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Chapter One: Returning Home

Kara didn’t turn her phone on until she was inside.

The house greeted her the way it always did—still, orderly, faintly scented by wood polish and the lavender sachet tucked into the entry drawer. Nothing had shifted while she was gone. The rug lay flat. The mail sat in its small ceramic bowl. The clock over the kitchen archway ticked in even, unbothered seconds.

She set her suitcase just inside the door and locked it behind her.

For a moment, she simply stood there.

The airport parking lot lingered in her body—cool air, the hum of distant engines, Vanessa’s hands folded into the front of Kara’s coat like she’d needed something solid to hold onto. The way she’d searched Kara’s face, looking for any flicker of doubt.

There hadn’t been one.

“Public would be safer,” Vanessa had said, her forehead resting against Kara’s shoulder.

Kara had smoothed her hair back, steady. “No. I’m prepared to handle whatever happens. I’m going to meet her wherever she wants to meet.” A pause. “This time, I need to do what’s right for the situation. Please trust me.”

Vanessa had hesitated—only for a second—then nodded.

“I do. Are you okay with me telling my dad?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I think you should.”

The memory settled into Kara’s chest now like something warm and unshakeable.

She exhaled slowly and bent to unzip her suitcase.

Unpacking grounded her. Shoes returned to the closet in pairs. Toiletries aligned on the bathroom counter.

She placed the sweater she’d worn the last night in Iceland into the laundry basket, though it didn’t really need washing.

It still held a trace of Vanessa’s perfume.

Kara paused there.

Not just perfume.

The memory of Vanessa pressed close to her in the cold air returned with it—the warmth of her body through Kara’s coat, the way her fingers had curled into the fabric like she needed something to anchor herself.

Kara could still feel the ghost of that grip.

She exhaled and forced herself to drop the sweater into the basket.

Then continued.

When the suitcase was empty and stored away, the house felt fully hers again. Predictable. Safe.

Only then did she retrieve her phone from her purse.

It remained dark in her hand for a long moment.

The last message she’d sent lingered in her mind as clearly as if she were reading it:

Turning off phone. Call Dad or Sarah if you need anything.

She hadn’t added explanation. April was somewhere soaking up the sun. She did not need to be reminded of Melanie.

She pressed the power button.

The screen lit up.

It vibrated once in her hand. Then again.

Notifications bloomed across the glass.

Vanessa: Call me when you’re home.

April: Okay Mom, just text me when you get home plz. Love you

Kara’s mouth softened.

Of course April had answered immediately. Of course she had.

And then—

Melanie.

Her breath didn’t change.

The message Kara sent just sat there.

It had been read.

No reply.

Kara tapped into the thread.

Her own text stared back at her, simple and unembellished. Clear. Direct. Not cruel.

Below it:

Read.

Nothing else.

The timestamp told her exactly when.

Thirty-seven minutes after she’d sent it.

Melanie had seen it.

And chosen silence.

Kara stood in the center of her kitchen, the refrigerator humming behind her, the late afternoon light stretching long across the tile.

She didn’t feel panic.

She didn’t feel regret.

What she felt was inevitability.

Melanie would not respond quickly. Not to something like this. She would let it sit. Let it swell. Let Kara imagine every possible version of the reaction before delivering her own.

Kara hadn’t just come out.

She had told her she was in a relationship with her daughter.

That wasn’t small. That wasn’t casual. That wasn’t a confession you absorbed and moved past.

It was a rupture.

Kara set the phone down on the counter and poured herself a glass of water.

She drank slowly, the coolness grounding her. Then she picked the phone back up.

First, she answered April.

Kara: Home safe. Enjoy every second of your getaway. I love you.

The response came almost instantly.

April: Love you too. Miss you.

A small smile touched her mouth.

Then she opened Vanessa’s thread.

Kara: I’m home. Did you get to your dad’s?

The typing bubble appeared within a minute.

Vanessa: Yes. I’m here. You’re okay? Did mom get back to you?

A pause.

Kara’s eyes lifted toward the window, where dusk was beginning to press against the glass.

For a moment she wished Vanessa were here—barefoot in the kitchen, leaning against the counter the way she did.

Kara: No.

Another pause.

Vanessa: Are you scared?

Kara considered the question carefully.

She thought of Melanie’s house. Of the dining room table where they’d sat a thousand times. Of the couch where Vanessa had once curled up at sixteen, rolling her eyes at her mother’s commentary. Of the years she had softened her tone, redirected arguments, chosen diplomacy over clarity.

She typed slowly.

Kara: No.

The three dots flickered again.

Vanessa: I’m proud of you. Of us.

Kara’s throat tightened.

She could almost hear Vanessa’s voice saying it—low, warm, a little shy the way it sometimes was when she said things that mattered.

Kara had the sudden, almost physical urge to cross the city and pull her into her arms again.

But she put the thought away.

Kara: I am too. We will get through this together.

She set the phone face down on the counter this time—not to avoid it, not to delay anything—but because she had nothing left to say until Melanie decided to speak.

Outside, the sky dimmed into blue-gray.

Inside, the house remained quiet.

And just a few streets away, Melanie was fuming.

Kara rinsed her glass, dried it, and placed it back in its spot.

She would go to work the day after next.

She would answer emails.

She would maintain her routine.

And when the message came—

She would go to Melanie’s house. That was where Melanie would want to meet, Kara knew that.

Not to argue.

Not to plead.

But to tell the truth.

***

The grocery store felt warm the moment Kara stepped inside.

Not just from the air conditioning shifting against the late-summer heat outside—but warm in a deeper way. Familiar. Bright. The faint smell of fresh bread and something roasting from the prepared foods counter drifted through the air.

For a moment Kara simply stood there.

After a week and a half of travel—unfamiliar food, different languages, long flights—the low hum of the store felt grounding. Shelves exactly where she remembered them. Produce stacked in neat pyramids beneath warm yellow lights.

She grabbed a cart and pushed it forward.

Her fridge at home was nearly empty, but the thought didn’t bother her. Kara liked grocery shopping. It was one of those small routines that made a house feel lived in again.

She started in the produce section, adding asparagus, spinach, zucchini, and a bag of sweet potatoes. Near the herbs she paused to smell a container of basil before dropping it into the cart.

Kara ate mostly plant-based these days—vegetables, grains, legumes—but sometimes she allowed herself fresh fish, occasionally chicken if the cut looked good. The balance suited her.

She added oat milk without hesitation, two cartons instead of one, and moved easily through the aisles with the calm assurance that seemed to follow her everywhere.

At the bakery case she grabbed a loaf of sourdough, then moved down another aisle, tossing quinoa, chickpeas, and a jar of tahini into the cart almost automatically.

The store stretched on around her—soft music overhead, an employee stacking oranges, a couple debating olive oils.

Iceland had been beautiful.

The mountains. The cold air. The strange bright nights that never fully turned dark.

But it hadn’t been this.

This was home.

As she turned toward the refrigerated case, a thought slipped into her mind.

If they moved…

Would the new town have a store like this?

She paused, one hand resting on the cart handle.

Planning a life somewhere else still felt abstract. Something they talked about more than decided.

But suddenly she pictured it clearly.

A different town.
A different kitchen.

Vanessa leaning against the counter while Kara unpacked groceries, teasing her about buying too many vegetables again.

Kara found herself smiling before she realized it.

Well, she thought calmly, wherever we end up… the grocery store has to be good.

That was non-negotiable.

She grabbed a small fillet of salmon from the seafood counter, along with tofu, mushrooms, and a container of lentil salad she knew would make an easy lunch.

By the time she reached checkout, the cart was comfortably full.

Nothing extravagant.

Just good food—vegetables in paper bags, grains in jars. The kind of things that made ordinary evenings feel well cared for.

Outside, the evening air had cooled.

Kara loaded the groceries into her car, the scent of basil and fresh bread escaping faintly as she closed the trunk.

Driving home, she felt something she hadn’t quite allowed herself since sending the message to Melanie.

Relief.

Her life—her real life—was still here.

Her house.
Her routines.
Her kitchen waiting to be filled again.

Whatever conversation was coming—whatever anger waited across town—it would happen inside the life Kara had already built.

And that, she realized as she turned onto her street, made it easier to face.

When she returned home, she carried the bags inside and set them on the counter, unpacking them with the same deliberate care she’d used earlier. Groceries went away. Laundry was gathered. A quiet load started in the machine downstairs.

By nine o’clock the house smelled faintly of detergent and warm air from the dryer vent.

Kara changed into a soft T-shirt and folded laundry at the coffee table while the evening settled around her. The clock ticked. The refrigerator hummed. Outside, a car passed slowly down the street.

Her phone lit up beside her knee.

Vanessa.

Kara set the shirt she’d been folding onto the growing pile and picked up the phone.

Vanessa: I didn’t have to tell my dad. Mom told him.

Kara’s brows lifted slightly.

Kara: Want to call?

She leaned back on the couch, waiting for the reply.

Vanessa: Can’t tonight. I said I’d go into work tomorrow. Early.

Kara tilted her head and let out a long exhale.

Kara: You should have taken the day off. You must still be feeling the flight.

Vanessa’s reply came quickly.

Vanessa: I’ll be fine.

Kara could picture the stubborn tilt of her chin when she said things like that.

Kara: Want to come over tomorrow? I have work the next day, but you can stay over.

The typing bubble appeared.

Vanessa: I’d like that.

Kara smiled.

Kara: How’s your dad dealing with it?

A pause.

Vanessa: He thinks it’s all very funny.

Kara blinked at the screen.

Kara: Funny?

Vanessa: Yeah…

The dots appeared again.

Vanessa: Like I’m doing it to get back at her and he’s glad.

Kara stared at the message for a moment.

Kara: Being with me to get back at your mother?

Vanessa: Yeah.

Kara let out a breath through her nose.

Kara: I suppose there are worse ways to react.

Vanessa: He’s not mad at you or me. He just asked how long.

Kara: I see. Has your mom reached out to you?

Vanessa: Yes, but I ignored her calls.

Kara glanced around the quiet room, biting lightly at her lip.

She wanted Vanessa there with her.

Wanted to live with her the way they had during those last few days in Iceland.

Was she ready to ask her to move in?

Was it too much, too soon?

The thought lingered for a moment before she set it aside. Not tonight.

Kara placed the phone down and finished folding the laundry.

By the time she went upstairs, the house had settled into complete silence.

Kara: Heading to bed. Text me when you’re done with work. I’ll be here.

The reply came almost immediately.

Vanessa: Will do. I love you.

Kara’s gaze warmed.

Kara: I love you.

Kara changed into a pair of sleep shorts and washed her face, moving through the routine automatically. When she returned to the bedroom, she left the lamp on and pulled back the comforter.

For a moment she simply stood there.

She liked her bed.

It was wide, the mattress firm enough to support her back, the sheets cool and clean. It had always been a place she could sink into without thought, a place that belonged entirely to her.

Tonight it felt a little too big.

Kara slid beneath the covers and reached over to switch off the lamp. The room dimmed immediately, the blue glow of streetlight slipping through the curtains.

She rolled onto her side.

Without thinking, her arm moved across the empty space beside her.

Vanessa would have fit there easily—tucked close against her chest, warm and soft, one leg thrown halfway over Kara’s hip the way she did when she slept deeply.

Kara exhaled slowly.

She had shared beds before, usually out of necessity—long ago during her marriage, or on trips with friends when there hadn’t been another option. Even with past girlfriends, they hadn’t spent nights together. Kara always had work in the morning, some early obligation that made it easier to send everyone home.

This was different.

She had never found herself wanting someone there like this.

Not to sleep with. She needed her space. Usually.

The realization sat heavy in her chest.

Kara stared at the dark ceiling for a moment, letting the feeling exist without trying to analyze it.

Then she shifted onto her back and pulled the blanket a little higher.

She hadn’t set an alarm.

Tomorrow was hers to take slowly.

Outside, a breeze rustled the leaves along the street.

Eventually her breathing deepened, the steady rhythm of sleep returning as the house held its calm around her

***

Kara woke to sunlight spilling across the bed.

For a moment she didn’t move. Her body felt heavier than usual, the deep, unbroken sleep of someone whose mind had finally decided it could rest.

She reached for her phone.

10:02 AM.

No messages from Melanie.

Kara studied the screen for a second, then set it aside and pushed herself out of bed.

The shower was hot enough to steam the bathroom mirror completely. Kara stood beneath it longer than usual, letting the water run over her shoulders, her thoughts drifting without trying to organize themselves.

When she stepped out, she wrapped her hair in a towel and checked her phone again.

Still nothing.

She typed a message to April.

Morning sweetheart. Just checking in.

A moment passed before the response arrived.

April: Hi mom!! We’re going snorkeling today. Everything okay?

Kara: Everything is fine. Just wanted to say hello.

April: Love you.

Kara: Love you too.

Kara set the phone aside again.

By late morning she was outside in the garden.

The air held that late-summer warmth that lingered comfortably on the skin without becoming oppressive. Kara knelt beside the flower bed with a pair of clippers, trimming back the hydrangeas that had begun to lean too heavily into the walkway.

The rhythm of it suited her.

Dirt beneath her nails. Bees drifting lazily between blossoms. The slow, repetitive motion of tending something that grew exactly where it was planted.

It was nearly one when she heard a car pull into the driveway.

Kara stood, brushing soil from her hands.

Vanessa stepped out of the car with an overnight bag slung over her shoulder. Her hair was pulled into a low bun, loose strands escaping around her face, the late-summer sun adding a glow to her tan skin.

She looked a little tired—flight still lingering in the set of her shoulders—but her eyes brightened the moment she saw Kara.

Kara crossed the lawn toward her, her short dark golden hair falling in soft pieces around her face.

“Hi,” Vanessa said.

“Hi, baby.”

The word caught Vanessa slightly off guard. Her eyes flicked toward the neighboring houses before she reached Kara.

Relief softened her expression as she stepped into a quick hug that lingered just long enough to say more than the greeting had.

Kara took the bag from her shoulder automatically, grinning.

“You look very pretty today,” she said.

“Thank you,” Vanessa replied, a little shy. “You look hot. Like temperature-wise… and in other ways.”

Kara guffawed.

“Yeah,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it’s still this warm out.”

They walked toward the house together.

Vanessa hesitated just inside the doorway.

“My mom called me today,” she said.

Kara closed the door behind them.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. When I was at work.”

Vanessa rubbed the back of her neck, uncertain.

“She’s… taking this angle where she thinks I was manipulated somehow.” She glanced around the room before looking at Kara. “Like you groomed me.”

The word hung in the air.

Kara didn’t react immediately.

She simply set Vanessa’s bag beside the stairs and folded her hands loosely in front of her.

“I see,” she said calmly.

Vanessa studied her face.

“You’re not surprised.”

Kara’s mouth curved slightly.

“No,” she said. “Not particularly.”

Vanessa watched her for another second, then said with a straight face,
“Do you think I should park in the garage?”

They looked at each other, both perfectly serious.

Kara blinked.

Then she broke first.

The laugh slipped out before she could stop it, and Vanessa immediately joined her, the tension in the room cracking open.

“No,” Kara said, shaking her head. “We’re not hiding anymore.”

“Good.”

Kara reached for her then, pulling her in for a kiss.

Vanessa sighed against her mouth, the sound warm and tantalizing as it brushed Kara’s ear.

“How was work?” Kara asked quietly.

“Boring… and tiring,” Vanessa said, leaning lightly into her. “Nothing worse than working away the summer.”

“Are your friends working as well?”

“Yeah,” Vanessa said. “Most of them. Natalie’s taking summer classes.”

Kara hummed as they both slipped off their shoes.

She slipped an arm around Vanessa’s waist and guided her a few steps deeper into the house, giving her side a quick squeeze that made her jump.

“You look exhausted,” Kara observed.

“I might be.”

“Did you eat today?”

Vanessa hesitated just long enough to answer the question.

“…Coffee.”

Kara lifted an eyebrow.

“Coffee is not food.”

“It got me through my shift.”

Kara gave her a small, disapproving look, then turned toward the kitchen.

“Come on.”

Vanessa followed easily.

Kara opened the refrigerator, scanning the shelves before pulling out a container of lentil salad and some feta. She set them on the counter.

“Sit,” she said.

Vanessa hopped up onto one of the stools at the island, watching Kara move around the kitchen with confident familiarity.

After a moment, Kara carried over two bowls and forks.

“You know,” Vanessa said, “most people would probably be freaking out right now.”

Kara placed a bowl in front of her.

“Most people aren’t me.”

Vanessa’s eyes softened slightly.

“No,” she agreed.

Kara leaned against the counter while Vanessa took a few bites, the calm rhythm of the house settling around them again.

“It’s good,” Vanessa said. “I thought it would be too healthy.”

“Healthy can taste good.”

“Yeah… not usually.”

After a moment Vanessa set the fork down.

“You’re very calm about all this.”

Kara tilted her head.

“Would you prefer I panic?”

Vanessa laughed under her breath.

“No.”

She slid off the stool and stepped closer.

“You just seem very sure.”

Kara looked at her for a moment.

“I am.”

The certainty in her voice seemed to settle something inside Vanessa.

She moved closer without hesitation.

Kara reached up and brushed a strand of hair back from her face, her fingers lingering lightly along Vanessa’s cheek.

Kara’s hand slid gently to the back of her neck.

“Come here.”

Vanessa didn’t hesitate.

She stepped into her easily, fitting against her like she belonged there.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Vanessa rested her forehead briefly against Kara’s shoulder.

“You know,” she murmured, “this might be the calmest scandal in history.”

Kara let out a quiet laugh.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m sure your mother will try to correct that.”

Vanessa smiled against her collarbone.

Kara’s hand moved slowly along her back, steady and reassuring.

“Let’s go upstairs,” she said softly after a moment.

Vanessa looked up at her, breath catching.

“Okay,” she said, color rising in her cheeks.

And when Kara took her hand, Vanessa followed.


Chapter Two: Time Alone

Their kisses continued as they made their way upstairs, a trail of discarded clothing marking their path. In the bedroom, Kara stood behind Vanessa, her fingers finding the clasp of her bra, undoing it slowly, knuckles brushing over warm skin. As the fabric fell away, Kara pressed gentle kisses to the curve of Vanessa's neck, her hands coming around from behind to cup the weight of her breasts. Vanessa sighed against her, back arching, head lolling back.

It had only been one night apart, but after the last few days together in Iceland the distance had felt strangely longer.

“I missed you,” Kara whispered against her neck.

“I know,” Vanessa murmured. “I never want to be away from you again. Ever.”

Kara felt the words more than heard them. When Vanessa turned her head slightly, Kara saw the faint shine of tears gathering in her eyes.

Kara pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek.

“Shhh,” she whispered near Vanessa’s ear, her voice warm and steady. “It’s okay.”

Vanessa let out a slow breath, her hands resting over Kara’s.

Kara's thumbs circled her hardening nipples, her body pressed flush against Vanessa's back. Their fingers intertwined as they moved together, the rhythm of their touch matching the ragged pace of their breathing.

Kara reached up, her fingers finding the hair tie that held Vanessa's hair in a loose bun. With a gentle tug, she freed the dark strands, letting them cascade down Vanessa's back. She slipped the elastic around her own wrist — a small, intimate keepsake. Her hand drifted lower, tracing the line of Vanessa's stomach before finding the warmth between her legs. The touch was light at first, teasing, drawing a soft gasp from Vanessa's lips.

