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For the one who recognized strength in me before I could,
who teaches me that guidance can be gentle,
and that sometimes being known is the greatest gift of all.
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Chapter One: Let’s Go Shopping

“Mom?”

The morning sun had barely warmed the driveway when Kara set her weekend bag in the backseat of her car. She balanced the phone against her ear as April’s groggy voice came through the line.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Kara said. “I’m heading over to Melanie’s. Just checking in — did you decide about coming with us?”

A rustle of blankets. A sigh that held both exhaustion and relief.

“I’m staying home,” April said. “Stefan and I talked about it, and I think I need the weekend to decompress. No venues. No caterers. No people. Just… nothing.”

Kara smiled, genuinely happy to hear it. “Good. I think that’s the right choice.”

“You’re not disappointed?”

“Not even a little,” Kara said. “Go rest. Enjoy the quiet. I’ll bring you something nice back.”

April exhaled, sounding lighter already. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Kara hung up, slipped her sunglasses on, and backed out of the driveway. A weekend away wasn’t necessary, but she’d promised Melanie — and honestly, it might be good for all of them.

Melanie lived only a few streets over, in the same neighborhood they’d grown up in. Kara pulled into the familiar driveway right on time. A small, sleek sedan sat off to the side — Vanessa’s, she guessed. She’d told Melanie to invite her daughter along now that Vanessa was home from school.

The front door opened immediately.

Melanie stepped out first, keys jangling, her cropped blonde bob bouncing with every impatient movement. She already had her mouth pursed in complaint, the sharp line of her jaw doing half the talking for her.

Vanessa followed a moment later, dark brown hair spilling forward until she tucked a loose strand behind her ear. The morning light caught its warm undertones—and the healthy glow along her cheekbones—making her look more like the woman she’d grown into, and less like the girl Kara remembered.

Kara got out of the car, posture easy, expression warm.

“Morning,” she called.

“Morning, Aunt Kara,” Vanessa replied as she came down the steps.

She moved with an assurance Kara didn’t quite remember—shoulders back, stride steady, her bag lifted like it weighed nothing. Her face was brighter too, healthier somehow, the kind of glow that came from taking care of yourself.

A quiet pride settled in Kara’s chest.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, smiling. “You look… well. Really well.”

Vanessa’s expression softened, warming in a way that reminded Kara of the shy girl she used to be—only now more confident, more sure of herself.

“Thanks,” she said. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since high school graduation. I’ve missed you.”

The words hit Kara with a gentle, unexpected sincerity.

She opened her mouth—something kind, something light—

—but Melanie cut in before the moment could continue.

“Well, she should feel good. She spends more time at the gym than on anything else.”

Vanessa let out a tiny breath through her nose—not quite a sigh, not quite an eye roll—something in between. It was the sort of restrained reaction of someone used to being nitpicked.

Kara glanced between them, calm as ever.

“I’m sure she balances just fine,” she said, smoothing the tension without even trying.

Vanessa’s shoulders relaxed slightly at that, the corner of her mouth tipping up.

Kara just turned and opened the trunk.

“Are you two excited for our little road trip?” she asked lightly.

“Yes,” Melanie said immediately, brightening in that way she sometimes did. “I need the distraction. Phil’s been riding my ass heavy on this divorce. Sorry, honey.”

She patted Vanessa’s shoulder in an absent, apologetic gesture that didn’t quite land.

Vanessa only hummed in response, noncommittal.

They slid into Kara’s car, Melanie immediately claiming the passenger seat as Vanessa reached for the back door.

“Oh shit-a-brick,” Melanie gasped, already unbuckling. “I forgot sunscreen. Be right back.”

She hurried out and jogged toward the house, surprisingly light on her feet.

The car settled into a gentle silence.

Kara adjusted her mirror, her expression warming. “She seems to be in a good mood. Is the day going alright?” she asked, knowing the divorce had been wearing Melanie down—though truthfully, Melanie had always had her moods, long before Phil.

Vanessa let out a small, knowing breath of a laugh. “She is. But she lost her mind this morning over toothpaste. You know how she gets—big swings.”

“Toothpaste?” Kara echoed, amused.

“Mm-hm. I really don’t think she wants me home.”

Kara turned in her seat just enough to see Vanessa clearly. She sat behind the passenger seat, legs angled, hands resting loosely in her lap.

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Kara said gently. “She does love you.”

Vanessa tilted her head, unconvinced.

Kara gave her a small, reassuring smile before turning back. She’d known for years that Vanessa took the brunt of Melanie’s stress—always the one criticized, prodded, corrected. It wasn’t fair, and Kara never liked watching it.

A warmth drifted through the air then—light, clean, subtly citrus.

Kara turned slightly, brow lifting.

“Is that you?” she asked. “Your perfume?”

Vanessa blinked, almost startled, then her smile widened. “Yeah. Sorry—is it too strong?”

“No,” Kara said immediately. “Not at all. It’s lovely. Something… citrusy?”

She couldn’t quite place it. Fresh but warm. Clean but not girlish. Grown.

Vanessa lifted her wrist without hesitation. “It’s a small batch from New York. Here—smell.”

