrying her further away from the woman she used to be.

      They came to a clearing surrounded by old stone and tangled vines, like something out of a forgotten fairytale. The space opened wide beneath the sky, just as the sun began to soml low enough to cast everything in amber. At the center was a thick quilt laid out over the grass, a thermos beside it, a folded blanket, and nothing else but the open invitation of the evening.

      Claire stopped, breath catching in her throat. “This is beautiful.”

      “So are you,” Elena said behind her.

      Claire turned.

      Elena’s gaze was soft, but it held weight. Intention. Her hair was loose again, falling around her shoulders in gentle waves, and her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows. She looked like she belonged to the land.

      Without asking, Elena reached for her hands, drawing her in. Claire didn’t resist. Their bodies met with slow pressure, and when Elena kissed her again, this time without hesitation. It felt like coming home.

      The kiss deepened, slow and sure, their mouths moving together like they’d done it for years instead of only once before. Elena’s hands slid up Claire’s arms, across her shoulders, down the length of her back, touching her like she’d studied the terrain of Claire’s body before ever laying a finger on it.

      When her fingers found the hem of Claire’s dress, she paused, lifting her mouth just enough to speak against her lips.

      “Let me?”

      Claire nodded. Her voice wouldn’t work anyway. Her throat was tight, her body already pulsing with need.

      Elena’s hands moved carefully. She lifted the dress slowly, grazing her knuckles along Claire’s sides as the fabric rose inch by inch. Claire’s skin burned in its wake. She was keenly aware of every breath, every shift of Elena’s fingers, like her body had become one exposed nerve.

      When the dress passed over her head and fluttered to the ground, the cool evening air kissed her breasts, and her nipples tightened instantly. The contrast of air and heat made her shiver, but it wasn’t from cold. It was from want.

      Elena’s eyes darkened. She took her time drinking in the sight, her gaze slow and reverent. Her fingers trailed over Claire’s collarbone, the swell of each breast, the soft line of her stomach. The touch wasn’t rushed. It was an exploration, a devotion.

      “You’re stunning,” she murmured. “Every inch of you.”

      Claire flushed, but didn’t shy away. Not this time. She held Elena’s gaze, heart pounding, chest rising and falling with uneven breaths. Her body felt like it belonged to her again—no shame, no second-guessing.

      Elena bent to kiss the swell of her breast, lips warm and plush. Claire’s breath caught when her tongue flicked gently over her nipple, then closed around it with slow suction. Her knees nearly gave out.

      The sensation spiraled straight down her spine, coiling low in her belly. She threaded her fingers into Elena’s hair, holding her there—not to guide, just to stay grounded as her body lit up.

      Elena eased her down to the blanket, guiding her like she was precious. Claire laid back, hair fanning out, the grass rustling just beyond the quilt’s edge. The air was thick with the scent of lavender, earth, and her own arousal.

      The sky above them shifted toward twilight, the first stars peeking out behind a veil of lavender. Claire barely noticed. All she could feel was Elena, the weight of her, the promise in her touch.

      Elena leaned over her, one hand stroking Claire’s thigh, then slipping between her legs. Her panties were soaked, and Elena smiled softly as her fingers traced the outline of heat beneath the fabric.

      “So ready for me,” she murmured.

      Claire gasped when Elena’s mouth found her again, this time trailing kisses down her ribs, her belly, until she reached the waistband of her panties. Each kiss left a spark, a tender burn. By the time Elena’s breath hovered over the place Claire wanted her most, she was already trembling.

      “Lift for me,” Elena whispered.

      Claire obeyed, hips rising just enough for Elena to slide the final barrier down her legs. The night air kissed her wet skin, and she trembled, entirely bare.

      Elena settled between her thighs like it was where she belonged.

      Claire’s breath stuttered as Elena kissed the inside of her thigh, then the crease of her hip, slow and worshipping. Her hands pressed gently to Claire’s thighs, holding her open, holding her safe. Claire spread her legs wider without being asked.

      The first stroke of Elena’s tongue against her slit made her cry out softly, hips arching into the touch. Elena moaned softly in return, as if Claire’s taste had undone her. Her mouth was warm, patient, purposeful. She licked slowly, teasing Claire’s clit with just the flat of her tongue, then circling it with the tip, drawing wet gasps from her lips.

      Claire’s eyes fluttered closed. Her fingers gripped the blanket. Her thighs began to tremble. Every nerve in her body felt tuned to Elena’s mouth, her fingers now gently teasing her entrance, slipping inside with unbearable care.

      She felt everything. Every flick, every glide, every wet, hot press of tongue and lips and fingers. It was like her whole body had bloomed open, raw and willing.

      “Please,” Claire gasped, not even knowing what she was asking for. It was too much. Not enough. She wanted to be filled, emptied, devoured, adored.

      “I’ve got you,” Elena whispered between strokes. “Let go.”

      And she did.

      The orgasm crept up like a wave, slow at first, but building fast. Claire’s whole body tensed, then shattered, her back arching as she came with a raw, broken moan that echoed through the clearing. Her hands clutched at the quilt, the grass, anything. Tears spilled down her temples and into her hair, not from pain—never from pain—but from something deeper.

      Release. Relief. Remembering.

      Elena kissed her way back up, sliding her body against Claire’s, pressing her lips to each wet cheek. Claire’s arms came around her, holding her close as her body came down, trembling and whole.

      “I didn’t know it could feel like that,” Claire whispered.

      Elena smiled, brushing sweat-damp hair from Claire’s face. “You just needed the right person t oshow you.”

      Claire closed her eyes beneath the stars and let Elena hold her. Let the night wrap around them.