“Yeah,” Vanessa breathed, her voice thick with want. “Touch me, Mommy. Please… please.”

“You want me to?” Kara's fingers stilled against her warmth. “I thought you were tired.”

Vanessa shook her head, pressing her ass back against Kara’s core. “Mommy, I need you. Touch my tight little pussy.”

Vanessa licked her lips and moaned. Kara smirked as she watched her come undone but drew away.

“Please?” Vanessa murmured, “she's so, so hungry.”

Kara's eyes fluttered as a low moan vibrated in her chest. Vanessa always knew exactly what to say. Her fingers dug into Vanessa's hips, yanking her flush against her own body. The force stole Vanessa's breath with a sharp gasp as she was possessed in the sudden embrace.

“You don’t want to rest?” Kara murmured, her smile slow and a little devious.

“Maybe after.”

“After?”

“After you touch me.” Vanessa's voice dropped to a whisper. “I want to come with your fingers deep inside. I feel so empty without you.”

Kara chuckled under her breath.

Vanessa looked back at Kara, her gaze hazy. “I was lonely last night. I needed you so badly.”

Kara's hand traced slow circles on Vanessa's lower stomach. “Did you touch yourself, Vanessa?”

Vanessa nodded against her. “I had to.”

Kara licked her lips before drawing her own lower lip between her teeth, studying Vanessa’s face as if measuring something.

“Why did you have to?”

“Because I couldn't get you out of my head.” Vanessa's voice cracked slightly. “I imagined eating you out—real good. Being the only one that can make you come like that. And I needed to feel better.”

A low hum vibrated through Kara's chest as her fingers resumed their unhurried path, tracing the delicate curve of Vanessa's waist before returning to cup her breast. Her touch was feather-light, a question whispered in skin.

Vanessa's breath hitched, her thumb stroking over Kara's knuckles as she leaned into the touch.

“God,” she breathed, her voice ragged with want. “You have no idea, do you?” Her fingers tightened around Kara's wrist. “How fucking perfect you are.”

Vanessa looked back to lock eyes with Kara, her lips parting slightly. She flicked her tongue out, a quick, teasing motion.

Kara smiled.

She leaned forward, catching Vanessa's tongue with her own. A laugh escaped her as they pulled apart, their mouths meeting again in a deeper kiss. A shiver traced Kara's spine, a full-body clench that answered each of Vanessa's whimpers as they escaped, warm and breathless, against her tongue. Every tremor that passed from Vanessa's lips into her own was a spark to tinder, stoking the fire already licking at her insides until her skin felt flushed and taut, humming with a low, electric thrum.

Kara shifted, catching her breath, moving to sit on the edge of the bed. She reached for Vanessa's hand, lacing their fingers together.

“Come here,” Kara said, her voice soft. “Sit on my knee.”

Vanessa moved to lean her weight on Kara's thigh, her hand coming to rest on Kara's shoulder, then to the back of her neck. Kara's palm pressed against the small of Vanessa's back, the other tracing a slow path up her thigh, fingers splayed against sensitive skin. She watched the way Vanessa's body responded, the slight tremor that passed through her at Kara's touch.

Vanessa shifted, settling more comfortably against Kara. Her free hand came up to cup Kara's cheek, her thumb stroking gently over the skin there. Kara leaned into the touch, her eyes closing for a moment as she savored the contact. Vanessa's gaze drifted, her eyes tracing the line of Kara's jaw before meeting hers. Kara's fingers trailed slowly up Vanessa's inner thigh, the touch light enough to make goosebumps rise on her skin.

A low hum vibrated in Vanessa's throat, her eyes darkening as she watched Kara's lips.

“Mmmmm.”

“What?” Kara's voice was low, her thumb stroking small circles on Vanessa's skin as she looked up into her eyes.

“The way you're looking at me,” Vanessa breathed, shifting slightly against Kara's thigh. “It's so sexy.”

“Is it?” Kara's lips curved into a small smile as she bounced her leg lightly beneath Vanessa.

Vanessa wobbled, a giggle escaping her lips as she caught herself. Kara’s eyes tracked her, smile growing devious. Vanessa stood and pushed gently against Kara's shoulders, guiding her back onto the bed. Kara complied, sinking into the crisp bedding as Vanessa moved to straddle her hips, their bodies fitting together perfectly in the warm lamplight.

“You were brave today,” Kara said quietly from below, looking over her body, hands gripping Vanessa's hips. “Going in to work when you didn't want to.”

Vanessa tilted her head up, a blush rising to her cheeks as she let Kara's hands roam over her belly and teasing lower before traveling back up again, grinding her hips forward in response to the touch.

“I was?” Vanessa breathed, her voice already growing heavy.

“Yes,” Kara affirmed, her voice warm as her thumb stroked small circles against Vanessa's skin. “I bet that was really hard.”

“It was,” Vanessa admitted with a whimper, her voice barely above a whisper as she surrendered to the sensations.

“I know,” Kara murmured, her hand moving lower to cup the warmth between Vanessa's legs. “I know, sweetheart.”

Vanessa moved her hips in a slow circle, grinding her pussy against Kara's hand. After pushing her own hair back out of her face, Kara leaned up on one elbow, her fingers parting Vanessa's folds before circling her clit.

Vanessa's breath caught in her throat as she looked down at Kara, her chest rising and falling rapidly with each shuddering breath. The lamplight cast shadows across her flushed skin, highlighting the tension in her shoulders.

Kara sat up slowly, her movements deliberate as she withdrew her hand. A whimper escaped Vanessa's lips at the loss of contact, her body trembling with the sudden absence. Kara's fingers wrapped around Vanessa's waist, guiding her gently back against the pillows.

“Why don't you roll on your stomach?” Kara murmured, her voice light but steady. “You always come better like that.”

Vanessa shook her head, her hair spilling across the pillowcase as she moved.

“No?” Kara questioned gently, hand on her neck, her thumb stroking over Vanessa's throat. “Why not?”

Vanessa's gaze dropped to Kara's breasts, her voice barely audible in the quiet room. “I want Mommy's big nipple in my mouth.”

A flicker of surprise crossed Kara's features. “Big nipple?”

A flush spread across Vanessa's cheeks as her hips shifted. “Yeah,” she breathed, her voice dropping to a whisper. “They're the most perfect size. Big—like Mommy's should be. It's...” She paused, a tremor running through her. “It's the rules.”

Vanessa's gaze remained fixed on Kara's breasts, her lips parting slightly. “And I love them like that.” Her voice grew rougher, more urgent. “They make me so wet, Mommy. So fucking horny.”

A soft laugh escaped Kara's lips, warm and low.

“You like them?”

“I love them,” Vanessa breathed, her voice catching as she looked up at Kara through her lashes. “Are you mad at me?”

“No,” Kara murmured, her smile warm as she brushed a strand of hair from Vanessa's cheek. “I'm not mad at all.”

“Good,” Vanessa whispered, her mouth slightly parted as her gaze drifted back and forth between Kara's breasts and her face. “I want them in my mouth.”

“One second, sweetie,” Kara said before shifting slightly. “Let's get under the blanket.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Kara leaned forward, pulling the cool cotton back. Vanessa lifted her hips without hesitation, allowing Kara to adjust the bedding around them. Holding the blanket up, Kara slid beneath it before drawing it over their bodies. The sudden warmth cocooned them together, and Vanessa immediately curled around her, pressing kisses along Kara's collarbone before sinking lower.

Her mouth closed around a nipple, the suction gentle at first before growing more demanding. Each pull sent jolts of pleasure through Kara's body, and she found her fingers stroking Vanessa's cheek, smoothing back her hair as she watched in the dim light.

“You're Mommy's perfect girl, aren't you?” Kara breathed.

Vanessa nodded, her response lost to the rhythm of her suckling. Kara shifted slightly, allowing her hand to travel lower beneath the blankets. Vanessa opened her legs instinctively, her mouth working harder, her fingers beginning to knead Kara's breast with growing urgency. Kara's breathing grew heavy, each exhale carrying a small moan.

“You let Mommy take care of you, okay?” Kara murmured, her fingers finding Vanessa's warmth.

Kara's fingers moved in slow circles over Vanessa's clit, the steady rhythm pulling broken moans from Vanessa's lips against her breast. Vanessa's mouth on her nipple grew rougher, her teeth grazing the sensitive skin, but Kara didn't stop her. Instead, she shifted her angle, pressing deeper.

Vanessa's legs fell open wider, her hips lifting in time with Kara's movements. Then, with a wet pop, Vanessa pulled away.

“In,” she breathed, her face flushed and lips swollen.

“You want me to go inside?” Kara asked, her voice low.

Vanessa nodded, her movements eager.

Kara adjusted, sitting up and pulling Vanessa into her lap. Her fingers returned to Vanessa's clit, stroking once, twice, before pushing inside. Vanessa whimpered, her hand flying to Kara's breast for balance.

“Good or bad, baby?”

“Good, Mommy,” Vanessa gasped.

Kara pressed deeper, her fingers curving slightly. Vanessa's tongue darted out, licking Kara's nipple messily before taking it back into her mouth. Her suckling grew more frantic as Kara's fingers moved inside her.

“Can I touch it too?” Vanessa asked, her voice muffled against Kara's skin.

“You want to help Mommy?”

Vanessa nodded, shyer this time. “Yes.”

“Of course, baby.”

Vanessa reached down, her fingers finding her clit.

The sight nearly undid Kara—Vanessa spread wide beneath her, her hand working frantically as Kara's fingers moved inside her. Vanessa's free hand came up to massage her own breast, thumb circling the hardened peak. She began to bounce on Kara's fingers, her movements growing more and more desperate.

“You're doing so good for Mommy.”

Vanessa smiled, her eyes fluttering closed as pleasure washed over her. Her hips rocked in a steady rhythm, matching the frantic pace of her fingers. Each bounce sent Kara deeper, drawing ragged cries from Vanessa's lips.

As Vanessa's moans grew louder, her mouth fell open. Kara smiled, guiding her breast back to Vanessa's lips with her free hand. She stroked Vanessa's face and hair as she nursed, her other hand never ceasing its rhythm inside.

Vanessa pulled away with a shuddering gasp, her body arching as her release washed through her. A loud cry tore from her lips, raw and unrestrained as her inner muscles pulsed around Kara's fingers. Kara pressed deeper, feeling each wave as it crashed through Vanessa, her other hand stroking Vanessa's hair in slow, soothing motions. As Vanessa's cries softened to whimpers, her fingers faltered against her own skin before stilling completely. She collapsed against Kara, boneless and spent, her face pressed against Kara's breast. Kara's fingers remained inside her for a moment longer, feeling the last faint flutter of Vanessa's release before slowly withdrawing.

Vanessa shuddered at the loss, a small sound escaping her lips as she shifted closer. Kara shifted too, trying to adjust their positions, but a sharp pins-and-needles sensation shot through her leg. She winced, unable to suppress the sound.

Vanessa stirred, lifting her head from Kara's chest. “What's wrong?” she murmured, voice low.

Kara shook her head, her fingers stroking Vanessa's back. “Nothing. My leg's just asleep.”

Vanessa shifted, beginning to roll away. “Oh, I'm sorry. Was I too heavy?”

“No, honey,” Kara said, pulling her back. “You're not heavy at all. It was just the way I was sitting.”

Kara pulled back the blanket, the cool air a brief shock against their warmed skin. She guided Vanessa down with her, but instead of settling, Vanessa sat up, her knees pressing into the mattress.

“Want to sleep now?” Kara asked.

Vanessa blinked, then raised an eyebrow. “No,” she said, a hint of challenge in her voice. “I want to make you come. The fuck?”

Kara gave her a warning look, though her lips twitched.

“Sorry,” Vanessa amended with a slight smirk. “The heck?”

“I'm fine, really. Let's rest.” Kara lay back against the pillows, expecting Vanessa to follow.

“No, no, no, no.” Vanessa shook her head, her hand coming to rest on Kara's stomach. “Please? I want to see you.”

“You're tired, sweetheart.”

“Fine,” Vanessa said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “At least touch yourself and let me watch.”

A slow smile spread across Kara's face. “Okay,” she murmured. “Come lay down with me.”

“With Mommy,” Vanessa corrected, her eyes glinting in the dim light.

Kara's smile widened. “Yes, with Mommy.”

As Kara relaxed, Vanessa curled against her side. Kara pulled the blanket up around them, the plush cotton cocooning them once more.

Vanessa shifted, propping herself up on an elbow. “I can't watch?”

“Not this time,” Kara murmured, her voice firm but gentle.

Vanessa pouted, her lower lip jutting out as she looked up at Kara. “Can I suck on your nipple at least?”

“Of course you can,” Kara said, leaning down to kiss her lips, then her cheek.

As Kara's hand moved between her legs under the blankets, Vanessa lowered her head, her mouth finding Kara's breast. With one hand, she kneaded, her fingers working in time with the movements of Kara's hand. Her other hand came to rest over Kara's, feeling the rhythm as Kara touched herself.

Kara watched Vanessa's mouth work, heard her muffled moans against her skin. That was all it took. Her body tensed, her back arching as pleasure washed through her. She came hard, biting down on her lower lip as she rode it out. Vanessa's hand rested on Kara's stomach as she shuddered through her orgasm.

Vanessa shifted higher, pressing a soft kiss to Kara’s mouth before her lips wandered down along her jaw and neck, leaving slow, open-mouthed kisses in their wake.

Kara sighed and wrapped her arms around Vanessa, gently guiding her back down onto the pillows.

“Come here,” she murmured.

Vanessa didn’t resist. She rested against her easily, her body warm with sleep beginning to tug at the edges of her awareness.

Kara pulled the blanket up around them, tucking it carefully over Vanessa’s shoulder. Then she slipped an arm around her, holding her close.

Vanessa curled into her side easily.

Kara’s hand moved slowly along her back, massaging small circles between her shoulder blades before drifting up to smooth her hair.

Within minutes Vanessa’s breathing deepened.

Kara could feel the exact moment sleep claimed her.

She continued the gentle rhythm of her hand for a while longer, letting the silence settle over the room.

Her mind drifted.

Work tomorrow.

A few meetings she’d need to prepare for.

Then April surfaced in her thoughts; Kara hoped she was enjoying her honeymoon. She would be home the following week. Kara smiled faintly at the thought.

But the stillness eventually brought her back to the thing she had been trying not to think about all evening.

Melanie.

Kara stared at the ceiling for a moment, listening to Vanessa breathe beside her.

She just wanted her to reply.

She wanted the waiting to be over.

Whatever came next, she would face it. Kara already knew that.

And she had begun to accept what it might mean.

Friendships ended sometimes.

Lives changed.

Her hand drifted lightly through Vanessa’s hair.

This, at least, she was certain of.

Eventually Kara let her eyes close, the steady warmth of Vanessa beside her anchoring her in the quiet of the room.

Sleep came slowly, but it came.

***

Kara woke a few minutes before her phone alarm.

The room was still dim, the light gray of early morning pressing gently through the curtains. For a moment she lay still, letting herself surface slowly.

Then she turned her head.

Vanessa slept beside her, curled slightly toward Kara, one arm tucked beneath the pillow. Her hair had come loose from its braid sometime during the night, strands spilling across the pillow.

Kara watched her for a moment.

The quiet feeling that filled her chest was familiar now. Warm. Steady.

Her eyes moved slowly over Vanessa’s face, the relaxed softness that only came with sleep.

A faint smile touched Kara’s mouth.

She could get used to waking up like this.

The memory of the night before drifted back easily.

At some point in the middle of the night they had both woken, hungry in that lazy, half-awake way that followed a long day and very little sleep.

Vanessa told her that she was craving chips, so Kara suggested nachos.

She’d microwaved them while Vanessa leaned against the counter watching her with sleepy eyes.

They’d eaten them in the living room, curled up together on the couch with the television off, talking about Vanessa’s upcoming classes, strange dreams they’d had, and old memories, the house dark around them except for the lamp beside the couch.

Eventually they’d wandered back upstairs again.

Kara had laid out her clothes for work while Vanessa brushed her teeth and teased her about being overly organized.

Then they’d climbed back into bed.

They’d kissed for a little while—slow, lingering kisses in the dark—before settling back beneath the covers.

Kara reached out now and gently brushed a loose strand of hair away from Vanessa’s face.

Her alarm buzzed on the nightstand.

Kara silenced it quickly.

Vanessa didn’t stir.

Carefully, Kara slipped out of bed.

The floor was cool beneath her feet as she crossed the room and gathered the clothes she’d set out the night before.

She took a quick shower, moving through her routine automatically. Clean skin, a light layer of moisturizer, hair pulled back neatly.

When she finished dressing, she glanced once toward the bedroom before heading downstairs.

In the kitchen she started the coffee maker and leaned against the counter while it brewed. The familiar smell slowly filled the room.

As she reached for a mug, something on the counter caught her eye.

The wooden box where she kept trinkets, including the spare house key.

Kara paused.

Then she picked it up.

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

She carried her coffee and the key upstairs.

Vanessa hadn’t moved.

Kara found a small notepad on the dresser and wrote quickly.

You can stay here if you want, but please lock up if you leave.

Put this on your key ring, it’s the housekey.

Stay tonight if you want.

I’d really like it if you would.

Love you.

She set the key beside the note on the nightstand.

For a moment she stood there, looking at Vanessa again.

Part of her wanted to wake her, draw her into her arms, and kiss her.

But the peacefulness of the room held her still.

Kara leaned down and pressed a tender kiss to her hair.

Then she slipped quietly out of the room.

Outside, the morning air carried the faintest edge of coolness that hinted at late summer beginning to shift.

Mid-August in New England always did that—warm days, but the mornings held the promise of fall.

Kara walked toward her car, coffee in hand.

A vehicle passed slowly down the street.

At first she barely noticed it.

Then something in her peripheral vision caught her attention.

Kara glanced up.

That was Melanie’s car.

It moved past the house at an unhurried pace before continuing down the street.

Kara frowned slightly.

She must have seen Vanessa’s car in the driveway.

But Melanie hadn’t texted. Hadn’t called.

Driving by just before seven in the morning felt… strange.

Kara let the thought pass.

Whatever Melanie was doing, Kara wasn’t going to start her day by chasing it. Maybe it hadn’t even been her.

She slid into her car and drove to work.

The office was already waking up when she arrived.

Kara greeted a few coworkers as she walked past, exchanging easy smiles and small bits of conversation before settling into her desk.

She felt surprisingly refreshed.

The morning passed quickly through spreadsheets, emails, and paperwork.

Melanie’s drive-by drifted through her mind once or twice, but it never settled long enough to bother her.

Around ten, her phone buzzed softly on the desk.

Vanessa.

A single heart emoji.

Kara smiled and sent back a heart wrapped in flame.

A moment later another message appeared.

Vanessa: Leaving the house. Locked the door. See you tonight, my love.

Kara leaned back slightly in her chair.

For a moment she could almost feel Vanessa again—warm against her side in the stillness of the morning, the weight of her head tucked against Kara’s shoulder.

Kara straightened slightly in her chair and turned back to her work.

By late afternoon the office had quieted. Kara waited for a response from a coworker on Teams, the screen blinking patiently.

With nothing else pressing, she opened a browser window.

Cities.

Small ones first.

Places within driving distance.

Somewhere she and Vanessa could build something new.

She searched neighborhoods, scanning for community resources, reading carefully through lists of LGBTQ-friendly areas.

Kara pulled a legal pad toward her and began jotting names down.

One city.

Then another.

She chewed lightly on her nail as she worked, occasionally glancing back at the screen.