Kara leaned in just enough to catch the scent, pausing by Vanessa’s wrist. A small tattoo—geometric lines threaded with tiny planets—peeked from beneath her watch.

Mandarin. A hint of cedar. Something floral underneath she couldn’t name.

“It’s beautiful,” Kara murmured.

When she looked up, Vanessa was watching her.

Not intensely.

Not with confusion.

Just—

Her lips parted, color warming her cheeks, a breath stilled mid-air—surprised, unprepared.

Kara straightened gently, offering a warm, neutral smile.

Vanessa dropped her gaze at once, tucking her hair behind her ear.

Before Kara could piece together the flicker of something that had passed between them, the front door slammed.

“All right, babes! I found it!” Melanie called brightly, trotting back with a triumphantly raised bottle of sunscreen. “And I grabbed snacks! Trail mix. The healthy kind. Ugh, but necessary.”

She tossed the bag in the back, then slid inside, the bubble of her good mood filling the car.

Vanessa composed herself quickly, turning toward the window as Melanie buckled in. A heavy sigh filled the space from the back.

Kara resolved to keep the peace—whatever tension lingered between mother and daughter—and shifted the car into drive.

“All right,” she said, her voice low. “Let’s get on the road.”

***

The first stretch of highway slipped beneath them in a steady hum. Melanie talked the way she always did when they did a girls’ trip—fast, bright, a little scattered—her blonde bob bouncing with every emphatic turn of her head.

“Oh! Do you remember that awful diner we used to go to after basketball games?” Melanie asked, twisting in her seat to look at Kara. “The one with the neon cow? God, the fries were terrible.”

Kara laughed under her breath. “We still ate there every Friday.”

“Because we were dedicated,” Melanie insisted. “Tradition! Suffering! Bonding!”

Vanessa smiled in the backseat, half listening, half scrolling through her phone.

Kara shook her head, amused. “I haven’t thought about that place in years.”

“Well, I have,” Melanie said dramatically. “I drove by last month and it’s a vape shop now, which—honestly—feels like a personal offense.”

Kara snorted.

They fell into another wave of reminiscing—old teachers, old games, the time Melanie broke her wrist trying to show off on a trampoline.

Then Melanie dropped her voice into something conspiratorial.

“So… I heard about James.”

Kara slid her eyes toward her, already hesitant. “Oh?”

“Mmhmm,” Melanie said, nodding aggressively. “Trouble in paradise.”

Kara raised an eyebrow. “Where did you hear that?”

Melanie lifted her chin. “I got drinks with Gina and Rachael last week.”

Kara blinked once. “The same Gina who swore she was psychic in junior year?”

Melanie waved a hand. “She’s dramatic, not delusional.”

“I see,” Kara said, tone dry. “Well, I don’t think there’s trouble. I just spoke with Sarah. They’re planning a trip to the Caribbean.”

A faint scoff came from the backseat.

Melanie twisted around. “What?”

Vanessa didn’t miss a beat. “Nothing. Just… TikTok.”
But Kara’s eyes lifted to the rearview—and she caught the quick spark of humor there, warm and knowing.

Melanie turned back, oblivious. “I don’t know how you can be friends with her anyway,” she muttered. “She’s sleeping with your ex-husband.”

Kara didn’t flinch. “Melanie,” she said gently, “James and I have been divorced for nearly fifteen years.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to hang out with the woman who got with my ex.”

Kara almost laughed. “It’s water under the bridge. And she’s wonderful. We’re all happier this way.”

Melanie shook her head, looking personally offended on Kara’s behalf. “Still. I think it’s weird. Very, very weird.”

Kara let the comment drift out the window.

Instead she angled the mirror, catching Vanessa’s eye again. “So,” she said, voice lighter, “tell me about the bridesmaid dresses. April said you loved the color.”

Vanessa’s whole face brightened. “Oh my God, yes. The sage green? It’s perfect. And the fabric drapes really well. I can’t wait for the fitting.”

Melanie let out a tsk, but without heat this time. “You’re going to outshine everyone,” she said, almost grudgingly affectionate.

Vanessa shrugged, smiling. “It’s April’s wedding. I’m just happy to be part of it.”

Kara’s heart warmed at that.

“How is your dress coming along, Kara?” Vanessa asked.

“I like it,” Kara said. “It’s a pretty dress. I’ll do my fitting this week—I think on the same day as the bridesmaids’ fitting. Tuesday?”

“Oh yes! It’ll be fun,” Vanessa said simply.

Melanie rolled her eyes, as if she couldn’t bear anything heartfelt—then, with the abruptness only she managed, twisted in her seat to face Kara.

“You know,” she said, as if Vanessa’s comment had triggered the thought, “when I was your maid of honor, I still can’t believe one of your bridesmaids—Jessica, wasn’t it?—got caught with Jordan Emery behind the reception hall.” Melanie shook her head, lips pursing. “God, she was such a whore. Still is.”

Kara huffed a laugh. “Melanie.”

“What?” Melanie demanded, affronted but chipper. “She was! Who cheats at a wedding? I mean, if you’re going to do it, at least don’t get caught.”

Vanessa looked up from her phone, smirk forming. “Mom, please.”