      Let herself finally, fully belong.
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        * * *

      

      The stars had taken over the sky by the time Claire stirred. The clearing was bathed in moonlight now, the warmth of the day lingering only in the folds of the blanket beneath her and the skin pressed gently against her back.

      Elena lay behind her, one arm draped over Claire’s waist, the other curled beneath her head like a pillow. Her body was a balm—solid, warm, quiet. The rise and fall of her breath lulled Claire deeper into the stillness, their legs tangled, skin damp from lovemaking and dew. Everything smelled like crushed grass, wildflowers, and sex. Like summer and sanctuary.

      Claire’s body still tingled, her thighs deliciously sore, her lips swollen from kisses that had never once asked, only offered.

      She didn’t want to move. Not even to shift.

      Elena’s fingers skimmed over her stomach in slow, absent-minded strokes, like she was tracing the shape of Claire’s breath. The rhythm of it was grounding. Anchored. Loving.

      “You okay?” Elena asked softly, her lips brushing the back of Claire’s neck.

      Claire nodded, her voice caught in the quiet. “Better than okay.”

      They lay in silence for a while longer, listening to the sounds of night—the chirping of crickets, the low rustle of wind in the tall grass beyond the clearing. It was the kind of peace Claire hadn’t realized she’d forgotten how to feel. Not just rest. Safety.

      Elena pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Claire exhaled, slow and shaky. “That I don’t want to go back.”

      Elena didn’t ask to where.

      Claire continued, voice soft and full of truth. “Not to the house. Not to the woman I was before the divorce. Before this. I don’t want to return to pretending everything is fine just because it looks that way from the outside.”

      Elena’s hand stilled over her stomach, then tightened just slightly, protective.

      “You don’t have to,” she said. “You’re not that woman anymore.”

      Claire turned in her arms slowly, so they were face to face in the dark. Elena’s hair was tousled, her cheeks flushed, her eyes open and steady. Claire reached up and touched her face, brushing her thumb along the corner of her mouth.

      “I don’t know who I’m becoming yet,” she admitted. “But when I’m with you… I don’t feel afraid to find out.”

      Elena smiled at that, a soft, knowing curve of her lips.

      “You don’t have to know everything,” she whispered. “Just go with the flow.”

      Claire leaned in and kissed her, slow and full, the kind of kiss that didn’t need to lead anywhere because it already meant everything.

      When they pulled apart, Elena tucked Claire’s head beneath her chin and wrapped her arms around her tighter.

      The stars wheeled above them, ancient and indifferent, but down here on the earth, Claire felt something shift—deep and permanent. Not loud. Not sudden.

      Just… real.

      For the first time in years, she didn’t feel like she was running from something.

      She felt like she was finally stepping toward herself. And she wasn’t doing it alone.
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        * * *

      

      Claire woke to birds singing and the scent of something herbal drifting through the open window. Sunlight filtered through thick vines wrapped around the wooden slats, casting leafy shadows across the white sheets. The bed beneath her was soft but lived-in, and Elena’s warmth lingered on the pillow beside her.

      For a moment, Claire didn’t move.

      She lay still, letting her body absorb the weight of the quiet, the absence of urgency. Her thighs still ached from the night before, pleasantly sore in a way that made her smile into the pillow. Her skin was warm from the press of Elena’s body, and between her legs, there was still a tender throb—like her body was humming a song it had just remembered the words to.

      She rose slowly, naked but unselfconscious, finding one of Elena’s oversized shirts folded over a chair and slipping it on. The cotton clung to her hips, brushing just below the curve of her ass, the collar loose around her collarbone. She didn’t need to hide here.

      In the kitchen, Elena stood barefoot at the counter, slicing strawberries into a chipped ceramic bowl. Her back was turned, hair pulled into a loose, messy braid, and her shoulders glowed with early sun. The shirt she wore was half-buttoned and hanging open over a pair of soft linen pants that rode low on her hips. Claire paused to take her in—this beautiful, steady woman who smelled like rosemary and made her feel more like herself than she had in years.

      “I was going to bring you coffee,” Elena said without turning, her voice thick with morning. “But I figured you might want something sweeter first.”

      Claire smiled, stepping closer until her front pressed against Elena’s back. She wrapped her arms around her waist and kissed the warm space between her shoulder blades.

      “I already got the sweet part last night,” Claire murmured against her skin.

      Elena laughed, low and throaty, leaning back into her. “Flattery before coffee? Dangerous game.”

      They moved through the small kitchen with a rhythm that didn’t need practice. Claire set the table while Elena poured coffee into mismatched mugs, and when Claire leaned in to reach a plate, Elena kissed her bare shoulder, slow and deliberate. It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t greedy. Just there.

      Real.

      They ate on the back porch, perched on sun-warmed steps with their legs stretched out and toes in the dirt. The strawberries were sweet and messy, and Elena fed Claire one with her fingers, smearing juice across her lips just to lick it off.

      Claire laughed, head falling back, her chest opening wide to the morning.

      Later, as Elena washed the dishes, Claire stepped to the edge of the porch and looked out over the garden. The plants were just beginning to stretch toward the sun, their leaves dewy and glistening. Bees drifted lazily from bloom to bloom, and the soft wind ruffled the tall grass beyond the gate.

      She didn’t just feel peace.

      She felt planted.

      Her life before this—before the retreat, before Elena—had felt like trying to thrive in someone else’s soil. Now, her roots were finding purchase in new ground. Something wild. Something that welcomed her just as she was.

      She didn’t know what came next. But for the first time in years, she didn’t feel like she had to figure it out all at once.

      She turned as Elena stepped onto the porch again, two fresh mugs of coffee in hand.

      Claire met her in the sunlight, took the mug, and kissed her—deep and soft and slow.

      She didn’t need to go back.

      She was already home.
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