Possibilities.

When the day finally ended, Kara closed her laptop and gathered her things.

The list remained on the desk for a moment before she folded the page and slipped it into her bag.

Then she turned off the light and headed out.

***

When Kara pulled into the driveway, Vanessa’s car was already there.

Warmth spread through her chest.

She hadn’t expected it, this feeling of coming home to someone. But the sight of the familiar car sitting there in the fading light made something inside her settle in a way she hadn’t quite anticipated.

Kara grabbed her bag and headed inside.

“Honey?” she called as she closed the door behind her.

“Hey.”

Vanessa looked up from the couch and set her laptop aside.

“I hope you don’t mind I came back like an hour ago.”

Vanessa stood and walked toward her.

Kara dropped her bag by the door just as Vanessa reached her, and they fell easily into a hug that turned into a kiss.

“No, I don’t mind,” Kara said gently when they pulled apart. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Vanessa looked her up and down.

“Damn,” she said. “You look so good in business casual.”

Kara laughed.

Vanessa’s makeup shimmered in the afternoon light. Shell pink gloss brightened her lips, and the warm glow of her blush made her look fresh and luminous.

“What?” Vanessa asked.

“You just look very beautiful.”

Vanessa smiled a little.

“Thanks. You do too. I went out to lunch with some friends today.”

“Oh?”

They moved toward the couch and sat down together.

“Yeah,” Vanessa said. “It was great. Until my mom texted.”

Kara tilted her head slightly but didn’t speak right away.

“She’s asking the weirdest things.”

“Such as?”

Vanessa leaned back into the cushions.

“She asked things like, ‘How’s Kara?’ and ‘What are you two doing tonight?’”

Kara’s expression shifted—something between surprise and quiet horror.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“I told her to ask you herself.” Vanessa glanced at her. “Has she still not texted you?”

“No,” Kara said. “And if she doesn’t by Monday I might just stop over.”

She hesitated.

“I think she drove by the house this morning. I can’t be sure it was her.”

Vanessa’s eyes widened.

“Stop. No she didn’t.”

“I think she did.”

“Was there a dent in the left rear bumper?”

Kara thought for a moment, then realized there was. She nodded.

“That’s creepy,” Vanessa said, bringing a hand to her mouth. “And she didn’t honk or say anything?”

“No.”

Kara looked at her for a moment.

“Vanessa… did she ask how you were doing at all?”

Vanessa shrugged.

“No. But she never does.”

She leaned her head back against the couch.

“She’s suffering a catastrophic breakup. She was cheated on… in more ways than one.”

Vanessa laughed lightly.

Kara tilted her head. She couldn’t exactly argue with that.

“Her daughter is with her former best friend,” Vanessa continued with a small shrug. “That’s pretty cold.”

She laughed again.

Kara glanced at Vanessa’s laptop, grateful for the chance to shift the conversation.

“What have you been up to?”

“Oh,” Vanessa said, pulling the laptop back toward her. “I have to get books for fall semester. I was just looking for deals.”

Kara nodded absently, trying to focus on the numbers while her mind drifted back to the list of towns she had researched earlier.

She considered telling Vanessa.

Then she hesitated.

With classes starting soon, Vanessa might want to wait until winter. Kara couldn’t blame her for that.

Still, the thought of waiting that long made something in her chest tighten.

She pushed the thought aside and leaned closer to look at the screen.

“Kara?”

She blinked and looked over.

“Yes?”

“You seem lost in thought.”

Kara straightened slightly.

“I—yeah.”

She brought her hands together.

“I can buy those textbooks for you.”

Vanessa squinted at her.

“What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“You look like you’re about to deliver bad news.”

Kara laughed.

“What? No. Good news. I think.”

“Oh, phew.”

Kara took a small breath.

“I’ve just been thinking about us moving.”

Vanessa blinked.

“You and me?”

“Yeah.” Kara nodded. “I’ve been looking at some cities that seem nice. And I thought maybe we could visit a couple… see where we might want to move.”

Vanessa leaned back, surprised.

“That would be fun,” she said slowly. “My job is wrapping up soon, so…”

“Are you sure?” Kara asked.

She gave Vanessa’s side a light squeeze.

Vanessa laughed.

“Yes! You have no idea how much I want to get out of this town. And I would love to finish at a different college.”

Kara’s shoulders loosened.

“Good,” she said, the word coming out warmer than before. “Good.”

“So where were you thinking?”

Kara stood and grabbed her bag.

She returned with the folded piece of paper from her legal pad and handed it over.

“I like this one,” she said, pointing. “It has a lot of grocery stores, a beach, and a good mall.”

Vanessa chuckled as she looked over the list.

Then she glanced up at Kara, clearly surprised.

“What?” Kara asked.

“You’re really serious about moving?” Vanessa said. “What about this house? Your job?”

“I can get a new job and sell the house,” Kara said simply, as if the answer were obvious.

Vanessa blinked.

She slowly set the paper aside.

Then she shifted closer and climbed gently into Kara’s lap, bringing her hands up to cup Kara’s face.

“You’d really do that for me?” she whispered. “Move?”

Kara grinned.

“Of course I would. I think we could both use a fresh start, plus—”

She brushed her thumb along Vanessa’s cheek.

“I’d do anything for you.”

Vanessa gasped and bit her lip before leaning forward to kiss her.

“You’re incredible, you know that?”

Kara laughed softly against her mouth.

They relaxed back into the couch together, tangled comfortably on the cushions, the paper with Kara’s jotted plans forgotten on the coffee table.

For a while they simply sat there, talking and laughing as the evening grew still around them.

Home felt different now.

Warmer.


Chapter Three: The Underlying Truth

The text came the following day after work.

On the drive home.

Kara was stopped at a light when her phone buzzed in the cup holder. She glanced down at the screen, expecting Vanessa.

Instead she saw Melanie’s name.

Her chest tightened immediately.

The light turned green and Kara drove the rest of the way home without opening the message, the phone propped beside her like something volatile.

Vanessa wasn’t there this time. She had taken an evening shift.

Kara parked in the driveway and sat for a moment before grabbing the phone and heading inside.

The house greeted her with its usual, predictable order—clean, still, exactly the way she liked it.

She kicked off her shoes near the door and unlocked the screen, reading the message that waited for her.

Melanie: What do you want me to say Kara?

Kara stood there in the entryway for a moment, the words settling into her chest.

It wasn’t an explosion.

It wasn’t anger.

Somehow that made it worse.

She took a slow breath and walked toward the kitchen, setting her bag on the counter as she considered how to respond.

Melanie had every right to be upset about the situation. Kara knew that.

But she also knew trying to talk to Melanie about this might be like talking to a brick wall.

Still, she had to try.

Her fingers moved slowly across the screen.

Kara: I just want a chance for us to talk. That is all. In person.

She headed upstairs to change out of her work clothes, the familiar rhythm of the house moving quietly around her.

She pulled a long-sleeve T-shirt over her head and grabbed a clean pair of sneakers from the closet. As she bent to tie them, her phone buzzed.

Melanie: Well. Let’s talk. You owe me an explanation.

Kara stared at the screen for a moment.

The message felt less like an invitation and more like a summons.

Still.

This was what she had asked for.

Her thumbs hovered over the screen before she typed.

Kara: I can be there in five.

The reply came almost instantly.

Melanie: Yeah. You will be.

Kara stared at the message for a long second. Then she slipped her phone into her pocket and stepped outside.

She decided to walk to Melanie’s. Why not? It was a gorgeous late summer day.

The streets between their houses felt shorter than usual. Or maybe she was just walking without resistance. The sky was pale, late-afternoon light stretching across the neighborhood in an easy, ordinary way. Lawns trimmed. Sprinklers ticking. Nothing in the air suggested rupture.

Kara slowed slightly as she passed the house next door to Melanie’s.

It was painted a soft blue now.

When she had lived there, it had been white.

For a moment she simply looked at it.

She and James bought it only a few months after Melanie and Phil bought theirs. Melanie had been delighted with the idea—two best friends living side by side, raising children together, backyards nearly touching.

At the time it had felt like the most natural thing in the world.

Kara remembered the day they moved in.

Boxes stacked everywhere. Melanie wandering through the house without knocking, already making plans for shared barbecues and garden beds that would stretch across the invisible line between the yards.

A year later Kara had been pregnant with April.

Only a few months after that Melanie had been pregnant with Vanessa.

The girls had grown up running back and forth across the grass between the houses, the distance so small it barely existed.

Kara’s gaze drifted to the kitchen window.

She could almost see Melanie standing there the way she used to, watching the yard, calling the girls in for dinner, keeping track of everyone without ever seeming to try.

After the divorce Kara moved out.

Melanie hadn’t liked that.

They argued about it more than once. Melanie insisting Kara should stay, that the house was part of the life they had built there.

But Kara wasn’t going to pay for such a large place on her own.

And, if she was honest, she had needed the space.

Space from Melanie’s constant presence—her questions, her quiet observations from the window or the driveway or the yard.

Distance that had never really existed before.

Now someone else lived there.

Someone had painted the house this soft new blue. Kara paused for a moment, admiring it.

Maybe the house she and Vanessa found someday would be a shade like that.

She smiled faintly and continued walking.

Melanie’s house looked the same as always. Manicured hedges. Clean windows. No flowers.

Kara knocked once.

The door opened immediately.

Melanie stood there in black leggings and a fitted sweater, hair perfectly styled, makeup sharp and immaculate — like armor carefully assembled. Her expression was almost blank.

“Come in,” Melanie said, her gaze steady and intense.

Kara stepped inside without hesitation. She moved a few paces into the room and stopped, hands loose at her sides, as if she’d entered any other house on any other day.

Melanie’s eyes tracked her in the periphery.

The house smelled faintly of citrus cleaner. Everything in its place. Nothing out of line.

Melanie closed the door behind her with careful control.

“Well,” she said, folding her arms. “Explain. Not that you can.”

Kara didn’t sit. Neither did Melanie.

“It wasn’t planned,” Kara began evenly. “I didn’t pursue your daughter. I didn’t think of her that way. Not until our shopping trip this summer.”

Melanie’s jaw tightened. “You expect me to believe that, Kara?”

“Yes.”

A beat.

“She’s an adult,” Kara continued. “She approached me first. I initially resisted.”

Melanie gave a small, bitter laugh. “You want a medal?”

“I want you to understand that this didn’t start the way you’re imagining.”

“Oh, I’m sure it didn’t,” Melanie said. “It probably just happened. Things just happen around you, don’t they?”

Kara held her gaze. “Yes. Sometimes they do.”

Melanie’s eyes flicked away, then back—sharp, assessing.

“You watched her grow up,” she said quietly. “You were in this house. You were at birthdays. Holidays. You were—” Her voice thinned. “Safe.”

“I was safe,” Kara agreed. “And if I had ever looked at her inappropriately, I would have removed myself from her life immediately. That is not what this is.”

Melanie scoffed. “That’s convenient.”

“It’s the truth.”

Silence stretched.

Melanie’s lips pressed thin. “Do you plan to tell James just how sick you are?”

Kara didn’t flinch.

“He knows I’m gay. Being gay is not sick, Melanie.”

The words landed like a dropped glass.

Melanie blinked. “What?”

“He has known since we were married.”

A sharp laugh escaped Melanie. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

“You married him.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re a lesbian.”

“Yes.”

Melanie stared at her like she’d started speaking another language.

“That makes no sense.”

“It does,” Kara said calmly. “He knew I had ex-girlfriends. I just didn’t tell him at first that I wasn’t interested in men.”

Melanie’s face drained of color.

“You’re telling me,” she said slowly, “you married James knowing you were a homo?”

“Yes, Melanie.”

“Why?”

“Because he was kind,” Kara replied. “Because he knew me. Because we were friends. I thought I had to marry a man, so I chose him.”

Melanie shook her head. “This is insane. And that doesn’t really answer the question.”

Kara stepped back and looked away, “It does, though, Melanie. I never thought I’d be open, I just figured I was supposed to be with a man and have kids.”

“You had free will.”

“Yes, but it was complicated.”

“Oh! And what about April?”

“What about April?”

“Does she know?”

“Melanie, everyone but you knows.”

Melanie recoiled and moved toward the kitchen island. “What, you didn’t think I’d be able to handle it?”

“No, I didn’t. You’re quite homophobic.”

Melanie scoffed.

“Because of that,” Kara continued calmly, “I never saw a way to tell you. At any point.”

“But you told James. That’s hilarious. Bet he was real happy with you.”

“Well, about a year into our marriage, he was hurt,” Kara continued. “We weren’t close physically. I told him the truth. I told him I wasn’t attracted to men. He honestly seemed more relieved than anything.”

“And he just—what? Stayed?”

“Yes.”

Melanie let out a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Of course he did.”

“We stayed together for April,” Kara said. “We co-parented. We dated other people privately. That’s how he met Sarah.”

Melanie’s expression flickered—confusion, disbelief, something wounded and sharp.

“I can’t,” she muttered. “I can’t. This makes no sense.”

“What part of it?” Kara asked gently.

“All of it,” Melanie snapped. “You were married to the most popular guy in school. Prom king. You had everything. And you’re telling me you didn’t even want him?”

“I never wanted any man,” Kara said.

The room felt smaller.

“And you had girlfriends before James?” Melanie asked, voice tight.

“I had a girlfriend. I also dated around after she and I broke up.”

“While we were friends.”

“Yes.”

“Who was the girl?”

“I’m not telling you that.”

Melanie stared at her as if seeing her for the first time—and hating what she saw.

“You never told me.”

“You never asked.”

The words hung heavy between them.

Melanie’s composure cracked for half a second. “I thought you were like me.”

“In what way?”

“We got married at the same time, bought our houses together. Were you just… you wanted to be with me?”

“No, Melanie. I didn’t.”

“And now my daughter,” Melanie said, her voice dropping. “My daughter is the one you decide to be honest with.”

“I didn’t decide anything,” Kara replied. “I fell in love with her.”

Melanie flinched like she’d been struck.

“That’s disgusting.”

“It’s not.”

“She’s my child.”

“She’s twenty-one,” Kara said, voice low. “She is capable of choosing who she wants to be with.”

“And you’re capable of refusing.”

“I tried.”

Melanie’s lips curled. “You always get what you want without trying, don’t you?”

Kara didn’t rise to it.

“I didn’t want this,” she said. “But I won’t pretend I don’t love her.”

Melanie’s eyes filled—not with tears, but with something harder.

“You were the one person I could trust,” she said. “And you were lying to me. You’ve always been lying to me.”

“I wasn’t lying,” Kara replied. “I was private. And for good reason.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It isn’t.”

Melanie shook her head slowly, disgust etched into every line of her face.

“You expect me to just accept that my best friend married a man she didn’t want, hid that she was… gay, and then decided my daughter was the solution?”

“She isn’t a solution,” Kara said evenly. “She’s a person. And she loves me.”

Melanie laughed again—brittle. “Of course she does. You’re mysterious. You don’t need men. You draw them anyway. You always have.”

Kara was silent.

“And now you draw her.”

“I didn’t know I was doing anything.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Melanie said flatly. “It just happened. Riiiggght. Right?”

“Yes.”

Melanie’s face hardened completely.

“I want you out of my life. Now.”

Kara nodded once, taking a slow breath, unsurprised.

“You will no longer prey on my daughter. You will never speak to her again.”

“I won’t stand here and be called a predator,” Kara said evenly. “If that’s the story you need to tell yourself, then there’s nothing I can do about that. Nothing I can say.”

Melanie’s mouth trembled—just barely. “You’re sick.”

“I am not sick.”

“You’re selfish.”

“I’m done living small. And I’m done arranging myself around you. Arranging my entire life around you.”

The words sat between them, steady and final.

Melanie looked away first.

Kara stepped toward the door.

“For what it’s worth,” Kara said, hand on the knob, “Beyond all of this, I never competed with you, Mel.”

Melanie’s head snapped back.

“I just wanted you to be my friend. You always made it into something else.”

“I made it into something else?” Melanie scoffed.

Kara didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just watched her.

And something shifted.

It wasn’t immediate. It wasn’t dramatic. It was a slow smoothing of Melanie’s face — outrage flattening into calculation. Into memory.

She took a long inhale.

The silence that followed was cavernous.

Kara opened the door and stepped out into the late afternoon light without looking back.

***

By the time Kara reached her own street, the tension had already begun to drain from her shoulders. The conversation had gone just as she expected. There had been anger, accusations, a few sharp words that couldn’t be taken back.

But the air felt lighter now.

Still, Kara knew it wasn’t really over. Something about it didn’t feel finished, and she had known Melanie long enough to recognize that this wouldn’t be the end of it.

Kara waved to her neighbor, who was collecting the mail, then headed up her driveway and inside the house.

She kicked off her shoes, opened her own mail, and moved through the small rituals of the evening. She scheduled her monthly hair appointment, paid a few bills that had been waiting in her email, and answered a couple of work messages before finally setting her laptop aside.

Her phone buzzed.

Vanessa.

A selfie appeared on the screen—Vanessa standing somewhere near the back counter at work, her hair pulled into a ponytail and a ridiculous filter dusting her cheeks with little animated hearts.

Kara smiled.

Kara: You’re cute. I can’t wait to see you.

Vanessa sent a GIF of Rudolf with the caption: She called me cute!

Kara typed again, chuckling under her breath.

Kara: Are you coming over after work or…?

A moment later:

Vanessa: Yes. You gave me the key. I live there now.

Kara guffawed, murmuring to herself, “Uh-huh. Yep.”

Kara: Oh, do you now?

Another buzz—this one not from Vanessa.

Melanie.

Kara’s smile faded.

She opened the message with a sigh.

Melanie: I’m blocking you. Don’t bother contacting me.

Kara read it once, then set the phone back down on the counter.

She didn’t reply.

There was nothing left to say.

A little later Vanessa sent another message—a picture of the sandwich she’d ordered herself on break.

Kara sent back a photo of her own dinner: a quick bowl of pasta and a small salad she’d thrown together while the evening news chattered in the background.

Time moved slowly after that.

When nine o’clock rolled around, Kara was sitting on the couch with the television still playing when she heard the front door open.

Vanessa stepped inside, kicking off her shoes.

“Hey,” Kara said.

“Hey,” she replied softly.

Vanessa looked tired in that pleasant end-of-shift way—hair a little messy, makeup faded slightly from the day.

“I’m going to go change,” she said, already heading toward the stairs.

“Okay,” Kara said, flipping off the TV.

Kara followed her, taking the bag from her shoulder before leaning in for a quick kiss.

Vanessa tossed her work clothes onto the bed and started folding them automatically as she changed into something comfortable.

Kara leaned lightly against the dresser.

“So,” she said casually, “your mother and I finally spoke.”

Vanessa froze halfway through pulling on her shirt.

“Like a text,” she asked, “or a phone call?”

“No.”

Kara watched her.

“I went over.”

Vanessa’s mouth fell open as she pulled her head through the shirt.

“You what?”

“You knew I was going to, sweetie,” Kara said, straightening some jewelry on a stand. “When I heard back from her.”

“Yeah, but I thought you would tell me. Like sooner,” she asked.

“I wasn’t going to bother you with that while you were at work.”

Vanessa blinked, still processing.

“So… how did it go?” she asked slowly, folding her work shirt.

“Fine.”

Vanessa looked up.

“Okay,” she said carefully. “I need a little more information than that.”

Kara shrugged slightly.

“She didn’t throw anything, so that was good.”