“Well, it’s true,” Melanie insisted, flipping her hair with so much indignation it bordered on theatrical.

Kara kept her eyes on the road, letting it rest.

The car slipped back into a lighter quiet, the clumsy weight of Melanie’s comment dissolving into the hum of the highway. Sunlight flickered through the trees and danced across the dashboard. Vanessa leaned her head back, her expression relaxing with the steady rhythm of the drive.

Melanie scrolled on her phone, making the occasional critique of someone’s Facebook post, each comment muttered half to herself, half to the universe.

Kara’s attention drifted—not enough to leave the road, just enough to feel the shift in the car. She glanced at the rearview mirror.

Vanessa wasn’t looking at her phone.

She was looking at Kara.

Not at the mirror—at her, the real her, the woman in the driver’s seat: calm, steady, focused.

Kara glanced away quickly, unsure what to make of the attention, unsure if Vanessa had noticed her noticing. Unsure if it meant anything at all.

She fixed her eyes on the road, willing her heartbeat to stay exactly where it was.

In the mirror, Vanessa kept watching—her expression unreadable.

***

The last half-hour of the drive wound through bright storefronts and thick July trees, heat shimmering across the asphalt like liquid silver. When Kara pulled into the hotel’s lot, the dash read 82°F. The air outside would be heavy—humid but still a little breezy in that unmistakably northern New England way.

“Here we are,” she said.

Melanie groaned the moment she stepped out of the car.

“My God, I’m going to evaporate in this weather.”

Barely suppressing a smile, Kara stepped out and glanced toward Vanessa across the hood of the car.

The young woman had lifted a hand to block the sun, fingers splayed in a gesture that was almost delicate, light catching along the soft skin of her wrist. Her hair—dark, smooth, impossibly glossy—glowed copper at the edges where the sun found it. It framed her face in a way Kara hadn’t prepared for, complementing her features that were already too arresting for anyone’s peace of mind.

Vanessa’s expression was unguarded in the heat—eyes narrowed against the brightness, mouth gently parted, the faintest flush warming her cheeks. Young, but not childish. Beautiful without trying. The kind of beauty that didn’t announce itself so much as seep into a person’s awareness.

Kara looked away before she meant to.

It was too much.

Too easy to notice.

Too easy to keep noticing.

She went to the trunk to start unloading their luggage.

Inside, the lobby’s air-conditioning washed over them in a cool wave, crisp enough to raise goosebumps after the heat outside. Kara had always liked this place—the gas fireplace flickering even in July, the varnished beams overhead, the faint clean scent of hotel soap and fresh laundry that always seemed to hang in the air.

Not fancy. Not pretentious. Just steady. Predictable. Familiar in the way only places you’ve used as escape routes can be. She moved through the space with the confidence of someone who’d stayed here a dozen times.

By the time the three of them reached the third floor, Melanie was already sighing like she’d hiked a mountain under the sun instead of ridden in an air-conditioned car.

Kara opened the first door—the room Melanie and Vanessa would share—and stepped aside so they could enter. Two queen beds sat under framed leaf prints, the AC humming steadily, the air cool enough to raise goosebumps after the heat outside.

“This one must be your room, Mel,” Kara said, putting the keycard on the dresser.

Melanie dropped her purse with a thud.

“Oh, thank God,” Melanie groaned as she stepped into the room, dropping her purse onto the nearest bed. “I need to lie down before I collapse.”

Vanessa blinked at her, the overhead light catching the faint sheen of sweat on her forehead from the heat outside. “Mom, it’s eleven in the morning.”

Melanie shot her a tired, martyr-like look, loosening the strap of her sandals as if the effort itself proved her suffering.

“Just wait till you’re my age, sweetheart. You’ll understand.”

Vanessa’s expression sharpened—just a touch, just enough for Kara to notice.

“Right. Because forty-two is basically geriatric.”

“Watch it,” Melanie snapped, tossing one sandal aside.

“Jesus,” Vanessa muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I was literally saying you aren’t that old.”

The air tightened between them, warm from the still-settling hotel AC. Kara stepped in smoothly, her voice low and even—the tone she always used when the edges between mother and daughter threatened to scrape.

“You two get settled,” she said gently. “Get some rest. No rush.”

Melanie was already scrolling, her thumb tapping irritably against the screen.

“I’m not sleeping. I just need… some quiet.”

“Yup, that’s fine,” Kara said, ignoring the tension in the room. “Just let me know when you want to head out.”

“I’d like to head out now,” Vanessa said, brushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I need to stretch my legs.”

Kara nodded in understanding. Vanessa had always moved when she was trying not to react—pacing, wandering, breathing through whatever her mother had stirred up.

“Okay, yeah. I’ll show Vanessa around,” Kara said.

Vanessa’s eyes brightened—something gentle, relieved, maybe even grateful—and Kara felt that familiar tug in her chest. The one that came from years of wanting things to be easier for this girl.

She nodded toward the hallway.

“Come on,” she said gently. “Uh, just let me drop my bag off.”

Vanessa slipped past her mother, brushing Kara’s arm lightly, seeking proximity more than anything else. Kara assumed Vanessa was simply gravitating toward the calmer adult in the room.

Kara crossed to the room opposite and unlocked it.

The space opened warmly—bright bedspread, cool air, a couch that made the whole room feel more welcoming.

Vanessa stepped inside and scoffed.

“Okay, but why is this room so much better? You have a couch.”

Kara smiled. “I planned to do wedding prep with April. I booked the extra space for us.”

“Oh.” Vanessa nodded, absorbing that.

Then she wandered to the window, leaning forward to look out, her hair falling like a curtain past her shoulder.

Kara’s eyes lingered for a moment—habit, perhaps, from years of making sure April and her friends were okay. Vanessa was so grown now. Confident. Comfortable in a way that made Kara unexpectedly proud.

Vanessa straightened and turned toward her.

“You look really nice today,” she said simply. “You always do. But… I don’t know. Today especially. Those earrings really bring out your eyes.”

Kara blinked, warmth rising in her chest—not from vanity, but from the sincerity in Vanessa’s voice. Vanessa had always been affectionate when she felt safe. It was one of the things Kara cherished about her.

Almost automatically, Kara reached up and touched the small gold earrings—simple hoops, nothing dramatic. She wore them because they were lightweight in the July heat, easy, the kind of jewelry you forget you have on until someone notices.

She smoothed a hand over her hair.

It had grown a little longer than she liked this summer, brushing just past her shoulders, the warm blonde threaded with subtle darker strands from years in the sun. She’d tucked the front pieces behind her ears to keep them off her face in the heat, a habit she’d developed without thinking.

Her outfit wasn’t anything special—lightweight ankle-length pants in soft cotton, the kind mothers wore when they wanted to be comfortable but still look presentable. She’d paired them with a sleeveless blouse in a muted floral pattern and a thin cardigan she’d already shrugged off and tied around her waist.

But the heat outside had left her skin faintly sun-warmed, and the warm golds she wore—jewelry, belt buckle, the stitching on her bag—tended to make her coloring look richer, more intentional than it really was.

“Thank you,” Kara said gently. “That’s very sweet of you.”

Vanessa’s smile widened, pleased.

“It’s a nice space,” she said, drifting her fingers along the back of the couch.

“It’ll work fine,” Kara replied, setting her bag down. She watched Vanessa only long enough to register that she seemed lighter away from Melanie—more herself, whoever that self was now.

“Come on,” she said, voice low. “Let me show you where everything is before the heat gets worse.”

Vanessa stepped toward the door—closer than expected, but Kara only guided her aside with a light hand to her back, the way she used to when Vanessa was younger. It was instinctive, protective.

Vanessa didn’t seem to mind.

In fact, she leaned into the touch almost imperceptibly.

Kara didn’t notice.

She was already thinking about the map of the hotel.

“Pool’s downstairs,” she said as the elevator arrived. “Restaurant too. And a little shop for anything you forgot.”

Vanessa looked up at her, eyes warm.

“I’m glad you’re here,” she murmured.

Kara felt the sentiment settle into her like sunlight.

“I’m glad you’re here too,” Kara said.

The elevator doors slid open with a small chime, and they stepped inside.

For a breath, the shift was almost palpable—an ease settling over Vanessa’s shoulders, a brightness returning to her face now that it was just the two of them.

Kara didn’t think of it as anything more than that: Vanessa relaxing, untensing, finding a little room to breathe away from the strain of her mother’s moods. If there was something warmer threading through the space between them, Kara didn’t name it. She only felt the small satisfaction of watching the girl soften and relax, the way people often did when they sensed a stable, nonjudgemental space without having to ask for it.

Vanessa stood a little closer than before, not touching, just near enough that Kara could feel the change in her demeanor—lighter, almost buoyant.

Kara let the moment sit, simple and unexamined.

If she offered Vanessa a kind of steadiness, a place to land for a few hours, she was glad for it.

And that was that and nothing more.

Or so Kara told herself, pressing the elevator button for the lobby as if that simple motion could steady her, too.


Chapter Two: Setting The Record Straight

“Ness, that guy has been checking you out for the past ten minutes. Go talk to him,” Melanie said, flicking her eyes toward a table across the patio.

Vanessa didn’t even look up from her water glass. “Mom, I already told you: I do not date men.”

Kara had just taken a bite of chicken. She kept her eyes on her plate, chewing slowly as Vanessa spoke. The words landed with a small, unexpected jolt in her chest. A moment later—too delayed to blame on anything but nerves—she swallowed wrong and had to reach for her water, coughing once before smoothing her expression back into place.

She’d known Vanessa was still figuring things out.

But hearing it said so plainly… it surprised her more than she expected.

Melanie waved a dismissive hand. “Well, he’s cute. And he’s still staring.”

“Mom.” Vanessa finally looked up. “I’m gay.”

Melanie blinked at her as if this were new information—despite Vanessa clearly having said it before. “Okay, okay. I heard you.” Her tone said she hadn’t.

They had been shopping since about eleven-thirty, after Kara and Vanessa’s quiet walk around the hotel grounds. Melanie had texted—ready to go out—and off they went into the summer heat, weaving through outlet stores and tourist shops.