Vanessa stared at her.

“You’re really painting a picture.”

Kara smiled faintly.

“It’s exactly like you said,” she continued. “She thinks I groomed you. I mean, I can’t really blame her.”

Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Don’t do that. Please.”

“Do what?”

“The sympathy. She doesn’t need it or deserve it.”

“Honestly,” Kara said quietly. “I don’t think she really believes that. That angle. Not completely.”

“What do you mean?”

They both sat down on the bed.

“Vanessa,” Kara said gently, “she hasn’t checked in with you. Barely speaks to you. This is clearly between her and me.”

Vanessa tilted her head.

“I think she’s just grasping for reasons. To get the upper hand over me. Is that crazy to say?”

“No, that’s what she does,” Vanessa said thoughtfully. “She’s very jealous of you. Always has been. I’m telling you.”

Kara looked at her and shook her head.

Vanessa tilted her head. “No? Okay. Don’t believe me.”

She let out a long exhale.

“I do hope someday you and her can have a relationship,” Kara said. “I mean that.”

Vanessa snorted.

“Yeah. Right.”

“But her and I?” Kara continued. “We’re not going to speak anymore.”

“You think?”

“Well,” Kara said lightly, “she blocked me.”

Vanessa sighed.

“Yeah… she does that to me all the time.”

Kara blinked.

“She blocks you?”

“Yes.”

Vanessa shrugged.

“And then a few days later she unblocks me whenever she’s not mad anymore. Acts as if it never happened.”

Kara shook her head slowly.

“God.”

“Kara,” Vanessa said gently, “where have you been?”

Kara looked up at her, a flicker of guilt crossing her face. Guilt that she had never really experienced Melanie’s maliciousness the way Vanessa had. When Melanie turned on her, Kara had always tried to soften the damage—offering money, time to talk, even the occasional trip to get away.

“Dealing with her is like dealing with an angry child,” Vanessa said. “There’s no winning. No understanding.”

“I’m sorry, Vanessa. I really am.”

For a moment the room was still.

Vanessa laid back and stretched out beside her on the bed, pulling on Kara’s shoulder lightly.

“Don’t be,” she said. “She’s a loser who never gets to be happy.”

Kara huffed a laugh.

“She never is for very long, is she?”

“And you know what?” Vanessa said.

“What?” Kara murmured.

Vanessa studied her for a moment.

“She just lost the best thing that ever happened to her.”

Vanessa brushed her fingers lightly along Kara’s jaw.

“You.”

Kara huffed softly through her nose.

Then she leaned down and kissed her.

They didn’t talk about Melanie much after that. The evening deepened around them in the easy rhythm they had begun to fall into—dinner together, a little television, the quiet comfort of being in the same space again after a long day.

Later they drifted upstairs.

In the dark, Kara shuddered as Vanessa pulled her fingers out.

“Was it good?” Vanessa whispered, rubbing circles across Kara's back before pressing her warm body against her.

“Mmm, it was,” Kara murmured, looking back over her shoulder. “Thank you.”

They kissed, Vanessa sucking and nibbling gently on Kara's bottom lip before breaking away. “You don't need to thank me,” she said, the smile in her voice clear. “I'm your girlfriend... I'm yours.”

“I still will,” Kara replied.

Then she felt Vanessa sit up, her thighs bracketing Kara's hips. She reached back to squeeze her leg. Vanessa's hands pressed against her as she started to grind her pussy against Kara's ass cheek.

“Are you riding my ass?” Kara asked, a laugh in her voice.

“Yeah... Mommy, your ass is so hot I had to,” Vanessa breathed, her voice breaking slightly. “Is it okay?”

“Yes, but I want to see,” Kara said. “Let me turn on the light.”

“Sure,” Vanessa panted.

Vanessa shifted off her and Kara rolled over, stretching to click on the bedside lamp. She sat up, eyes adjusting to the warm light as she looked at Vanessa—naked and flushed, her breath uneven.

Kara pulled her in for a kiss, fingers tilting Vanessa's chin up before moving lower to cup her heat possessively. “I want to see it in the mirror,” Kara said, her gaze drifting past Vanessa to the full-length mirror on the wall.

“Mommy wants to see me in the mirror?”

“Uh-huh,” Kara nodded.

Vanessa made a small sound of delight as Kara settled onto her stomach, crossing her arms beneath her head. Her gaze drifted to the mirror as Vanessa straddled her hips, a smile tugging at the corners of Kara's lips. She watched, mesmerized, as Vanessa began to grind against her ass, the wet friction sending subtle waves of pleasure through Kara's body.

Vanessa's movements grew more deliberate, her hips finding a rhythm as she rolled them against Kara. Kara lowered her chin, resting it on her forearm as her eyes tracked every movement, every shift of muscle beneath Vanessa's skin. She bit down on her lower lip, savoring the sound of Vanessa's breathy moans that filled the quiet room.

In the mirror, their eyes met and held—Vanessa's dark and desperate, Kara's heavy-lidded. Vanessa's mouth fell open, forming a perfect 'O' as a particularly deep moan escaped her. Her breasts bounced with the motion, nipples tightening into hard peaks as her hips bucked, searching for just the right angle.

Kara couldn't take it anymore. With a decisive shift of her hips, she upended their positions, rolling Vanessa beneath her. She claimed control without hesitation, her body moving with practiced authority. A sharp tug on Vanessa's hair tilted her head back, exposing the sensitive line of her throat. Kara's mouth descended, marking a path with teeth and tongue. When she reached the swell of Vanessa's breast, her fingers slid between parted thighs to Vanessa's clit. She circled it once, twice, touching it just the way she knew would drive Vanessa wild.

“Yes, yes!” Vanessa cried, opening her legs wider.

Then Kara pushed inside, two fingers working with a relentless, rhythmic pressure. Vanessa's arms wrapped around her, pulling Kara closer. Vanessa's moans were ragged in her ear. She could feel Vanessa's body tensing, the tremors starting deep within, a silent surrender to the pleasure Kara was commanding from her. When the final shudder passed through Vanessa, leaving her body relaxed and breathless, Kara placed a tender, possessive kiss on her temple.

They both slowly sat up, kissing and laughing softly.

Vanessa sighed. “Mommy takes such good care of me.”

“Yes, she does. Always,” Kara murmured, her thumb skimming gently over Vanessa’s lower lip.

Vanessa’s breath caught, then spilled out of her in a long exhale. Her eyes closed and her head tipped back slightly as Kara kissed slowly along her jaw, the tension draining from her face.

Kara shifted and lay back against the pillows, pulling Vanessa down with her. She reached over and flipped off the light, and the room settled into darkness.

They whispered I love you, and Vanessa curled into Kara’s side, nuzzling her head against Kara’s shoulder. Before long, they both drifted off to sleep.

***

By morning the worst of the tension from the day before had faded into something duller, easier to carry.

A few days passed like that.

Normal days.

Work. Errands. Small routines.

One evening Kara’s phone buzzed while she was finishing an email at the kitchen counter.

Di: Hey stranger. How have you been? Want to get together with the girls for some drinks?

Kara stared at the message for a second and then laughed out loud.

After Iceland, the thought of going out drinking sounded exhausting. A night in sounded more doable.

She typed back.

Kara: We could all do a girls’ night at my place.

A moment later:

Di: Oh we could. When?

Kara glanced toward the living room where Vanessa was curled up on the couch with her laptop.

Kara: Tomorrow night?

The typing bubble appeared again.

Di: Okay. I’ll ask the girls.

Kara smiled and slipped her phone into her pocket.

Vanessa looked up from the couch.

“What’s funny?”

“Di wants to get the group together,” Kara said, walking over. “Girls’ night. I’m gonna host it here.”

Vanessa closed her laptop.

“Oh that sounds a little dangerous.”

“No, it’ll be tame,” Kara said. “We won’t be drinking.”

Vanessa laughed.

“When are you doing it?”

Kara nodded.

“Tomorrow night. If that’s okay.”

“Of course it is.”

“You can be here, it’s completely fine.”

Vanessa leaned back against the couch cushions.

“I’ll probably stay at my dad’s,” she added casually. “Give you guys some space.”

Kara raised an eyebrow.

“Are you sure? You can hang out upstairs if you want. Or in the kitchen.”

“Oh no really, that’s okay,” Vanessa said.

Kara smiled.

“Alright.”

Vanessa reached over and tugged lightly on Kara’s sleeve.

Kara looked down, amused.

Vanessa just smiled at her for a second before leaning into her side.

Something in Kara’s chest softened and she rested a hand in her hair without thinking.

“What do you think about going on a road trip soon?” Kara asked.

“A road trip?”

“Yeah,” Kara said. “Pick a city you want to live in and we’ll go visit it.”

Vanessa sat up a little and turned toward her, resting a hand on Kara’s knee.

“I would really like that,” Vanessa whispered. “I was just looking at apartments for us.”

“You were?”

“I was,” Vanessa nodded, glancing up at her through her lashes.

Something in Kara’s expression eased.

“Come here.”

She pulled Vanessa back against her, settling her comfortably between Kara’s arms.

“I think I’m going to want a house,” Kara murmured. “I don’t know that I can go back to a little apartment after living somewhere I can’t hear the neighbors.”

Vanessa laughed as Kara pressed a kiss to the back of her neck, her fingers sliding down to lace with Vanessa’s.

“If that’s what you want,” Vanessa said, “that’s what I want.”

Kara hummed thoughtfully.

“Maybe this time I’ll do it right,” she said. “Get one with a pool.”

Vanessa lifted her head immediately.

“A pool?”

Kara grinned.

Vanessa turned in her arms and kissed her, both of them laughing as the idea drifted between them — warm, ridiculous, and suddenly possible.


Chapter Four: Breaking Free

The next evening Kara moved through the kitchen with quiet efficiency.

She set out a tray of crackers and cheese, sliced a few apples, and arranged small bowls of olives and roasted almonds. Nothing fancy, just enough that people could graze while they talked.

Pitchers of iced tea and a cranberry cocktail sat in the center of the counter.

Kara stepped back and considered the spread.

Then she added another bowl of chips.

The doorbell rang.

Kara wiped her hands on a dish towel and went to answer it.

Di stood on the porch in jeans and a loose sweater, sunglasses still perched on her head.

She stepped inside and immediately looked toward the kitchen.

“What’s in the punch?” Di asked, leaning over the counter to peer into the pitcher.

“Cranberry juice and ginger ale,” Kara said.

Di nodded approvingly.

“Oh good. I’m taking a break from booze for a bit.”

Kara smirked faintly.

“Probably wise.”

“And coffee.”

They moved into the living room just as the doorbell rang again.

Amber and Stephanie walked in together, already talking over each other.

Amber dropped her purse on the chair and glanced toward the kitchen.

“Oh that looks good,” she said, spotting the food.

Stephanie leaned over the counter and poured herself a glass from the pitcher.

“I’m just getting over the jet lag,” she said. “Can you believe it?”

“I believe it,” Kara said.

Soon they were all reclined in their chairs, reminiscing about the trip, talking about work, and making plans for their fall shopping trip.

“Why don’t we go to Boston for this one?” Amber asked.

“Because no one wants to drive in Boston,” Di said.

Kara took a sip of her drink, wondering if they’d be moved by then.

“How’s April doing, Kara?” Stephanie asked.

“Oh, she’s good. She comes back in a few days.”

Di hummed.

“Speaking of happy honeymoons… the divorce is finalized,” she said.

“Oh good for you, Di,” Kara said. “Now you won’t technically be cheating.”

Di’s face dropped and she threw popcorn at her.

Kara laughed.

“No, I’m very happy for you,” she said. “I know how stressful the waiting can be.”

“Thank you. How’s it going with you-know-who?” Di asked.

Kara glanced around at the three of them.

Stephanie sipped her drink. Amber gave her a curious look, raising an eyebrow.

It was still a little awkward talking about Vanessa with her friends.

“It’s going well,” Kara said. “I actually spoke to Melanie about it.”

“What?” Amber said immediately. “The queen B knows you’re with her daughter?”

“You told Melanie?” Stephanie leaned forward. “Okay, give us details. Kara, details.”

Di was already laughing to herself, crossing one leg over the other like she was settling in for story time.

Kara curled her lips over her teeth, still half disbelieving it herself.

“Yes. I went over to her house.” She paused. “So let me rewind. I sent her a text in Iceland on the last day telling her that we’re together. And also that I’m gay—because as you know, she didn’t know.”

“You texted it?” Di asked.

Kara opened the conversation on her phone and scrolled to the message, passing it around the group.

“Then I waited,” Kara continued. “She told me to come over. She accused me of basically being a pedophile.”

“No! She didn’t.”

“She did,” Kara said. “Even after I told her that this all just started.”

Di raised her eyebrows.

“Are you going to stay friends with her, or is this finally it?”

Kara shook her head.

“We’re not friends anymore.”

A beat passed.

“She blocked me.”

Di suddenly burst into laughter.

“HALLELUJAH.”

Amber snorted.

Stephanie covered her mouth trying not to laugh.

Di looked at Kara and let out a long exhale.

“Finally, it’s happening!”

Kara tilted her head.

“Oh?”

“We’ve been waiting decades.”

Amber nodded.

“Honestly.”

Kara laughed, loud and unrestrained.

The room filled with chatter again.

For the first time since the confrontation with Melanie, the weight in Kara’s chest felt lighter.

Not gone.

But lighter.

And as she looked around at the women sitting in her living room — laughing, arguing, stealing snacks from the tray — she realized something Melanie no longer had.

A friend who chose her.

***

Kara didn’t clean up right away after the girls left.

The house had that pleasant after-party silence to it — half-empty bowls on the coffee table, a few crumpled napkins, the faint smell of apples and tea lingering in the air.

She carried the dishes to the kitchen slowly, rinsing them beneath the faucet while the hum of the dishwasher filled the room.

For the first time in days, her mind felt calm.

Melanie’s words still lingered somewhere in the background, but they no longer pressed against her chest the way they had before.

Kara dried her hands and reached for her phone.

Kara: I’m done here if you want to come over.

The typing bubble appeared almost immediately.

Vanessa: Yeah. I’ll be there.

A second message followed.

Vanessa: I’ll leave in a few minutes.

Kara smiled faintly and set the phone down.

She finished tidying the kitchen and wandered upstairs, changing into a soft T-shirt and shorts before heading into the bathroom.

By the time Kara started the tub, she was already replaying the evening in her mind, smiling to herself.

Steam slowly began to gather along the ceiling as the water rose, the soft rumble of the whirlpool starting beneath the surface. The bathroom light was low, warm against the pale tile, and the air quickly filled with the faint scent of soap and heat.

Kara tested the temperature with her hand, adjusting the faucet slightly until it felt just right.

Downstairs the front door opened.

“Hey?” Vanessa called.

“Up here,” Kara answered.

Footsteps crossed the house and climbed the stairs a moment later.

Vanessa appeared in the doorway, pausing for a second as the steam drifted out toward the hall before stepping into the bathroom.

“You started the whirlpool without me?”

Kara smiled slightly over her shoulder.

“You took too long.”

Vanessa chuckled and leaned against the counter, watching her.

“Did your friends behave?”

“Mostly.”

Vanessa studied her for a moment.

“You seem lighter.”

Kara shut off the faucet and stood, wiping her hands on the towel beside the sink.

“I feel better.” She glanced at her. “How are you doing?”

“I’m okay. Texted my mom a little bit.”

“Did you?” Kara said, her tone neutral.

Vanessa shrugged lightly.

“It was fine at first. Then she asked why I didn’t tell her about us.”

Kara hummed.

“I think it’s fairly obvious why,” Vanessa continued. “And I didn’t wait for years or anything. Plus… I think it needed to be you to tell her anyway.”

She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it onto the counter.

“You’re probably right,” Kara said simply.

Vanessa stepped out of her shorts and climbed into the tub first, lowering herself into the water with an immediate sigh.

“Oh my god.”

Kara chuckled as she undressed.

“What?”

“This is luxury,” Vanessa said, sinking deeper.

Kara stepped in behind her a moment later, easing down into the warm water. The water bubbled around them.

Vanessa leaned back immediately, settling between Kara’s legs as if it were the most natural place in the world. Kara wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her flush against her chest before leaning in to capture the Vanessa's ear, suckling it until a shudder wracked Vanessa's frame and she pressed back, seeking more. Vanessa giggled, glancing back at Kara as she squeezed her thigh.

Kara went very still behind her.

Her eyes moved slowly over Vanessa’s face, over the damp strands of hair clinging to her neck, the curve of her shoulder where the water lapped against her skin.

Something knowing and certain settled across Kara’s expression before her mouth curved into a slow smile.

“God, don’t look at me like that,” Vanessa said with a shy smile, color rising in her cheeks.

Kara didn’t answer right away.

She leaned a little closer behind her, the water sloshing as she moved.

“You say that,” Kara murmured near her ear, her voice low, “but you never actually want me to stop.”

Vanessa’s breath caught in a small laugh.

Kara’s arm slipped a little tighter around her waist, drawing her back snug against her.

“And you know exactly what you’re doing,” she added.

Kara nudged her nose gently against Vanessa’s.

Then she closed the small space between them and kissed her.

Vanessa made a soft sound against her lips — a quiet hum — leaning back into her as the warm water shifted around them.

Their mouths moved together, slow at first, then with growing hunger. Kara's hand slid down Vanessa's spine, fingers tracing her hip before dipping beneath the water's surface. Vanessa arched into her touch, sighing as Kara's palm curved around her breast. The water sloshed as they shifted, their bodies finding new angles.

Vanessa's fingers tangled in Kara's hair, pulling her closer as Kara's thumb brushed over her nipple, coaxing it to a hard peak. Breathy, echoing moans filled the steamy bathroom as Kara's hand roamed lower, her nails scraping lightly against Vanessa's inner thigh, making her gasp against Kara's lips. The scent of lilac bath oil surrounded them as their kissing grew more urgent.

Vanessa tilted her head back against Kara’s shoulder.

“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “we’re going to need a bathtub like this when we move.”

Kara brushed damp hair from Vanessa’s shoulder.

“Oh really?” she murmured, leaning forward to kiss the side of Vanessa’s neck.

Vanessa smirked faintly.

“Yes. A whirlpool.”

Kara’s fingers traced slow, absent circles along her arm beneath the water.

“That seems reasonable.”

Vanessa glanced up at her.

“My classes start in a few days.”

Kara’s hand paused slightly.

“I know.”

Vanessa watched her face carefully.

“You’re thinking something.”

Kara exhaled slowly.

“Maybe.”

“What?”

“Well…” Kara said carefully. “If we move before winter…”

Vanessa waited.

“You could wait to start classes until then. Start them in the new city.”

Vanessa blinked.

“You mean skip the semester?”

“Postpone it.”

Vanessa leaned her head back against Kara’s shoulder again, considering.

“Huh.”

The whirlpool hummed softly around them.

“That’s actually… not a terrible idea.”

Kara smiled faintly against her hair.

“We don’t have to decide tonight.”

Vanessa turned and kissed Kara’s jaw.

Kara’s fingers slid into her hair instinctively, tangling there as she held her close.

When Vanessa began to pull back, Kara caught her chin lightly.

“Stay,” she murmured.

Vanessa stilled, her eyes lifting to meet Kara’s.

For a moment Kara just looked at her, studying her face the way she sometimes did when something mattered.

“If you take off the semester,” Kara said quietly, “I don’t expect you to work. I want to give you a break.”

Vanessa’s mouth curved slightly.