They’d picked out clothes that would layer well for April’s Iceland wedding in early August—cool evenings, sudden wind, the kind of weather that made a good sweater worth the space in a suitcase. Vanessa tried on a soft gray one that made her look somehow both older and impossibly gentle at the same time, and Kara felt a faint, unexpected warmth stir in her chest as she told her it “fit perfectly.” They picked up gifts too: candles, trinkets, a wool hat Kara insisted would be useful in Icelandic evenings, a pair of leather gloves Vanessa adored.

Now they sat outside under a wide umbrella, the sun beating down on the pavement beyond them. Kara had gone with something substantial—a grilled chicken sandwich with thick-cut fries—because after hours of walking she was starving. Vanessa had opted for a soup-and-sandwich combo, something light but still filling. Melanie picked at a Caesar salad, content to cool off in the shade while they waited for refills.

“Yuck,” Melanie said suddenly. “Something’s wrong with the chicken.”

“You could have it sent back,” Kara offered.

Melanie waved her fork dismissively. “It wouldn’t matter. This place is a dump.” She paused, then added, “Anyway, I just don’t understand, Vanessa. That guy has dimples.”

She stabbed at a piece of romaine, her expression pinched, eyes drifting toward Vanessa as though waiting for her to suddenly rethink her sexuality.

Vanessa sighed, unfazed. “I’m so hungry today,” she said, deliberately redirecting. “I might actually get another sandwich to go.” She took another bite of her soup and let the conversation die there.

“Well, yes, I noticed.” Melanie gave her daughter’s plate the same judgmental once-over she gave everything. “Both of you have big appetites today.”

Kara blinked. That wasn’t untrue—but somehow coming from Melanie, it landed wrong.

Vanessa didn’t miss a beat. “Because I lift weights, Mom. If you lifted more than a can of beans during your pilates videos… and ate actual food instead of air, maybe you’d finally get that big round butt you’ve always wanted.”

Kara cleared her throat softly, glancing between them as she reached for her water, the glass cool against her fingers.

Melanie glared. “Honey, please. You’re going to get bulky if you’re not careful. Aren’t you worried about looking… manly?”

“I won’t get manly,” Vanessa snapped. “I’m not a man.”

Melanie sniffed, wounded. “I’m just saying.”

Vanessa sighed and pushed her chair back. She caught Kara’s eye for a brief moment—nothing dramatic, just the silent exchange they’d shared a hundred times over the years, the one that said Did you hear that? Am I overreacting?

Her expression wasn’t tearful, but it carried the tightness of someone holding frustration in her jaw rather than her voice.

“I’m going to the restroom,” she said.

As she stood, she brushed Kara’s shoulder lightly—habit, instinct, something passing between them without needing words.

“Be right back.”

Kara nodded, offering her a small smile.

Vanessa disappeared into the restaurant, tugging the door shut behind her. The moment she was out of earshot, Melanie leaned back in her chair with a rough exhale.

“I didn’t know Vanessa came out,” Kara said quietly. “When did that happen?”

Melanie waved her fork as though batting the topic out of the air. “Oh please, she’s not gay.” She stabbed a crouton. “Anyway, she told me last year. At Thanksgiving, I think. Or maybe it was Easter? One of those holidays where she got emotional about something and left early.”

Kara blinked, absorbing that.

Melanie rolled her eyes. “I told her, ‘You are not gay, confused maybe. Or maybe trying to get back at me for something.’ And she said, ‘No, I’m a lesbian.’” She mimicked the word with an exaggerated flourish. “As if I haven’t seen the guys she’s dated.”

“Oh,” Kara said, pressing the surprise back into the calm line of her voice. “I didn’t realize.”

“Well, she’s not,” Melanie declared, tone final, like reading from a rulebook. “Maybe she’s bi. And you know how bi girls are—they always end up with men.”

Kara stared at the condensation trailing down her glass, letting the silence thicken just long enough to choose her words with care.

“Oh, Mel,” Kara said gently. “That isn’t true.”

“It is,” Melanie insisted with a shrug. “She just hasn’t met the right guy. She’s too pretty to be—”

Melanie cut herself off as a couple walked past their table, her eyes flicking toward them with a quick, appraising squint. When they were out of earshot, she leaned back toward Kara, lowering her voice in a conspiratorial way that made Kara’s stomach tighten.

“Well,” Melanie said, waving her fork vaguely, “you know.”

Kara didn’t respond right away. She held Melanie’s gaze for a moment, calm and even, and then simply reached for her water, letting the coolness of the glass ground her.

She knew exactly what Melanie had meant.

She also knew it wasn’t worth correcting—not here, not like this.

A tightness climbed Kara’s throat—not anger, not shock.

Something older, deeper.

A protective ache she’d felt too many times for too many people.

Kara inhaled through her nose and looked around the patio.

She had learned long ago that arguing with Melanie was like arguing with a weather system—loud, unyielding, and never at fault for its own damage. When things grew heated, or turned toward her, she often went quiet instead.

So, Kara changed the subject.

“Iceland will be beautiful,” Kara said, hoping the new topic would stick. “Layers will be good. Sweaters. A rain jacket. It stays cool even in summer. Too bad we’ll miss the northern lights, though.”

“Oh! That reminds me,” Melanie said suddenly, brightening as if Kara had jogged loose a memory she’d been waiting to share. “You remember Holly Anderson? I saw on Facebook she married a woman.” She leaned in, lowering her voice in mock astonishment. “A woman. She’s a big fat lesbian. I knew it. She was always looking at me in the locker room. It was pretty disgusting. I was like, ew, leave me alone.” Melanie waved her fork, shuddering theatrically. “Honestly, she always gave me the creeps.”

Kara froze.

Not outwardly.

But inside?

Every muscle tightened, then loosened by force of habit.

She kept her face neutral, her breathing slow.

Because Holly hadn’t been looking at Melanie.

She had been looking at Kara. Waiting for her to be alone, for Melanie to leave the room.

They’d had a secret relationship for almost a year in eleventh grade—private, fragile, innocent and awkward in the way first loves can be. Kara remembered Holly’s laugh, the softness of her hands, the way they’d met behind the gym after practice to sit on the bleachers and talk until the sun dipped below the trees.

She swallowed.

Melanie kept talking, oblivious. “I mean, really. She always gave me the vibes.”

Kara pressed her napkin to her mouth, steadying her voice.

“She never gave me that impression,” she said lightly.

Melanie snorted. “Well, trust me. I know when someone’s into me.”

Kara breathed in slowly, letting the air cool the tight place just beneath her ribs. Melanie wasn’t trying to be cruel—this was simply how she was, how she’d always been. Loud in her certainty. Blind in her assumptions.

And this… this was why Kara had never come out as a lesbian to her.

Not because she was ashamed. She wasn’t. She’d come out gradually over the last decade—first to James, then later to April, then to the friends who she knew would understand. It had been slow but steady, a quiet settling into herself after years of pretending at a life that fit wrong.

But Melanie wasn’t safe with delicate truths.

Not because she was hateful—at least not in Kara’s eyes—but because she didn’t understand the difference between honesty and harm. Because she treated other people’s secrets like loose change, rattling them without regard for the damage it caused.

Kara took another calm sip of water, smoothing her expression just as the restaurant door swung open again.

Vanessa returned looking lighter—cooler from the air inside, more herself in a way that loosened something protective in Kara, little by little.

“Did I miss anything?” she asked, sliding back into her chair.

Kara offered a small, steady smile. “Nothing important.”

Vanessa seemed relieved—or at least content to leave it there.

When the bill came, Kara paid it without comment and left a generous tip.

“Oh, don’t tip them,” Melanie said sharply. “We barely even saw the waitress. And the food was god-awful.”

Her voice carried—too loud, too sharp—drawing the attention of nearby diners and at least one member of the waitstaff.

Vanessa’s face flushed a deep red as she lifted her hands to her temples, willing herself invisible. Kara wasn’t surprised. Melanie had always believed tipping was optional at best, insulting at worst—the mere suggestion printed on the receipt.

“Mel,” Kara said, voice low. “Don’t be like this.”

Melanie scoffed, clicking her tongue. “What! I’m just being honest.”

They finished the last of their drinks, gathered their bags, and stepped back out into the still-warm afternoon light—leaving the tension behind them, if not entirely gone.

The walk back wound them past one last boutique—its window full of linen dresses and delicate silver jewelry. Melanie paused, muttering something about needing a moment to take a phone call, already waving them off as she stepped aside to answer. The sharp cadence of her voice carried only a little before fading into background noise.

Kara and Vanessa drifted into the shop together.

It was quant inside, the air scented faintly with lavender. Vanessa stopped beside a display of folded scarves—rich blends in cool blues and grays.

“You’d look really good in this color,” she said, brushing her fingers over one of them.

Kara gave a small laugh. “You think so?”

Vanessa nodded, earnest. “Yeah. It suits you. Warm, but not too warm.”

Kara didn’t fully understand what that meant, but the softness in Vanessa’s tone made something in Kara’s chest lift.

They browsed a little longer. Vanessa found a pair of earrings she liked; Kara picked up a travel-sized hand cream she didn’t strictly need. The shop was quiet, the kind of place where time seemed to blur around the edges.

Then Melanie reappeared, sliding her phone into her bag with a long exhale that suggested whoever she’d spoken to had worn her patience thin.

“Ready?” she asked, already moving toward the door.

They nodded, but as they stepped outside Melanie added, almost offhandedly, “I have to head back early tomorrow afternoon. Meeting with the lawyer.”

Kara paused.

Tomorrow afternoon.

The trip had been planned for two nights, not one.

She glanced at Vanessa.

Vanessa’s jaw dropped—not dramatic, just stunned, the kind of reaction that said she was hearing this for the first time as well.

“Tomorrow? But we just got here.”

Before Melanie could respond—before the spark of confrontation could catch—Kara stepped in gently.

“That’s fine, Mel. We can leave whenever you need.”

Vanessa pressed her lips together, swallowing whatever she’d been about to say. Melanie looked over at her daughter, took one long breath, then adjusted her sunglasses with a sigh that carried its own kind of warning.

Kara offered Vanessa a quick, reassuring glance as they fell back into step, the moment slipping into the rhythm of their walk back toward the hotel.