“I’d work.”

“You can if you want,” Kara said gently, “but you can let me support you for a while. You deserve a break. You’ve been working really hard.”

Vanessa chuckled under her breath.

“I couldn’t expect that of you.”

Kara’s hand slid slowly from Vanessa’s chin to the back of her neck, her fingers resting there—steady and warm.

She pressed a kiss to Vanessa’s cheek, then just behind her ear.

“I’m offering,” Kara said gently. “And you’d have money.”

Vanessa’s breath caught just a little.

“Just think about it,” Kara murmured.

Vanessa tilted her head slightly and leaned back against her again.

“Okay, Mommy,” she whispered. “I will.”

Steam curled lazily through the dim bathroom light as the whirlpool hummed around them.

Kara brushed her thumb once along the side of Vanessa’s neck, down over her collarbone.

“You know,” she murmured, “I do like when you listen to me.”

Vanessa glanced up at her.

Kara’s mouth curved slightly.

“But I like it even more when you choose to.”

“I do listen to you,” Vanessa protested.

Kara wrapped her arms loosely around her from behind, holding her close while Vanessa tipped her head back to look up at her, eyes bright with mischief.

“Not always,” Kara said quietly. “You can be very difficult sometimes.”

Vanessa’s smile widened.

“Only when I want Mommy to punish me.”

Kara huffed a laugh, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“Well, how else will you learn?”

Vanessa giggled and turned toward her.

They stayed in the bath for a long while after that, the conversation fading into gentle teasing and murmured words. Every so often one of them would lean in for another slow kiss, warm and unhurried, the steam and gentle whirlpool making the world outside the bathroom feel very far away.

***

They were about halfway there when Kara’s phone started buzzing.

At first she ignored it, keeping her eyes on the road as the highway stretched ahead of them in long gray lines. The afternoon sun hung low enough to flash through the trees in quick bursts of light.

Then it buzzed again.

And again.

And again.

Vanessa glanced down at the center console.

“That’s… a lot of notifications.”

Kara sighed softly.

“Could you check it?”

Vanessa picked up the phone.

“It’s all my mom.”

Kara kept driving.

“Can you make the texts stop?”

Vanessa nodded and tapped the screen.

“I’m putting it on airplane mode.”

The buzzing stopped instantly.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Vanessa scrolled slowly through the thread.

Kara glanced over at her.

“You should think about blocking her,” Vanessa said quietly.

Kara frowned slightly.

“She told me she blocked me,” she said. “So I’m a little confused.”

Vanessa kept reading.

“What do the texts say?”

Vanessa let out a breath that was half laugh, half disbelief.

“Oh… wow.”

“What?”

Vanessa read aloud.

“She says, ‘I stood up for you when people said you were a dyke junior year. I defended you.’”

Kara blinked once.

Vanessa kept scrolling.

“‘I can’t believe you’d lie to me like this after everything I sacrificed for you.’”

Kara’s mouth tightened slightly but she said nothing.

Another message.

Vanessa shook her head.

“This one says you only kept her around because you secretly wanted her to have feelings for you someday.”

Kara laughed under her breath.

“Right.”

Vanessa glanced over at her.

“She says everything you’ve ever done has been some sick game.”

Kara kept her eyes on the road.

Outside the car the highway hummed beneath the tires.

For a moment Vanessa watched her carefully.

“You okay?” she asked.

Kara nodded once.

“Yeah.”

Vanessa set the phone back in the cup holder.

“She’s just trying to get a reaction.”

Kara exhaled slowly.

“I know.”

The silence that followed felt calmer.

The trees along the highway thickened as they crossed into another stretch of forest, the afternoon sun flickering through the windshield.

Vanessa leaned back in her seat.

“Do you want me to leave it on airplane mode?”

“Yes,” Kara said.

Then, after a moment—

“Yes. Let’s just enjoy the weekend.”

Vanessa smiled slightly.

“Good plan.”

The car rolled forward, carrying them the rest of the way toward the city.

***

They pulled into a municipal parking lot a block off the main street.

The buildings around them were older—three or four stories of brick with narrow storefronts at street level. Offices and apartments filled the floors above, their windows catching the last of the afternoon sun.

Vanessa stepped out of the car and turned slowly, taking it in.

“So this is it,” she said.

“This is it,” Kara replied, smiling.

They grabbed their overnight bags and crossed the lot toward the hotel entrance. The building looked like it had been renovated recently—modern glass doors set into a much older brick façade.

Inside, the lobby was simple but clean. A few armchairs sat near the window, and the front desk clerk greeted them without much ceremony.

“Just the one night?” he asked while checking them in.

“For now,” Kara said.

A few minutes later they were upstairs in a quiet room overlooking the street.

Vanessa dropped her bag by the bed and wandered to the window, pushing the curtain aside.

Cars moved slowly through the intersection below. People walked past the storefronts with takeout bags and iced coffees.

“I actually like it,” Vanessa said.

Kara joined her at the window.

“You do?”

Vanessa nodded. “It’s got good vibes. And we’re close enough to Boston. But not too close.”

“There were some really nice houses on the way in.”

“Yeah… maybe we should’ve waited to come,” Vanessa said. “Set up some showings or something.”

Kara shook her head.

“We can always come back.”

Vanessa glanced over.

“Really?”

Kara leaned lightly against the window frame.

“The company I work for has an office down here. I checked. Transferring wouldn’t be an issue if you decided you like it here.”

Vanessa’s eyebrows lifted.

“Seriously?”

“Yes,” Kara said calmly. “But it’s fine if we decide to move somewhere else. We shouldn’t base where we go on my job.”

Vanessa studied her for a moment.

“Well,” she said, slipping her hand into Kara’s, “want to walk around? It’s so nice out today.”

Kara smiled faintly before leaning in for a kiss.

“Sure.”

They took a few minutes to freshen up after the drive—Vanessa tying her hair back loosely while Kara washed her hands and splashed cool water over her face.

A moment later they were heading for the door again, leaving their bags in the room as they stepped back out into the hallway.

Downstairs, the late afternoon air met them the moment they pushed through the glass doors.

Warm, bright, and easy.

Perfect for walking.

A few blocks away the streets opened into a residential stretch—older houses broken up by newer condo buildings. Several For Sale signs stood along the sidewalks.

Vanessa pointed at one of the buildings.

“That one’s nice.”

Kara followed her gaze.

“Condos.”

Vanessa nodded.

“Could be good.”

They passed another row of buildings, this one a converted brick factory with balconies.

“Ooh, that one too,” Vanessa said.

Kara smirked and glanced at Vanessa.

“You’re already shopping.”

Vanessa shrugged.

“Just imagining.”

They crossed back toward the main street again.

The downtown streets were quieter than Kara expected.

Late afternoon sunlight spilled between the old brick buildings, warming the sidewalks and catching in the glass storefronts. A few people drifted past here and there, but most of the street felt calm, almost sleepy.

Vanessa handed Kara her drink as they stepped out of the café.

“Iced matcha,” she said.

Kara took a sip.

“That’s very good.”

“I told you.”

Vanessa bumped her shoulder lightly.

They started walking again, their hands brushing once before Kara laced their fingers together.

The simple gesture felt natural now.

They turned down a smaller side street lined with trees and old brownstones. It was almost empty.

Vanessa tugged gently on Kara’s hand.

“Wait.”

Kara stopped.

Vanessa leaned in and kissed her.

It was gentle at first — warm and lingering — the kind of kiss that belonged to lazy afternoons and nowhere else to be.

Kara smiled against her mouth before pulling back slightly.

“You’re getting bold,” she murmured.

Vanessa shrugged.

“Different city.”

Kara laughed softly.

“I can actually see us here,” she said.

“Me too.”

As they continued walking, Kara slipped her phone from her pocket.

“Oh,” she said.

“What?”

“My phone’s still on airplane mode.”

Vanessa glanced over.

“From the drive?”

“Yes.”

Kara tapped the screen.

“I should turn it off. April might need me.”

Vanessa nodded.

“Yeah.”

The phone reconnected almost immediately.

Then it began vibrating.

Once.

Twice.

Then continuously.

Kara frowned.

“What the—”

Notifications began stacking rapidly across the screen.

Text after text after text.

Vanessa leaned closer to look.

Kara’s eyes widened slightly.

“This is… insane.”

“What?”

“I have over two hundred texts from Melanie.”

Vanessa snorted.

“Oh yeah.”

Kara looked over at her.

“Oh yeah?”

“Usual mom meltdown behavior.”

Kara blinked.

“What?”

Vanessa shrugged casually.

“She used to do it to my dad almost daily.”

Kara stared at her.

“What?!”

Vanessa laughed quietly.

“Yeah. When they were fighting she’d just… send message after message after message.”

Kara looked back down at the screen.

The notifications were still appearing.

“I can’t keep my phone on airplane mode,” Kara said slowly. “April might need me.”

“I know.”

Vanessa squeezed her hand.

“Babe, you have to block her.”

Kara hesitated.

She stared at Melanie’s name on the screen.

“Why is it so hard for you to do it?” Vanessa asked gently.

Kara exhaled.

“I’m not sure.”

She shook her head slightly.

“It just is.”

Vanessa held out her hand.

“Here.”

Kara looked up.

“I can do it.”

Kara studied her for a moment.

Then she handed the phone over.

Vanessa tapped the screen a few times.

“There.”

She handed it back.

Kara looked down.

Melanie’s contact now read: Blocked.

Vanessa slid her arm around Kara’s waist as they started walking again.

“Now she’ll probably blow up my phone instead,” Vanessa said casually.

Kara looked over.

“You’re serious?”

Vanessa shrugged.

“I’ll just block her too. I don’t want to hear it anymore.”

Kara couldn’t argue with that.

The phone went silent in her hand.

She slipped it back into her pocket and pulled Vanessa a little closer as they continued down the quiet street.

“How do you think she’ll react to us moving?” Vanessa asked.

“Not well,” Kara said.

Vanessa clicked her tongue.

Kara glanced over at her.

“But she’ll come around eventually,” Kara said. “She’ll have to if she wants you in her life.”

Vanessa shook her head slightly.

“She doesn’t want that.”

Kara was reflective for a moment.

“She will,” she said finally.

Vanessa looked at her, considering it, not seeming convinced. Her mouth twisted slightly, like she didn’t quite know what to do with the thought.

“Maybe,” she said after a second, though it didn’t sound like she believed it.

She looked away then, focusing on the sidewalk ahead of them.

“But I’m not holding my breath.”

The sunlight was beginning to soften, turning everything gold.

For the moment, at least, the world felt peaceful again.

They walked without speaking for a while, drifting past small storefronts, restaurants, and cafés with outdoor tables. The city felt more alive than the town they’d left behind—busier, brighter somehow, but still relaxed. The kind of place where people actually walked in the evenings.

Vanessa pointed out a clothing store across the street.

“Oh that place looks expensive.”

“The clothing place?” Kara asked.

“Yeah, it’s nice though.”

Kara smiled faintly, amused.

“I’ll buy you whatever you want, baby.”

Vanessa glanced at Kara sideways, biting her lip as a blush crept up her cheeks.

They continued down the block when something caught Kara’s eye in the window of a small jewelry store.

She slowed.

In the center of the display, resting on a small velvet stand, was a necklace—a deep blue heart stone rimmed with tiny diamonds, the chain delicate white gold that caught the last light of the afternoon.

Kara stopped walking.

Vanessa noticed immediately.

“See something you like?”

Kara nodded toward the window.

“Do you see that blue heart necklace?”

Vanessa leaned closer to the glass.

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s pretty.”

Kara’s gaze stayed on it.

“I think it would look breathtaking on you.”

Vanessa blinked and looked up at her.

“Oh… for me?”

“Yes.”

Kara tilted her head slightly toward the door.

“Can we go in and try it on?”

Vanessa smiled.

“Sure.”

A small bell chimed as they stepped inside.

The shop smelled faintly of polished wood and velvet display cases. The clerk greeted them with a warm smile, and Kara gestured toward the necklace in the window.

A few moments later the clerk placed the delicate chain around Vanessa’s neck.

Vanessa looked at her reflection in the mirror.

The deep blue heart rested just below her collarbone, the diamonds catching the light when she moved.

She touched it gently.

“It’s beautiful.”

Kara watched her instead of the necklace.

“Yes,” she said quietly.

Vanessa turned slightly, looking over her shoulder.

“I’ve never worn anything this nice.”

Kara didn’t answer right away.

She simply handed the clerk her card.

By the time they stepped back onto the street, the sky had deepened into the rich colors of early evening.

Vanessa kept touching the necklace unconsciously as they walked.

Kara noticed.

“I’d like you to wear that later,” she said.

Vanessa looked over, smiling.

“I will.”

Kara’s mouth curved faintly. She glanced at her through her brows, then leaned a little closer.

“When we get back to the hotel,” she murmured.

Color rose to Vanessa’s cheeks as her hand went up to touch the necklace.

“Oh,” she said, understanding crossing her features.

Kara watched her reaction carefully, a slow satisfaction settling across her face. The blue heart shimmered softly against Vanessa’s skin as she swallowed, suddenly very aware of the attention on her. Vanessa ducked her head, loose strands of hair slipping into her face, that shy smile tugging at her mouth—the one that always appeared when Kara focused on her.

Vanessa slipped her hand back into Kara’s as they continued down the street.

Kara looked down, smiling to herself as she squeezed Vanessa’s hand. She had to admit, it was nice knowing she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew here. And it wasn’t too far away from April.

As they wandered from store to store, bags gradually growing heavier in their hands, Kara found her thoughts drifting ahead—cleaning the house, putting it on the market, starting over somewhere new.

For the first time in a long time, the future didn’t feel complicated.

It felt possible and full of fresh, new beginnings.


Chapter Five: Ownership

The shopping bag crinkled as Kara set it on the bed, the sound cutting through the quiet of the hotel room. Vanessa came to stand beside her, her fingers tracing the edge of the bedspread as she peeked inside.

Kara pulled out the items one by one, laying them carefully across the duvet. Three silicone dildos in varying shapes - one straight, one with a gentle curve, and one that vibrated. And a harness, all black straps and rubber rings.

Vanessa picked up the curved one first, her fingers testing its weight. “This one feels heavy,” she murmured, her thumb brushing over the tip.

Kara watched her, a small smile playing on her lips. “Which one do you want to try first?”

Vanessa set it down, her gaze drifting over all three options. “Surprise me,” she said, meeting Kara's eyes. “I want to try all of them eventually.”

Kara nodded, gathering them up. “We should probably wash them first.”

The bathroom was small, their movements careful in the confined space. Warm water ran over their hands as they cleaned each toy. When they returned to the bedroom, the items lay drying on a towel near the edge of the bed.

Vanessa reached for Kara, her hands sliding around Kara's waist as she pressed their lips together. The kiss deepened, tongues tangling as Kara's fingers found the hem of Vanessa's shirt. Clothes fell away piece by piece until only skin remained, goosebumps rising on Vanessa's arms as the cool air hit her.

The blue heart rested against Vanessa’s collarbone, catching the low light every time she moved.

Kara’s fingers closed gently around the pendant, her thumb brushing across the cool stone as she watched Vanessa’s reaction.

She let it fall back against her chest.

“I like seeing you wear something I chose,” Kara murmured.

Vanessa’s eyes lifted to hers, wide and bright, her breath catching for a moment as the words settled over her.

“I’ll wear anything you choose for me, Mommy,” she breathed.

A slow smile spread across Kara’s face.

She reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind Vanessa’s ear, her fingers lingering there for a moment longer than necessary.

Kara smiled slowly.

“Good girl. That’s what I like to hear.”

Vanessa kissed her and moaned against Kara’s lips.

“Please,” Vanessa whispered.

Kara leaned in, capturing Vanessa's lips in a deep kiss, her tongue circling Vanessa's as she guided her backward onto the bed. The mattress dipped beneath their weight as Kara followed her down, never breaking the kiss. Her mouth trailed down Vanessa's neck, pressing open-mouthed kisses against her warm skin before moving lower. She paused at Vanessa's breasts, taking her time to circle each hardened nipple with her tongue, drawing moans from Vanessa's lips before continuing her journey down.

She rested between Vanessa's legs, her hands spreading them wide as she pressed tender kisses along her inner thighs. Kara's mouth found its destination, her tongue flicking against Vanessa's clit before she sucked gently. Vanessa's back arched off the bed, her hands tangling in Kara's hair as waves of pleasure washed over her. Kara worked her tongue with practiced skill, but just as Vanessa's breathing grew ragged, she pulled back. She didn't bring Vanessa to the edge, just took a taste before shifting up the bed to capture Vanessa's lips in another deep kiss.

Kara reached for the vibrating dildo, her fingers working to secure it in the harness. “I've never worn one of these,” she admitted as she adjusted the straps around her hips.

Vanessa propped herself up on her elbows, her eyes shining. “You look amazing in it,” she whispered. “Truly.”

Kara fumbled with the button of the vibrator. “Wait,” Vanessa said, sitting up. “Is there a small vibrator you put in the harness? So you can feel it on your clit?”

“Yeah,” Kara breathed. “But I don't think I need it. I can feel the vibrations just from this.”

“Okay, I want to make sure you come,” Vanessa said, looking at her through her lashes.

“Oh, I will,” Kara said calmly. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

“Is that so?” Vanessa teased.

Kara nodded, biting her own lower lip as she leaned over her, studying Vanessa’s face.
The intensity of Kara’s gaze startled something in Vanessa—not unpleasantly, just enough to make her breath deepen as she met Kara’s eyes, wide and slightly stunned.

She placed her hips between Vanessa's legs, her hand resting on Vanessa's thigh. Vanessa watched as Kara positioned herself, her lips parted. Kara clicked the button, adjusting the setting, the low hum growing louder as she pressed the toy against Vanessa's clit.

Vanessa moaned, then laughed. “That feels... amazing. Does it go higher?”

Kara clicked the button twice more, the vibrations intensifying. Vanessa cried out, her hips lifting off the bed.

“Okay?” Kara asked, pausing her movements.

“Yeah,” Vanessa breathed, her brows rising in that soft, apologetic way. “More than okay.”

Vanessa whined as Kara's fingers slid inside, replacing the toy. Kara pumped them slowly at first, letting Vanessa adjust to the sensation. Vanessa arched her back, pressing against Kara's hand. The feeling of Vanessa's heat clenching around her fingers sent a throbbing jolt through Kara's core.

“I think I'm ready,” Vanessa breathed after a moment, her voice raspy with need.

“You sure? It’s kind of big,” Kara asked, her fingers stilling.

Vanessa nodded, lips red and glistening, her eyes locking with Kara's. “Yeah. Mommy, put it in. Please.”

Kara shifted her hips, her movements slow as she positioned the toy at Vanessa's entrance. She watched Vanessa's face—her eyes closed, lips parted—as she began to push inside. Vanessa moaned, low and guttural, as Kara slid deeper, her hips rocking in gentle waves once the toy was fully seated.

Kara braced herself on either side of Vanessa, her palms flat against the mattress as she found her rhythm. The first few thrusts were tentative, experimental. Below her, Vanessa's breasts bounced with each movement, her nipples tight peaks in the dim light. Kara adjusted her angle, watching Vanessa's expression change from pleasure to something deeper, more intense.

Vanessa's hand shot up to the back of Kara’s neck pulling her lower, then her fingers tangled in Kara's hair as she brought her down for a hungry kiss. Their tongues met, tasting and exploring as Kara's hips maintained their steady rhythm. Vanessa broke away, panting against Kara's ear.

“Mommy,” she breathed, “right there. Push it in all the way.”

Kara pulled back biting back a moan, looking at the space between them as she adjusted to sit up slightly and hover over Vanessa.

She kept her eyes fixed on Vanessa's face as she moved, watching the way her features shifted with each thrust. Vanessa's free hand slid down, finding Kara's breast. Her fingers closed around it, kneading the soft skin before bringing the nipple to her mouth. She latched on, suckling hard, the wet heat sending jolt after jolt straight to Kara's clit. The vibrations from the toy buzzed against her, making her own pussy clench.

Vanessa's other hand moved lower, her nails digging into Kara's ass. “Harder,” she demanded, her voice muffled against Kara's breast. “Fuck me harder, Mommy.”

Kara adjusted her position, her movements becoming more forceful, more deliberate. She watched as Vanessa squirmed beneath her, her body arching with each thrust. The toy pulsed against Kara's clit as she moved, sending waves of pleasure through her own body.

“Awwww, fffffuck! Yes! Right there!” Vanessa cried out, her body tensing. “Don't stop! Please don't stop!”

Kara continued to thrust, her own arousal building until it was almost unbearable. Just as she felt the first stirrings of her own orgasm, she pulled back, the toy slipping out with a wet, sucking sound.

“What are you doing?” Vanessa gasped, her eyes flying open.

“Get up,” Kara said, her voice husky. “I want you to sit on it. I want to see you ride it.”

Vanessa's eyes widened slightly, a flicker of uncertainty crossing her face. “Okay.”

“Baby, it's okay,” Kara murmured, reaching out to stroke Vanessa's cheek. “I think you'll enjoy it better this way.”

Vanessa sat up slowly, her movements cautious as she straddled Kara's hips. Kara guided her, her hands on Vanessa's waist.

“Try turning the other way,” she suggested gently. “Okay, sweetie?”

“Okay, Mommy,” Vanessa whispered, shifting until she faced away from Kara, her back arching beautifully as she positioned herself over the toy.

Kara shifted to her knees, her movements fluid in the dim light. Vanessa rose with her, settling on her knees before Kara until they both faced the full-length mirror. The reflection showed their flushed skin, the dark strands of Vanessa's hair tumbling over her shoulders, and the black fabric of Kara's harness stark against her pale hips.

“Facing the mirror,” Vanessa breathed, her eyes drinking in their reflection. “That's hot.”

“I thought you'd enjoy it,” Kara murmured, her hands coming to rest on Vanessa's waist. “Sit back. I'll help guide it in.”

Vanessa's gaze flickered from their reflection to meet Kara's eyes in the mirror. “There's nothing hotter than seeing you get turned on while you fuck me.”

Kara sat back on her heels, her grip tightening on Vanessa's hip, fingers pressing into sweat-slick skin as she carefully guided Vanessa back onto the vibrating toy. Vanessa gasped as it entered her, her hips bucking forward instinctively before pressing back. Kara's free hand spread across Vanessa's ass cheek, pulling it open to watch the toy move in and out.

Heat pooled in Kara's core, her pussy clenching as she watched Vanessa's eyes flutter closed, her head falling back as she began to ride the toy. Kara's hand came down in a sharp spank against Vanessa's ass, the sound echoing in the room. She gripped the reddening skin, watching as Vanessa pushed back against her.

“You take it so, so well, don’t you Vanessa?”

Vanessa cried out at the praise.

“Oh Mommy, I needed this.”

Kara’s hand came up to rub soothing circles over Vanessa’s lower back.

“I know you did, baby. You need it so, so bad.”

“Yes,” Vanessa breathed, her eyes opening to meet Kara's in the mirror as she moved. “I'm Mommy's bad little slut.”

“Yes, you are,” Kara cooed, “You’re Mommy’s good little girl, aren’t you?”

“Yeah… yes!”

Kara shifted forward, rising on her knees behind Vanessa. With one sharp thrust, she pushed deeper. Vanessa's eyes widened in the mirror, her mouth forming a perfect 'o'. Kara thrust again, harder this time, drawing a sharp cry from Vanessa's lips. The sight nearly undid Kara—Vanessa breaking in front of her, her skin flushed and slick with sweat, their bodies joined in the mirror's reflection.

She leaned forward, her body molding against Vanessa's back as she covered Vanessa's hands with her own, fingers intertwining. Kara's hips found a rhythm, thrusting into Vanessa as she pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses along the sensitive skin of her neck.

“Does that feel good?” she whispered just behind Vanessa’s ear.

“Oh yes,” Vanessa gasped, voice cracking, her knuckles white where she gripped the bedsheets. “I'm so close, Mommy.”

Kara's hand came up, tightening on Vanessa's shoulder, her movements growing more forceful with each thrust. In the mirror, she watched as Vanessa's breasts swayed with the rhythm, her nipples hard peaks against her flushed skin.

“Are you?” Kara breathed, her voice raspy against Vanessa's ear.

“Yeeesss!” Vanessa cried out, her knuckles white where she gripped the bedsheets. “Awww, yes!”

Kara shifted, one hand moving to wrap around Vanessa's throat, not pressing, just holding. “Fucking take it,” she growled, the vibrations of her voice sending shivers through Vanessa's body.

Vanessa moaned, loud and unrestrained as she nodded against Kara's hand. “I will! I'll take all of it. Fuck my little tight pussy, Mommy. I need to be punished.”

“Are you Mommy's little slut?”

“Yes,” Vanessa gasped, her hips pushing back to meet each thrust. “I'm Mommy's slut.”

“You're a bad girl, aren't you?”

“I am, I am, I am,” Vanessa whimpered, her voice breaking as pleasure washed over her. “Oh fuuuuck.”

Kara's lips curved against Vanessa's ear before she moved lower, sinking her teeth into the sensitive skin of her neck. “Good girl,” she murmured, her voice thick with satisfaction as she sucked, leaving a dark mark against Vanessa's flushed skin.

“Face down,” Kara commanded, pressing gently on the back of Vanessa's neck. “I want your face down and your ass up.”

“Yes, Mommy,” Vanessa breathed, moving eagerly into place, pressing her cheek against the cool sheets as her hips arched higher.

Kara's hands moved to grip Vanessa's hips, her fingers digging into soft skin as she found a punishing rhythm. The sound of their bodies meeting filled the room—skin slapping against skin, punctuated by Vanessa's broken cries.

Vanessa reached between her legs, her fingers finding her clit as Kara continued to thrust. Kara leaned forward, her body curving over Vanessa's arched back. Her hands slid up Vanessa's sides, palms pressing against the heated skin before kneading her breasts. Kara's thumbs brushed over the hard peaks, rolling them between thumb and forefinger as Vanessa moaned beneath her. Kara's right hand released its grip, fingers tangling in Vanessa's dark hair at the nape of her neck. She tugged gently, pulling just enough to tilt Vanessa's head back slightly. Vanessa's moans deepened, her body arching further into Kara's touch as Kara's fingers continued their torturous rhythm against her nipple. Vanessa tilted her head to the side, bringing her own nipple to her mouth. Kara's eyes were fixed on her as she thrust, watching as Vanessa's cheeks flushed a deep red. Vanessa massaged her breast, matching Kara's rhythm as she sucked her own nipple.

Kara's body tensed, her back arching as pleasure washed through her. She bit down on her lower lip, trying to swallow the cry that wanted to escape as her orgasm hit. There was no warning—her hands tightened on Vanessa's hips, nails digging in as she thrust harder, her movements growing erratic as she rode out her own release against Vanessa's body.

Vanessa shifted, her thighs trembling slightly as she pressed back against Kara's hips.

“Did you just come?” Vanessa murmured, her voice low and rough. She looked back over her shoulder, her gaze lingered on Kara's face, drinking in the flushed cheeks and the way her chest rose and fell with each ragged breath.

Kara's fingers loosened their grip on Vanessa's hips, leaving behind faint red marks there. “Yes,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. A smile played on her lips as she watched Vanessa's eyes darken.

Vanessa pressed back against Kara, the movement slow and deliberate, grinding against Kara's still-sensitive clit. A low purr rumbled in her chest, vibrating through their joined bodies.

“That's so fuckin' hot.”

Kara's hands smoothed over Vanessa's back, tracing the curve of her spine before settling on her lower back. She pressed her palms flat against heated skin, feeling the tremors running through Vanessa's body.

“Come for me, baby,” Kara urged, her voice low and rough. “Come on Mommy's strap.”

Vanessa whined, a high, needy sound that sent shivers down Kara's spine. “Awwww, yes. Mommy I will,” she breathed, her hips pushing back to meet Kara's, the movement growing more desperate with each passing second.

Vanessa's fingers danced over her clit, her hips pushing back to meet each of Kara's thrusts as they grew harder, deeper. Her moans filled the room, growing louder, more desperate with each movement. Kara leaned forward, her body pressing against Vanessa's back as she watched in the mirror.

“I'm about to...” Vanessa gasped, her voice breaking as her fingers worked faster against her clit. Her body trembled, thighs shaking as pleasure built to an unbearable peak. Kara's grip tightened on Vanessa's hips, then smoothed over her back and lower stomach, her own breath catching as she watched Vanessa's face in the mirror—eyes squeezed shut, mouth open in a silent scream.

Vanessa's body tensed, her back arching as a loud cry tore from her lips. Her fingers gripped the sheets as she pushed back against the toy, her body pulsing with pleasure as Kara fucked her through her orgasm.

Vanessa shifted away from Kara, a soft moan escaping her lips as the toy slipped out. She collapsed onto her back, chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. Kara's fingers fumbled with the small button on the vibrating bullet, silencing the persistent hum before reaching for the buckles of her harness.

“Wait,” Vanessa murmured, pushing herself up onto her elbows. She crossed her legs, then crawled forward, her movements languid despite the tremors still running through her body.

Kara's hands stilled on the leather straps as she looked down at her. “What?”

“Want me to suck on it?” Vanessa asked, her voice dropping to a husky whisper as she settled before Kara.

Kara raised an eyebrow. “Suck on a piece of silicone? Why?”

A slow smile spread across Vanessa's face. “Because I think it'd be hot... and I know you'd like to see me on my knees with my mouth full.”

Kara’s breath caught for a moment at the image Vanessa painted, though she kept her expression neutral.

“Isn’t that kind of… straight?”

Vanessa's fingers traced circles on Kara's thigh. “It doesn't have to be. You told me that dildos are just tools... it doesn't have to be gendered. You said that yourself.”

Kara's mind raced. The thought of Vanessa on her knees, her mouth wrapped around the toy that had just been inside her... there was a sudden, deep throb within her core. Kara caught her breath. Admitting that felt too vulnerable, too exposed.

“Maybe another time,” she managed, her voice steadier than she felt.

Vanessa came up to Kara’s level and leaned closer, her breasts pressing against Kara's chest as she captured her lips in a slow, messy kiss.

“Sure,” she whispered against Kara's mouth. “We have plenty of time.” Her hand drifted lower, fingers brushing against the still-damp harness. “Maybe next time… I'll want all my holes fucked at once. Maybe Mommy will fill them for me.”

A small scoff escaped Kara's lips.

“You love it,” Vanessa murmured, her eyes dark with mischief. “I know you do, Kara. I've seen you. I know what you think about.”

Kara shook her head and Vanessa mimicked her, nearly touching her nose with her lips

“Tie me up, already,” Vanessa whispered into her skin, “Fuuuck… do I gotta beg? You know I will.”

Kara smirked, a small breath of laughter leaving her as she lifted a hand to cradle Vanessa’s cheek. Her eyes closed, her lips hovering close enough that Vanessa could feel her breath.

“I love you,” she whispered against her lips.

“I love you,” Vanessa murmured between kisses.

Kara pulled back to look at her.

“Did you only come once?”

“No, I came many… many times,” Vanessa murmured. “That last one was just the strongest.”

Their lips met again, more heated this time as Vanessa's fingers worked at the buckles of the harness. Kara helped, their movements clumsy in their haste to remove the straps. Vanessa pushed Kara back against the pillows, her mouth trailing down Kara's body until she settled between her legs. Her tongue flicked Kara's clit and Kara shuddered.

Kara sat up and looked down at Vanessa.

“Let's 69,” Kara breathed, her hands tangling in Vanessa's hair.

Vanessa looked up, her eyes gleaming, tongue darting out. “Mmmm. Yes, Mommy.”

Kara shifted onto her side, opposite Vanessa. She eased Vanessa’s legs apart, fingers tracing the sensitive skin of her inner thighs before Vanessa's mouth found her first. Kara gasped, a muffled moan escaping as Vanessa's tongue flicked against her clit. She brought her own mouth to Vanessa's heat, tasting her arousal as Vanessa bucked against her face.

Vanessa's hands gripped Kara's ass, pulling her closer as Kara's tongue circled her clit in slow, deliberate strokes. Their breathing grew ragged, moans mingling as their mouths worked in tandem. Kara's fingers found Vanessa's entrance, sliding inside as Vanessa's tongue matched her rhythm.

Kara felt the pressure building, her body tensing as Vanessa's movements grew more frantic. Vanessa's thighs trembled against Kara's cheeks, her hips pushing forward as Kara's tongue flicked faster. The room filled with the wet sounds of their mouths, their moans growing louder, more desperate.

“Mommy,” Vanessa gasped, her voice muffled against Kara's pussy. “Aww… don’t stop.”

Kara hummed in response, the vibrations sending Vanessa over the edge. Vanessa cried out, her body convulsing as Kara continued to lick, her fingers still buried inside her. Vanessa trembling against her pushed Kara over, her own orgasm crashing over her as Vanessa's mouth worked her through it.

Kara took a deep breath as she smoothed her hair back. She pressed kisses to Vanessa’s thigh.

Vanessa shifted away from Kara, her body moving with slow, languid grace as she rolled onto her side to face her. The sheets rustled as she moved, the sound barely audible over their heavy breathing. Kara turned toward her, her limbs heavy and spent as she met Vanessa in the middle of the bed. Vanessa's arms came around Kara's waist, pulling her closer until their bodies pressed together from chest to thighs. Their breathing mingled in the space between their lips, warm and intimate.

Kara’s fingers threaded through Vanessa’s sweat-dampened hair as she tilted her head for a slow kiss.

Vanessa rolled onto her back, pulling Kara with her. Their lips met again, more gentle this time, the urgency from earlier fading into something tender and lingering.

Kara let out a quiet breath and rested her forehead against Vanessa’s.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Vanessa took Kara’s hand and guided it to her lips, pressing a gentle kiss into her palm before settling it over her heart. The delicate chain of her necklace had twisted, now lying in a thin line across her throat.

The steady rhythm beneath Kara’s fingers steadied something in her.

She shifted slightly, stretching out beside Vanessa, their legs tangled together beneath the hotel sheets.

Vanessa traced idle circles along Kara’s arm.

Outside the window, the evening deepened through the city, the distant hum of traffic barely reaching the room.

Kara brushed a thumb lightly along Vanessa’s cheek.

Vanessa caught her hand and kissed it again.

They stayed like that for a while—close, quiet, the air between them soft with the kind of peace that only arrived after everything else had been said.

***

Kara woke first.

For a moment she didn’t move, simply watching the stark morning light slip through the thin hotel curtains. The room held that refreshing stillness that followed a good night’s sleep somewhere unfamiliar.

Beside her, Vanessa slept curled toward her, one arm tucked beneath the pillow. Her hair covered most her face and spilled across the sheet.

Kara brushed a strand gently away from her cheek.

Vanessa stirred immediately.

“Morning Mommy,” she murmured, eyes still closed. “What time is it?”

“Just after eight.”

Vanessa groaned and buried her face in the pillow.

“Do we have to leave?”

Kara chuckled.

“Well, yes eventually.”

Vanessa rolled onto her back, blinking up at the ceiling. Kara watched the rise and fall of her chest, taking in the hickeys, bite marks, and faint bruises she’d marked across Vanessa’s skin the day before. After a moment she shifted closer, pressing a soft kiss to the one on her neck.

“Does it hurt?” Kara murmured against her skin.

“Mmm. Does what hurt?” Vanessa said, a smile tugging at her lips.

Kara looked into her eyes.

“You’ll see.”

They kissed again, arms wrapping around each other.

“I liked it here,” Vanessa murmured.

Kara smiled.

“So did I.”

They lay there another minute before Vanessa finally sat up, stretching her arms overhead.

“I’m actually starving,” she said.

“We can get food before we leave,” Kara suggested.

“Yes, I’d like that.”

They packed quickly. Kara moved through the small rituals automatically—folding clothes, checking the bathroom one last time, slipping the keycard into her bag.

The air outside was already warm.

They found a small breakfast place on the corner not far from the hotel—a narrow shop with a chalkboard menu and the smell of coffee drifting out the open door.

Vanessa ordered first.

“Bacon, sausage, egg, spinach, and cheese on a bagel,” she said confidently.

Kara raised an eyebrow.

“You always judge my breakfast.”

“I do not,” Kara whispered, “I just worry you can’t eat all of it. And you don’t like leftovers.”

“Hmmph. Watch me.”

Kara smiled faintly as she ordered a simple egg sandwich and coffee.

They carried the paper bags back to the car and climbed inside.

Vanessa took one bite and groaned happily.

“Oh my God.”

“That good?”

“This city knows what it’s doing with breakfast sandwiches.”

Kara laughed quietly and started the car.

The city streets thinned quickly once they merged onto the highway.

Within minutes the buildings faded into stretches of trees and long summer fields.

Vanessa leaned back in her seat, sipping her coffee.

“Two hours,” she said.

“About that.”

“I love road trips,” Vanessa added. “And you are the best driver in the world.”

Kara smiled faintly. “You think?”

“Mm-hmm.” Vanessa took another sip, and from the corner of her eye Kara could tell she was watching her.

The car fell into the steady rhythm of the highway.

Kara always liked long drives. The low hum of the road gave her mind room to wander.

She thought about home.

The kitchen.

Laundry waiting to be washed and folded.

Watering the garden before the heat settled in for the afternoon.

Small routines that made the house feel steady.

She glanced over at Vanessa.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

Kara kept her eyes on the road.

“Would you actually like to move in with me? I mean until we move away?”

Vanessa turned toward her immediately.

“You mean… like bring my stuff? To your house?”

“Yes.”

“And just live there?”

“Yes.”

Vanessa didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah,” she said simply.

Kara felt a small warmth settle in her chest.

“Good.”

Vanessa shifted in her seat, suddenly looking a little shy.

“I withdrew from my classes.”

Kara glanced at her briefly.

“You did?”

“Yesterday.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Vanessa nodded.

“I want to move there,” she said. “Can we?”

Kara slowed slightly as traffic thickened ahead.

“You don’t want to look at other places?”

Vanessa shook her head.

“No. We can always move again down the road. I want to give this place a try.”

Kara smiled faintly.

“That sounds reasonable.”

The highway stretched ahead of them, long and bright beneath the late morning sun.

Vanessa rested her elbow against the door, looking out the window.

“I know it’s kind of early to mention this but…”

Kara glanced over.

“What?”

Vanessa bit her lip slightly.

“I want kids someday. With you.”

Kara didn’t answer right away.

Not because the thought surprised her—but because she wanted to answer carefully.

“I’m glad you told me that.”

Vanessa looked relieved.

“Really?”

“Of course. Those are important things to talk about.”

Vanessa stared down at her coffee cup.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “I don’t know if I want biological children or adopt… but I do know I want them.”