The walk back was easier this time—shorter, shaded, their bags rustling with each stride. Conversation rose and faded in gentle bursts: what they’d bought, what Vanessa might wear for the rehearsal dinner, how different the Icelandic air would feel compared to this thick July heat.

By the time they reached the lobby, Vanessa was smiling again, her earlier tension tucked away somewhere behind her sunglasses. Even Melanie seemed marginally happier by the prospect of air-conditioning.

Kara pushed the elevator button, the familiar hum of the building settling around them.

“Good haul today,” she said lightly.

Vanessa bumped her shoulder against Kara’s—casual, unthinking, warm.

“Best one in a long time.”

Kara felt the heat of that simplicity settle somewhere deep, quiet, and unspoken.

The elevator arrived and they stepped inside, shopping bags rustling as they rode up to their floor. When the doors opened, the hallway greeted them with cool air and dim lighting—a small relief after the bright afternoon.

“I need to take an ibuprofen,” Melanie announced, rubbing her temple with two fingers as she stopped in front of her door. “My feet and my head are throbbing.”

Vanessa lifted an eyebrow. “Are you alright, Mom?”

“Just peachy,” Melanie said, unlocking her room with a sigh. “I’m going to lie down for a bit.”

They reached the pair of doors across from each other. Kara shifted her bags into one hand.

“Before everyone settles,” she said gently, “does anyone want to go swimming later? Maybe in an hour? It might feel good to cool off.”

Vanessa lit up immediately. “Yes. Definitely.”

Melanie paused in her doorway. “Maybe,” she said, giving Kara a tired look that edged, just faintly, into irritation—though Kara didn’t notice. “If I’m up, I’ll come down.”

“That works,” Kara said. “We’ll meet out here around three.”

Melanie gave a vague nod and disappeared into her room across the hall. Vanessa caught the door and held it open. She looked at Kara with a faint smile—smaller than earlier, but genuine.

“I’ll see you in a little bit,” she said. “Can’t wait to go swimming.”

Kara nodded, returning the smile. “See you soon.”

They slipped into their rooms, the soft click of both doors closing settling the hallway into silence.

Inside, Kara set her bags on the dresser and released a slow exhale she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. The silence felt welcome—cool, still, without anyone’s moods or energy pressing against her.

She sat at the foot of the bed for a moment, letting her shoulders drop as the quiet settled around her. Her phone buzzed with a few missed texts—April checking in, a coworker sharing a photo of their dog, and a notification from Glow, the dating app for queer women she kept mostly out of habit.

She opened it absently.

A new match.

Someone local. Cute, bright smile, a little artsy. Thirty-four, according to her profile.

If only she was a little older, Kara thought, amused despite her hesitation as she read through the profile.

Could be a good match overall but probably too young for her… though the app certainly didn’t seem to think so.

She smiled faintly anyway and swiped through the profile once more before locking her phone and setting it aside.

The steady hum of the air-conditioning filled the room.

She stood, crossed to her suitcase, and pulled out her swimsuit—a dark floral one-piece—and draped it over the back of the chair. Next to it, she set a paperback she’d been meaning to start all month.

Swimming. Reading. An hour of calm.

It sounded… nice.

Restful in a way she didn’t often allow herself.

Just a pool, she reminded herself. Just an afternoon break.

Still, as she tied her hair back loosely, she realized she was already listening for the faint sounds of movement across the hall—possibly Melanie settling, maybe Vanessa changing.

Three o’clock would come quickly.

And she was grateful for the quiet until it did.

***

Kara heard the raised voices before she even opened her door—sharp edges muffled by drywall. Vanessa’s tone, frustrated. Melanie’s, clipped and irritable. Nothing new, though it rattled her nerves regardless.

Kara stepped carefully into the hallway, towel and book tucked under one arm, her stainless-steel water bottle in hand. She’d thrown on simple black shorts over her bathing suit, hair tied back, sunscreen already drying on her shoulders.

A moment later Melanie’s door jerked open.

“I’m ready,” Melanie declared, stepping out with a practiced sweep of her wrap skirt. She wore a skimpy bikini beneath a loose woven cover-up—something like fishing net designed by a very confident fashion student. Her sunglasses perched high on her head, her pink lipstick immaculate.

Vanessa appeared behind her, pale blue T-shirt soft around her strong shoulders, ripped denim shorts showing off long, sculpted legs. She didn’t say anything, but her expression flicked toward Kara with something unreadable—like she wanted to say sorry but didn’t want Melanie to hear it.

“Pool?” Melanie said sharply, already walking.

“Yes,” Kara said gently. “Let’s go.”

They made their way down to the pool deck, the air humid and bright. It was busy but not chaotic—kids splashing at one end, a group of middle-aged women chatting at the other, the faint smell of sunscreen and chlorine drifting lazily.

They found three lounge chairs together. Vanessa dropped her towel with a soft whump and shaded her eyes, scanning the view beyond the pool.

“Wow,” she murmured. “The mountains look really pretty from here. They look so close.”

Her voice was relaxed, unguarded. Kara followed her gaze—yes, the mountains were beautiful. Sun slanting over them, green and endless. But Vanessa wasn’t looking at the mountains anymore. She was looking at Kara.