Kara nodded.

“That’s good to know. We can have children. Yes.”

“Wow, you’re not freaked out?”

“No.”

Vanessa laughed softly.

“I thought maybe it would scare you.”

“Not at all.”

Kara rested one hand lightly on the steering wheel.

“I like knowing what you want, Vanessa. You can talk to me… about anything.”

Vanessa nodded and seemed to relax again.

They talked the rest of the drive in that easy way long road trips allowed—about apartments in the new city, grocery stores, the beach Kara had mentioned earlier, the kind of furniture Vanessa might bring.

By the time the highway signs for their town appeared, the sun had climbed higher in the sky.

Kara turned onto the familiar streets leading toward Vanessa’s father’s house.

“So,” she said, easing the car into the driveway, “do you want help bringing things over?”

Vanessa shook her head immediately.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I need to round everything up first,” she said. “My room is a mess and I don’t want you to see it, truth be told.”

Kara chuckled.

“Fair enough.”

She cleared her throat, glad for a small break from driving. Her eyes drifted to the pickup truck parked beside Vanessa’s car.

Phil must be home. Maybe I should go talk to him, she thought.

But she decided against it.

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

Vanessa nodded.

They stepped out of the car together. Kara pulled her into a hug in the driveway, holding her there for a moment.

“What will you be up to?” Vanessa asked.

“Just a few chores,” Kara said. “Getting ready for the week.”

Vanessa nodded.

“Okay.”

Kara kissed her once, slow and warm.

“Call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

Vanessa grabbed her bag and headed toward the front door.

Kara watched until she disappeared inside.

Then she got back in the car and drove home.


Chapter Six: Her Way

Kara was halfway through unloading the dishwasher when her phone rang.

Vanessa.

She wiped her hands on a towel and answered immediately.

“Hi, babe.”

There was a small pause on the other end.

“You know how you told me to call you if I need help?”

Kara straightened slightly.

“Of course.”

Another pause.

“Well… my mom just showed up at my dad’s house.”

Kara leaned one hand against the counter, listening carefully.

“I see.”

“She’s trying to convince him to stop me from moving,” Vanessa said. Her voice wasn’t panicked, but there was a tightness beneath it. “Like… some kind of intervention.”

Kara could hear muted voices in the background. Melanie’s voice carried sharply through the phone for a moment before fading again.

“I need to start bringing things downstairs, but she’s getting all up in my face,” Vanessa said quietly. “What should I do?”

Kara didn’t answer right away.

She pictured the house clearly—Vanessa’s father’s living room, the way Melanie tended to pace when she was angry, the way Vanessa would likely be yelling back before running upstairs and slamming her door, crying behind it.

Kara remembered hearing the arguments sometimes when she lived next door to them, going over to see if everything was okay. Melanie would always answer the door cheerfully, as if nothing had happened.

A pang of guilt tightened suddenly in Kara’s throat.

“You don’t need to argue with her,” Kara said calmly.

“I’m trying not to,” Vanessa whispered, her voice breaking.

“Good.”

Vanessa exhaled softly.

“I just didn’t know if I should stay or—”

“Stay,” Kara said gently.

Another small pause.

“Okay.”

Kara grabbed her keys from the counter.

“I’ll see you soon.”

Vanessa whimpered through the phone.

“You’re coming?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Vanessa said quietly.

Kara ended the call and slipped her phone into her pocket.

She didn’t rush.

Melanie thrived on chaos. Showing up frantic would only feed it.

Instead Kara locked the house, walked to her car, and drove across town with the same steady calm she brought to every difficult conversation.

The late afternoon light stretched long across the street as she pulled up to Vanessa’s father’s house.

Melanie’s car was in the driveway now with the others.

Kara shut off the engine and sat for a moment.

Then she stepped out and walked to the front door.

The voices inside were easy to hear now.

“You’re encouraging this!” Melanie snapped.

“I’m not encouraging anything,” Phil replied tiredly.

“You’re letting her ruin her life!” Melanie shot back.

Kara knocked once and opened the door.

Three heads turned at once.

Vanessa stood near the couch, her arms folded tightly across her chest. The moment she saw Kara, something in her posture loosened.

Melanie, on the other hand, looked like she might combust.

“Oh my God, Phil,” she said sharply.

Kara stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

“Hello, Melanie. Phil.”

Melanie let out a short, disbelieving laugh.

“You actually came. You have some nerve, Kara.”

Kara’s gaze moved briefly to Vanessa.

“Of course I did.”

Phil leaned back in his chair, tall and broad-shouldered, his expression hovering somewhere between exhausted and amused. His dark hair had gone mostly silver since Kara had last seen him.

“Well,” he muttered, “I’m still not really sure why we’re all here.”

Melanie spun toward him.

“This is exactly what I was talking about! You are completely downplaying this, Phil!”

Kara ignored her.

She walked over to Vanessa and rested a hand lightly at the back of her neck.

“You alright?”

Vanessa nodded.

“Yeah.”

Melanie scoffed.

“This is unbelievable. I’m calling the cops.”

Phil raised an eyebrow.

“And say what exactly?”

Melanie sputtered, pulling out her phone and tapping the screen.

Kara turned toward her calmly.

“Why are you here, Melanie?”

“To stop this,” Melanie declared.

“You can’t.”

“She’s my daughter.”

“And she’s an adult.”

Melanie’s jaw tightened.

“You think this is okay?” she demanded.

“Melanie, Vanessa and I are together,” Kara said evenly. “That’s not changing.”

Melanie gestured wildly between them.

“You watched her grow up! Phil, please—you have to see reason.”

Phil lifted his hands.

“These things happen,” he said. “Vanessa told me they only started dating this summer.”

“We did,” Kara confirmed.

Melanie scoffed again.

“Vanessa doesn’t even know what she wants. For all we know Kara is the reason she’s… come out.”

Phil looked at Kara, shaking his head, then back at Melanie.

“Melanie, you’re sounding even crazier than usual. Just listen to yourself.”

The bluntness knocked the air out of the room.

Melanie blinked.

“I am—I am the only reasonable person in this room.”

Her eyes snapped to Vanessa.

“I know Kara manipulated you.”

Vanessa shook her head slowly.

“No she didn’t.”

“You don’t know that,” Melanie pressed.

“I do,” Vanessa said. “I’ve literally had a crush on Kara since I was a preteen. She didn’t even notice me when I flirted with her. She didn’t even look at me until this summer. Ask April.”

Melanie stepped closer.

“You’re choosing her over your own mother?” she challenged.

Vanessa swallowed.

“You’re being absurd, Mom. You haven’t really spoken to me in years. I’ve been busting my ass in school and working, and you’ve never once told me you were proud of me. You’ve twisted this whole thing because you can’t stand that I’m gay.”

Then she reached back and took Kara’s hand.

“I can’t have someone in my life who won’t accept me for who I am.”

The words landed quietly, but they filled the entire room.

Melanie stared at their joined hands.

“You’re making a mistake, Vanessa.”

“No I’m not,” Vanessa said softly.

Melanie’s eyes filled with tears as she turned toward Phil.

“Are you seriously going to sit there and let this happen?”

He shrugged slightly.

“She’s twenty-one, Melanie.”

“That’s your defense?” she asked bitterly.

“That’s reality.”

Melanie’s composure finally cracked.

“This is sick. All of you. I don’t even know who any of you are.”

Kara didn’t raise her voice.

“No,” she said calmly. “It isn’t.”

Melanie looked at her.

“I trusted you, Kara. You’ve disappointed me beyond repair.”

She looked around the room one last time.

Something in her expression hardened—anger folding into something colder.

“Fine.”

She grabbed her purse and walked toward the door.

“This is on all of you.”

The door slammed behind her.

Silence fell over the room.

Vanessa let out a long breath.

Phil rubbed his temples.

“Well,” he said dryly, “that went about as expected.”

Kara glanced down at Vanessa.

“You did very well,” she said, voice low and measured.

Vanessa laughed shakily, her fingers twisting nervously in the hem of her shirt.

“My heart is beating so fast.”

Kara squeezed her hand.

“I know.”

***

By the time they got back to Kara’s house that evening, the adrenaline from the afternoon had finally begun to settle. They carried a few boxes and bins with Vanessa’s essentials inside, leaving the rest for another day.

“Hungry?” Kara asked.

“Yes. Extremely.”

Vanessa sighed when they stepped inside, staying close to Kara as they headed upstairs to change.

Kara paused halfway down the hall and pulled her into her arms, pressing a loving kiss into her hair before letting her go.

They came back downstairs together, hands linked.

In the kitchen, Kara set a pan on the stove and began rinsing brussels sprouts in the sink, letting the familiar rhythm of cooking take over while the house filled with the quiet sounds of evening.

The afternoon passed quickly after Melanie had left.

There’d been a strange calm at Phil’s house once the door slammed behind her—like a storm moving through and leaving the air unsettled in its wake.

Vanessa packed slowly at first.

Kara helped where she could, carrying a few plastic totes down the stairs while Vanessa sorted through the rest of her room. A couple of cardboard boxes followed—old books, a few picture frames, and a surprising number of stuffed animals Vanessa insisted she was only bringing temporarily.

Kara loaded what she could into her own car while Vanessa filled the back of hers.

Phil stood in the driveway, leaning against the railing with his arms folded after setting a couple of totes beside Vanessa’s car.

At one point he stepped closer while Vanessa ran inside for another box.

“Hard situation,” he said.

Kara nodded.

“It is.”

Phil glanced toward the front door of the house.

“Hard because I can’t really keep her out of my life,” he said. “Not when we share a kid.”

Kara understood immediately.

“Of course.”

Phil exhaled slowly.

“From what I know, she’s burning through that settlement money from the divorce pretty quickly,” he said. “She’ll probably have to get a job soon.”

Kara nodded.

“She’s just mad because you’re not giving her money anymore,” Phil added, his voice low.

Kara smirked.

“You think?”

“Sure. Probably.”

They both chuckled, the sound carrying that strange edge where something was sad and funny at the same time.

Phil sighed after a moment.

“It’s hard to feel bad for her, Kar, but I still pity her. I know you know what I mean.”

They had known each other a long time—long enough that the familiarity of the conversation felt natural despite everything. Hadn’t she played mediator countless times long before they divorced all those years ago?

Even before that, Phil and James had been friends since high school. The four of them had circled each other’s lives since then.

“It’s difficult,” Kara said carefully. “But I do think she’ll come around eventually. For Vanessa’s sake.”

Phil looked at her with clear doubt.

“You’ve got greater patience than I do. Always have.”

He shifted his weight, then nodded toward the car.

“So I heard Vanessa’s taking the semester off?”

“Yeah.”

“Just curious for graduation,” he said. “She told me she’s finishing down in Massachusetts where you two are moving.”

“Yup,” Kara replied. “There are a few schools right in the city we’re going to.”

Phil nodded.

“Alright. You two keep me posted and I’ll make sure to be there.”

“Of course.”

Kara closed the trunk of her car.

“Bye, Phil.”

“See ya.”

Vanessa came back out just as Kara climbed into the driver’s seat.

They pulled out of the driveway moments later.

“What were you guys talking about?” Vanessa asked once they reached the end of the street.

Kara kept her eyes on the road.

“He wants to come to your graduation.”

Vanessa looked out the window for a moment.

“At least I have one parent that cares, I guess,” she said lightly. “That’s more than most people have.”

Kara instinctively felt the old urge rise in her chest—the familiar habit of softening things for Melanie, smoothing the edges of Vanessa’s anger.

For years she had done that.

But she didn’t this time.

Instead she simply reached over and rested her hand briefly on Vanessa’s knee.

“That’s true,” she said.

Vanessa looked at her, surprised for half a second.

Then she leaned back in her seat.

In Kara’s kitchen now, the oven clicked as it preheated.

Kara tossed the brussels sprouts with olive oil and salt, sliding the pan into the oven while Vanessa perched on a stool at the island, still processing the day.

The house felt warm around them—quiet in the way homes did when evening began settling in.

Later they moved to the living room with their laptops, the glow of the screen lighting the couch as they scrolled through house listings.

“Look at this one,” Vanessa said, turning the screen toward her.

Kara leaned closer.

“That kitchen is enormous. The granite is beautiful.”

“I know,” Vanessa said. “You’d love it.”

They spent nearly an hour like that—comparing neighborhoods, joking about terrible carpet choices, bookmarking the few houses that looked promising.

Eventually Kara closed her laptop and stretched.

“Bed?”

Vanessa nodded.

“Yes.”

Upstairs, the house felt cooler.

Vanessa changed into one of Kara’s T-shirts and climbed under the covers while Kara switched off the light. The room fell into darkness, the faint glow of the streetlamp outside brushing pale shadows across the walls.

Kara slipped into bed beside her.

Vanessa turned immediately, pressing closer, her arm sliding around Kara’s waist as if the space between them had never existed.

Kara brushed a hand through her hair, letting the long strands fall between her fingers before gently tipping Vanessa’s chin up. Their lips met slowly, unhurried, the kind of kiss that didn’t need to go anywhere.

Vanessa made a small content sound against her mouth and tucked herself closer, one leg sliding between Kara’s.

They kissed again, softer this time.

Then Kara simply held her, one hand resting warm against Vanessa’s back while Vanessa traced slow, absent circles against her side.

Neither of them spoke.

The silence felt full enough on its own.

Eventually Vanessa’s breathing deepened, her forehead resting beneath Kara’s chin.

For the first time all day, the world felt quiet again.

***

A couple of days later, Kara finished work around four.

Her thoughts drifted briefly to April returning later that evening. Kara planned to stop by and check in, though she knew April would probably spend the first few days resting after the honeymoon.

Kara stepped outside into the late afternoon sun, already reaching for her keys.

Then she saw her.

Melanie stood across the sidewalk near the edge of the parking lot.

For a moment Kara simply stared.

She hadn’t expected to run into her again.

Melanie looked… different.

Her hair was still perfectly styled, her clothes neat and expensive, but something about her face was off. One side of her upper lip looked swollen, the skin slightly uneven.

Kara walked toward her slowly.

“Melanie.”

Melanie didn’t smile.

“All done with work?”

“Yes.”

“Good for you.”

The words were pleasant enough.

The tone wasn’t.

A pause settled between them.

Cars moved through the parking lot behind Kara. Somewhere nearby someone laughed as they got into their car.

Public.

Melanie knew it too.

She folded her arms.

“You know I can’t get it out of my head.”

Kara waited.

“How you walked with me in Iceland,” Melanie continued, her voice low and controlled, “while touching my child.”

Kara said nothing.

Melanie’s mouth twisted.

“Were you two above me?” she said suddenly. “Doing things?”

Kara’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Oh,” Melanie continued bitterly. “That night I heard you. You were—”

She stopped herself.

“I can’t believe this.”

Kara let out a slow breath.

“Melanie.”

“I can’t stop thinking about it,” Melanie said quietly. “You walking next to me like everything was normal.”

A long moment passed.

“And I bet you wanted me,” Melanie added suddenly. “When we were younger. You like them younger don’t you?”

Kara blinked once.

“No I didn’t. And I don’t particularly go for younger women. Vanessa just happens to be.”

Melanie scoffed.

“Yeah, right.”

“No,” Kara repeated calmly. “And I never looked at you like that, Melanie.”

Melanie stared at her.

“Ever?”

“No.”

“Not once.”

Kara shook her head.

“You’re not my type.”

Melanie’s eyes flashed.

“No,” she said coldly. “But my daughter is?”

Kara met her gaze.

“Yes.”

The word landed between them.

Melanie’s expression tightened.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Kara studied her more closely.

“What happened to your face, Mel?”

Melanie touched her lip automatically.

“Reaction to some filler,” she said flatly. “Doctor says it will go down.”

Kara frowned.

“That stuff is terrible for your body. I heard it blocks your lymph nodes.”

Melanie rolled her eyes.

“I don’t care. I’ll just get it dissolved.”

“That stuff dissolves the hyaluronic acid in your body,” Kara said mildly. “Not just the filler.”

Melanie stared at her.

Kara realized then that now was not the time to say something like that—but it was already out.

Melanie let out a sharp, humorless laugh.

“Thank you for that shining insight, Kara.”

She tilted her head slightly.

“You really are a beacon of wisdom. As usual.”

Kara didn’t react.

The silence stretched between them again.

“Ironically,” Melanie continued, “I always thought you were a better mother than me. Always so patient. So forgiving. And now you’ve completely destroyed my relationship with my daughter.”

Kara’s gaze sharpened in disbelief, but she said nothing.

Melanie finally looked away first.

Something in her shoulders sagged.

“I don’t know who you are anymore,” she said, the finality in her voice unmistakable.

Kara’s voice remained calm and even.

“I think that’s the problem. It was always a problem.”

Melanie let out a slow breath.

“You never knew me, Melanie,” Kara said.

For the first time in a long time, she looked tired.

Not angry.

Just tired.

Melanie pursed her lips and shook her head.

“You’ve always wanted what was mine.”

Kara stood perfectly still, tall and composed, her eyes steady on Melanie’s face.

Melanie sniffled once, then laughed bitterly as she pushed her hair behind her ear.

“And everything comes so easily for you,” she added, her voice tightening. “Everything.”

Kara looked away for a moment, searching for the right words.

“You always…”

“Just say it,” Melanie snapped.

Kara lifted her eyes and met her gaze.

“You used me our entire friendship. Everyone told me to stop hanging out with you—stop being nice to you. I always thought you’d change. But you’ve only grown more bitter.”

She paused.

“And this is who you are.”

Melanie’s mouth twisted into something that barely resembled a smile.

“Fuck off, Kara,” she hissed. “You’re a disgusting dyke. And you’ve defiled my perfect daughter. That will never be okay. Not ever.”

Kara’s expression didn’t change.

For a moment she didn’t see the platinum-blonde bob in front of her.

She saw Melanie at sixteen instead—long hair falling over her shoulders, red eyes after crying, platform sneakers and the oversized hoops she refused to take off.

The girl who used to sit on Kara’s bedroom floor and swear they would always be friends.

A quiet ache passed through her chest.

Despite everything, Kara still felt a flicker of sympathy for her.

Still wished, somewhere deep down, that her best friend had turned out differently.

But she let the impulse to reach for her pass.

There was nothing left to fix.

Only acceptance. Only the decision to move forward.

When Kara looked at her again, all she saw was the bitter, lonely woman standing in front of her.

After a moment, Melanie turned sharply and strode toward her car.

Kara watched her go.

“I hope you find happiness, Mel,” Kara said.

Melanie stopped for a moment but didn’t turn. Then she kept walking.

Neither of them said goodbye.

Kara stood there a second longer before turning away and heading home.

***

The next morning unfolded quietly.

Kara wouldn’t tell Vanessa about the last meeting she’d had with her mother. Not until they moved to their new city. It felt unnecessary to upset Vanessa—and like one final mercy to offer Melanie.

Vanessa certainly wouldn’t offer the same mercy.

Kara sat up and walked to the top of the stairs. She could hear someone moving around in the kitchen.

“Vanessa? Are you still here?”

“Yeah! I’m in the kitchen.”

Kara stepped back into her room and slipped on a robe.

By the time she came downstairs, the Keurig was steaming and Vanessa stood at the stove wearing one of Kara’s old sweatshirts, her hair pulled into a messy knot. She was making an omelet.

“Morning,” Vanessa said brightly as the toast popped from the toaster.

Kara paused in the doorway for a moment, simply watching her.

There was something strange about it—something new. Vanessa standing there like she belonged in the space.

Which, Kara realized, she did now.

“Morning, baby. Are you making something?” Kara asked.

Vanessa handed her a mug of coffee without being asked.

“Yeah. I thought I’d make you breakfast before work.”

Kara blinked, surprised.

“Well, you didn’t have to do all that,” she said, blowing on the coffee.

Vanessa turned toward her, spatula still in hand.

“I wanted to. I put spinach in it.”

Her voice was light and teasing, which caught Kara off guard.

Kara laughed out loud, set the coffee down, and stepped forward to wrap her arms around Vanessa.

“You seem good… despite everything.”

Kara searched Vanessa’s face, glancing between her eyes.

Vanessa laughed.

“I feel fine. Nothing to cry about,” she said, turning back to check on the omelet. “Just the same old bullshit. I’m not gonna let my mom ruin my week. She’s already done that enough.”

They sat down to eat when it was ready, shared a few kisses, and Kara eventually went upstairs to shower and get ready for work.

As she stood under the water, working shampoo into her hair, Kara thought about Vanessa’s strength.

It amazed her.

Melanie hadn’t meant to raise a strong daughter—but somehow she had. Not through kindness. Through resistance. Through everything Vanessa had learned to survive.

Kara dressed quickly afterward and headed for the door. They kissed goodbye in the entryway, Vanessa following her out onto the porch while Kara started the car.

When Kara glanced in the rearview mirror, Vanessa was still standing there in the doorway.

The next few days settled into an easy rhythm of small adjustments.

They carried in the rest of Vanessa’s things from their cars. Kara cleared space in the closet and opened a few drawers for her.

It felt natural. Almost inevitable.

By the third day, Vanessa had already begun leaving traces of herself everywhere.

Her sneakers by the door.

An earbud case on the side table.

A small ceramic dish with cat ears holding her glasses in the bathroom.

Her shampoo in the shower.

Her laptop open on the kitchen table while she searched college websites.

Kara returned from work that afternoon just before five.

She had barely stepped inside when Vanessa appeared at the top of the stairs.

“You’re home!”

Before Kara could answer, Vanessa rushed down the steps and launched herself into her arms.

Kara caught her easily, laughing as Vanessa wrapped her legs around her waist.

“Hi,” Vanessa said, grinning.

“Hi, honey.”

Kara adjusted her on her hips and carried her halfway up the staircase before stopping on the landing and carefully lowering her down.

Vanessa laughed, leaning her forehead against Kara’s.

“That was pretty good!”

“You ran at me like a golden retriever.”

“Because I missed you.”

Kara looked down at her, smiling.

“I missed you too.”

They both laughed again between kisses before continuing upstairs together.

***

Vanessa lay draped over Kara in the soft light of the bedroom, both of them bare. She brushed soft kisses along Kara’s neck as Kara’s head tipped back against the pillow.

“Can I wear it, Mommy?”

Kara lifted her head to look at her. “Wear what?”

“The strap,” Vanessa murmured against her lips. “I want to fuck you with it. I’m ready.”

Kara inhaled, a shudder running through her. “Fine.”

Vanessa shifted and Kara sat up, grabbing the harness and the curved dildo from the side table.

“You don’t want the vibrating one?” Vanessa asked.

“No, I want this one,” Kara said. “Here, let me put it on for you.”

Kara helped Vanessa slide her legs through the straps, her fingers brushing against Vanessa's thighs as she tightened them. She secured the toy through the rubber ring, her movements deliberate.

“Mmmm, Mommy,” Vanessa moaned, already thrusting her hips forward experimentally.

“Come here,” Kara said, pulling her closer.

Vanessa shifted forward on her knees, her hands resting on Kara's thighs until she was settled between her legs. The curved toy jutted from her harness, glistening in the warm bedroom light.

Kara's fingers wrapped around the silicone, guiding it to her entrance. Her hand found Vanessa's hip, pulling her closer until their bodies were flush. Kara looked up at her, teeth sinking into her lower lip as she nodded.

Vanessa leaned over her, thrusting carefully at first, finding her rhythm before wrapping her arms around Kara's shoulders. Their mouths met, tongues tangling as Vanessa's thrusts grew more urgent. The sound of Kara's ragged breaths filled the room, mingling with the slap of skin against skin.

“Mommy,” Vanessa whispered against her ear before taking the lobe between her teeth, sucking gently. “Is this how you like it?”

Kara's fingers tangled in Vanessa's hair, tugging just enough to make her moan as she sucked on Vanessa's lower lip. She broke away, panting.

“That's how Mommy likes it,” Kara murmured, her hips bucking to meet each thrust. “Just like that, you're Mommy's good girl aren't you? Always so good for me.”

“Yes, yes, I'm Mommy's,” Vanessa breathed, shifting slightly to change her angle, allowing her to thrust deeper and faster. Kara's hands slid down Vanessa's back, gripping her ass before delivering a sharp spank that made Vanessa gasp. Kara's fingers then found her own clit, rubbing in tight circles as Vanessa continued pumping into her, whimpering against cheek and lips.

Kara came hard, her muscles squeezing around the toy. Vanessa kept thrusting, fucking her through it. Vanessa stayed inside, as she lowered her body over Kara, pushing slowly, as Kara's arms wrapped around her, shuddering every few seconds beneath her.

They lay together afterward with the light off, kissing slowly as Kara traced circles on Vanessa's back. Vanessa melted against her, fingers trailing Kara's thigh, their breaths falling into the same quiet rhythm.

“I love you,” Kara whispered into the dark.

“Forever?” Vanessa murmured, breath warm against her cheek.

Kara didn’t hesitate.

“Yes, Vanessa,” she said, voice low. “Forever.”


Chapter Seven: A New Way

Kara came home from work carrying a few cardboard boxes she’d grabbed from the office to start packing. They had already scheduled a handful of showings for the weekend, and the house suddenly felt temporary in a way it never had before.

Vanessa was sitting on the couch when Kara stepped inside, kicking off her shoes and setting the boxes by the wall.

“Sorry I got out late,” Kara said as she walked into the living room. “I had a few things I needed to finish.”

“Oh,” Vanessa said, glancing up from the couch, “you just missed April.”

Kara paused. “April stopped by?”

“Yeah. She waited for a bit, but then she left.”

“I wonder why she didn’t call.”

Vanessa shrugged lightly. “I told her you were still at work.”

“Huh.” Kara tilted her head, thinking. “Maybe I’ll drive over there.”

Vanessa’s face lit up with a wide, unmistakable smile.

Kara narrowed her eyes playfully. “What?”

“Oh, nothing,” Vanessa said innocently. “April told me they’re moving too.”

Kara blinked. “To where?”

Vanessa’s grin widened. “You’ll see.”

Kara shook her head with a quiet laugh. “Alright. I’ll just run upstairs, change, and head over.”

She went up to her room, quickly changed out of her work clothes, then came back down. Vanessa met her near the door, and Kara pulled her into a quick hug before grabbing her keys.

As Kara slid into the driver’s seat, she dialed April.

“Hi, honey. Sorry I missed you.”

“It’s fine, Mom.”

“I’m already in the car. I could head over?”

“Yeah, we’re just at the house,” April said. “Stefan’s making dinner.”

“Okay. I’ll be right there.”

April and Stefan were still renting while they waited to buy a place of their own.

When Kara pulled up and walked to the porch, the front door opened before she even had time to knock.

April stood there with her hair pulled into a ponytail, wearing a tank top with an open flannel over it. Her skin was warm from the sun, her face bright in a way Kara hadn’t seen in weeks.

“Look at you,” Kara said immediately.

April grinned. “What?”

“You’re tan.”

April laughed.

“The sun was out every day,” she said. “And it was so warm. I wish we could’ve stayed longer.”

They hugged quickly before stepping out onto the porch and settling into the chairs.

A cool breeze drifted through the quiet neighborhood, rustling the trees at the edge of the yard.

“Oh,” April said, pulling her flannel tighter around her shoulders. “It’s chilly today.”

“Fall’s coming,” Kara said.

April leaned forward in her chair, suddenly animated. She tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear, smiling the easy, sun-bright smile she’d had since childhood.

“Okay,” she said. “I have so much to tell you.”

“Let’s hear it,” Kara replied.

She launched straight into it.

Waterfalls in Croatia.

Dubrovnik’s old stone streets.

Swimming in the Adriatic.

Stefan insisting on photographing everything like a travel documentary.

Kara listened, smiling as April talked.

Eventually April leaned back in her chair.

“Alright,” she said. “Enough about me.”

Kara raised an eyebrow.

“Tell me about what happened,” April continued, a small smirk tugging at her mouth. “With Melanie.”

Kara laughed softly.

“Where do I even start? What has Vanessa told you?”

“That her mother won’t be in the picture anymore,” April said. “Which I’m very pleased with.”

Kara told her everything, and April stopped her whenever it drifted into something she already knew.

The confrontation.

The accusations.

Melanie blocking her. Showing up at Phil’s. Then at her work.

April’s eyes widened.

“Oh, Vanessa—tell me she showed up at your work.”

“I haven’t told her that part yet,” Kara admitted. “Melanie looked awful, though. She had some kind of bad skin reaction to something.”

April leaned back in her chair, shaking her head in disbelief.

“This is incredible,” she said. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for Melanie to be out of our lives.”

Kara sighed.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have made you endure her. I always thought things would turn out differently.”

“I know, Mom,” April said gently. “You have a kind heart. Some people are just rotten.”

Kara hesitated.

“I guess I just don’t understand it.”

April tilted her head.

“You don’t have to.”

A small silence settled between them before April spoke again.

“So I heard Vanessa moved in.”

“Yes.”

“And you guys are moving?”

Kara leaned back in her chair.

“Oh. She told you that.”

April’s eyebrows lifted.

“I’ve kind of known for a bit. Vanessa and I have been in touch.”

“I didn’t know that,” Kara said with a small laugh. “Well… we’ll be close to Boston. It’s a little more laid back than here. Still city, though.”

April suddenly looked delighted.

“Well,” she said, leaning forward again, “that makes what I have to tell you much easier.”

Kara turned toward her.

“What?”

April grinned.

“Stefan took a job in Boston.”

Kara blinked.

“We’re moving in October.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“April.”

“I’m serious,” she said, laughing. “He found his dream role. They originally wanted him to transfer to Texas, but then Vanessa told me you two were thinking about moving to Massachusetts, so… he applied for a job in Boston. It had just been listed that day.”

Kara shook her head, smiling.

“Well. That works out nicely.”

“Doesn’t it?” April said, beaming.

They sat there for a moment, just looking at each other.

“I’m so happy you get a fresh start, Mom,” April said softly. “We’ve all been waiting for you to finally be out and living your life.”

“We?”

“You know,” April said with a shrug. “Dad. Me. Sarah. Stefan.”

“Hmm.”

“The children will be so excited to come visit.”

“April.”

“What?” April said innocently. “Vanessa and I are going to coordinate our pregnancies.”

“No you are not.”

“Why can’t we?” April laughed. “Or—better yet—you and I could be pregnant at the same time.”

Kara looked at her from beneath her brows, a clear warning.

April only grinned wider.

Kara shook her head, laughing despite herself.

The evening air had grown cooler while they talked. Leaves rustled somewhere down the street, and the porch light flickered on behind them.

For a moment, Kara simply sat there, watching the other houses.

Moving.

A new house.

Vanessa in the kitchen in the mornings, making coffee and omelets.

A life that felt strangely calm after everything it had taken to get there.

She could already picture it.

Vanessa’s sneakers by the door.

Music drifting from another room.

The easy warmth of someone waiting for her to come home.

Kara stood and pulled April into one last hug before heading back toward her car.

As she drove home through the fading light, her thoughts drifted back to Vanessa again.

To the woman who had somehow become her future.

And for the first time in a long while, the road ahead felt wide open.


One year later

A year passed quietly.

Not quickly, exactly—but steadily, the way time often moved when life settled into something comfortable.

The move had gone more smoothly than either of them expected. The small Massachusetts city Kara had circled on that legal pad months earlier turned out to suit them perfectly. Close enough to Boston to visit when they wanted, but far enough away that the pace of life felt manageable.

April hosted a housewarming party that fall. Kara and Vanessa arrived together, weaving through the small crowd of friends and family. James and Sarah were there, along with a handful of familiar faces from years of shared history.

Kara’s job transitioned to fully remote within a few months. She discovered she liked the rhythm of working from home far more than commuting into an office. Mornings began slowly now—coffee in the kitchen, sunlight through the windows, Vanessa occasionally drifting downstairs half-awake to steal the first mug before Kara could claim it.

Vanessa finished transferring schools that winter and completed both of her degrees. Melanie did not come to graduation. According to Phil, she had taken a job working evenings at a diner nearby and was still living alone in the same house.

Vanessa decided not to use her degrees right away. Instead she became certified as a fitness instructor.

The choice seemed natural, and Kara loved that she was doing something she genuinely wanted. Vanessa took to it easily. She liked the energy of it—the early classes, the music, the sense of helping people feel stronger. Some evenings she came home flushed and bright with stories about students who had pushed through their first difficult workouts.

The house slowly became their shared sanctuary.

Soft evenings soaking in the bathtub together. Cuddling on the couch while discovering new favorite shows.

The quiet comfort of routines that belonged to both of them now.

They talked often about the future in the same easy way they talked about everything else.

The house had a few extra rooms that served as guest rooms for now, though neither of them said out loud what they both understood they might become someday.

Children were mentioned occasionally—never urgently, just as part of the life they were building.

Melanie surfaced only occasionally.

Sometimes as a text Vanessa would read with a neutral expression before setting her phone down again. Once or twice she called. The conversations were brief.

Kara never asked what was said.

If Vanessa wanted to talk about it, she would.

If she didn’t, Kara simply nodded and moved on to something else.

Over time the tension around Melanie faded into something quieter—still present, but no longer central to their lives.

Eventually Kara unblocked her number.

Then, just as quietly, deleted it.

“You ready?” Vanessa asked, pulling on her sneakers by the door. Her hair had grown longer now, falling nearly to her waist.

“Yeah. Let’s go so we can come back,” Kara said, sliding her phone into her pocket.

She grabbed the keys from the hook by the door.

She liked this house better than the last one. It was older, but it had been well maintained, and the rooms carried that quiet charm older homes sometimes had.

“I got the bags,” Vanessa said, grabbing the reusable ones from the hook.

Kara smiled faintly.

“Good. That’s your job, isn’t it?”

Vanessa clicked her tongue and looked at Kara.

“You quit it, you're being bad,” Vanessa murmured.

“I'm being bad?” Kara said, voice full of mock outrage.

Vanessa nodded and leaned in, stealing a quick kiss. Kara's hand came up to cup her cheek, thumb brushing over her cheek as they kissed.

As Vanessa reached for the door, Kara came up behind her, her hand smoothing down Vanessa's back before curving over the swell of her ass for a possessive squeeze.

“God, my glutes are killing me today, too many squats,” Vanessa groaned, leaning back into Kara's touch.

“I can help with that when we get back from the store,” Kara murmured, her thumb tracing circles over the fabric of Vanessa's joggers.

A flush crept up Vanessa's neck as Kara's fingers dipped beneath the waistband, skin meeting skin as she kneaded Vanessa's ass.

“Will you let me help you, sweetie?” Kara asked, her voice dropping to that low register that made Vanessa's breath catch.

“Yes, Mommy,” Vanessa breathed, her head tipping back against Kara's shoulder.

They kissed, slow and deep, tongues tangling until Vanessa pulled away with a small gasp.

“Maybe we don't have to go out,” Vanessa suggested, her hand curling around Kara’s.

“We need groceries,” Kara said firmly, though her fingers continued their lazy exploration beneath Vanessa's waistband.

“No, no,” Vanessa protested weakly even as she pressed back against Kara's hand.

Kara withdrew her hand only to deliver a sharp spank to Vanessa's ass, the sound echoing in the small entryway. Vanessa gasped, jumping slightly.

“Feel better?”

“Actually… it kinda does.” Vanessa nodded.

“Hmm. Let's go, young lady,” Kara said, her voice playful.

“Fine,” Vanessa sighed, though a smile played on her lips as she rubbed her now-tingling ass.

They stepped out into the late afternoon light together, the warmth of the sun a stark contrast to the heat building between them.

Minutes later Kara was navigating through afternoon traffic, Vanessa beside her scrolling through the grocery list on Kara's phone, occasionally stealing glances at Kara's hands on the wheel and remembering how those hands had felt moments before.

The streets were busy in that slow, comfortable way evenings tended to bring.

By the time they pulled into the parking lot, the store was beginning to fill with the quiet rhythm of people stopping in after work.

Inside, the grocery store hummed with that same easy energy.

The grocery store was busy in the slow, comfortable way late afternoon always seemed to bring.

Kara carried the basket in one hand while Vanessa walked beside her, scanning the shelves with mild concentration before glancing down into the basket again.

“Did we get everything?” Vanessa asked.

Kara glanced down at the list on her phone.

“Yes, I think so.”

Vanessa frowned suddenly as they walked to get in line.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I think I forgot the pepper.”

Kara looked down the aisle they had just come from.

“That’s alright,” she said easily. “I’ll go get it.”

Vanessa hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. It’s fine. Wait here.”

Vanessa nodded and Kara handed her the basket before heading back down the aisle.

It only took a minute to find the small tin.

When Kara returned to the checkout line, Vanessa was talking to a man standing behind her.

Or rather… enduring him.

Vanessa was smiling politely, but her left hand was very deliberately resting on the counter between them.

The engagement ring caught the overhead lights.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Kara watched for a second, amused.

Vanessa lifted her hand slightly while she spoke, the stone flashing again in a way that was almost comically obvious.

Kara chuckled under her breath.

Then she walked forward and slid neatly between them, resting her hand on Vanessa’s back.

The man noticed her immediately.

His expression soured.

He scoffed and stepped out of line, disappearing into the aisles without another word.

Vanessa watched him go.

“I was showing him my engagement ring,” she said, a little defensively. “He definitely saw it.”

Kara looked down at her, unable to hide the smile tugging at her mouth.

“I know, sweetie,” she said.

Vanessa huffed playfully.

Kara reached for the basket again.

The ring caught her eye as Vanessa rested her hand lightly on the counter.

Vanessa wore it everywhere.

Even to bed.

More than once Kara had waited until she was asleep to gently slip it off her finger and place it in the drawer of the bedside table.

Vanessa always found it again in the morning and put it back on for work.

Kara’s mind drifted for a moment.

She’d proposed in their backyard a few weeks after they moved in. Just the two of them standing barefoot in the grass, the evening quiet around them.

Something simple and intimate.

Exactly the way Kara wanted it.

Vanessa glanced back at her, that gentle smile touching her lips, a loose strand of hair brushing her cheek.

Kara let her gaze drift across Vanessa’s face, then smiled back when their eyes met.

“Next,” the cashier called.

She brushed her thumb slowly across Vanessa’s knuckles before the line carried them forward together.


Kara and Vanessa’s story concludes here, but their life together is only just beginning.

Thank you for reading Kara and Vanessa’s story.

This series has meant a lot to me, and I’m so grateful you chose to spend time with these characters and their journey toward honesty, love, and a life they could finally claim as their own.

If you enjoyed this book, leaving a review helps other readers discover the story. If you’d like to see what I’m writing next, you can find more of my work on my Amazon author page.

Visit my Amazon author page

— Tayden E. Collins
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