Kara cleared her throat and settled into her chair.

“They are,” she said.

Melanie’s attention was already drifting toward the small bar tucked near the deep end. “I’m going to get a drink.”

“Alright,” Kara said.

Melanie peeled off her cover-up, revealing her tiny bikini over her thin, tan figure, and strutted toward the bar.

The moment she disappeared, Vanessa hesitated, then turned toward Kara.

“Do you… want to go swimming?” she asked, toying with the hem of her shirt.

“Maybe in a little bit,” Kara said. “You go ahead.”

“Oh, you sure?”

“Yup, I’m going to get some reading in,” Kara said, tapping her book lightly.

“Okay,” Vanessa said gently.

Vanessa pulled off her T-shirt and shorts, revealing a simple navy one-piece—modest, but… she wore it beautifully. Confidently. Her body strong from lifting, curves softened by the afternoon light. Kara’s eyes lingered before she caught herself and looked instinctively toward the bar, where Melanie was already talking to some shirtless young man.

Vanessa headed for the pool, water rippling around her legs before she dipped under.

Kara opened her book and thumbed to her bookmark.

She tried to focus, but found herself glancing over the top edge as Vanessa swam lazy laps, her hair slicked back, her expression peaceful.

Minutes passed.

Water slapped gently against tile.

Vanessa returned from the pool a few minutes later, water sliding in clean lines down her arms and legs. She shook out her towel, then spread it across the lounge chair beside Kara’s.

“Water’s warm but too many people,” she murmured, brushing her wet hair back.

Kara glanced up automatically—just to acknowledge her, she told herself—but the sight caught her off guard.

Vanessa stretched out on the chair, settling onto her back with a sigh. She reached for her sunglasses, slipping them on as the sun brightened overhead.

And something in the shape of her—her waist, her hips, the gentle swell of her breast revealed along the edge of the suit—looked different than it had the last time Kara had seen her.

Womanly.

Confident.

Not so quietly stunning.

Kara felt her breath pause, just a beat.

Where had this young woman come from?

The girl she used to drive to school sometimes… had over for sleepovers with April… the one she’d watched grow through awkward phases and heartbreaks and all the messy years in between…

And now this.

Sun-kissed skin. Curvy, strong legs. A body settled comfortably into itself.

Beautiful. The word surfaced before Kara could stop it. Beautiful in a way that startled her.

Kara’s gaze snapped back to her book, heart giving a tiny, disorienting kick. She wasn’t sure why. Or why seeing Vanessa this way had held her attention for so long.

She read the same sentence twice, then a third time, the words refusing to stick.

Beside her, Vanessa shifted slightly, adjusting her towel, utterly unaware of the effect she’d had.

Kara swallowed, steadying herself.

She’s just grown up, she told herself firmly.

That’s all.

But the moment lingered anyway—quiet, disorienting—before dissolving into sunlight and pool noise.

Twenty or thirty minutes passed and a rustling shadow fell across them.

Melanie.

“Vanessa,” she snapped. “You need to go change.”

Vanessa sat up, startled. “What? Why?”

“You are practically falling out of that thing. Go put on a wrap and a top.” Melanie’s tone was sharp, possessive, disapproving in a way that made the air feel suddenly colder.

Vanessa blinked. “Mom, I’m wearing a one-piece.”

“Yes, and it’s too much. Don’t argue.” Melanie crossed her arms tighter, her own tiny bikini glittering in the sun as if to underline the irony.

Kara’s stomach tightened. She knew that tone—knew the real impulse behind it. Vanessa drew attention without trying, and Melanie never handled that well. It was the old, familiar ache of watching a girl fold in on herself while her mother dressed control up as concern. Vanessa glanced down, cheeks warming red. She slid on her shorts without a word.

And without looking at either of them, she headed back inside.

Melanie watched Vanessa disappear through the glass doors, then let out a sharp, irritated sigh.

“Honestly,” she said, lowering herself onto the lounge chair with an exaggerated huff, “I thought the whole rebellious teen thing would have been outgrown by now.”

Kara kept her voice even. “She looked fine, Melanie. She was just in a regular bathing suit.”

Melanie ignored that, rummaging through her bag until she found a bottle of suntan oil. She flipped the cap open with a snap.

“I’m just so tired of the constant fighting,” she said, squirting a line of oil onto her leg. “I want what you have with April. Maybe we can swap daughters for a day.”

Kara had heard that joke before—years of it, in varying tones. Sometimes playful, sometimes bitter. Today it landed somewhere in between.

April had always been well behaved, yes. But Kara also knew that wasn’t the whole story. April had been trusted, given space, raised with room to breathe. They’d grown into a friendship because Kara had never tried to police her into someone else’s idea of who she should be.

She chose her words carefully.

“Vanessa’s not rebelling,” Kara said. “She’s expressing herself. She’s twenty-one. That’s normal.”

Melanie rubbed oil along her thigh with brisk strokes. “Well, she doesn’t need to express herself all over the pool deck.”

Kara felt her stomach tighten again. You’re the only one making a scene, she didn’t say.

Instead, she tried a gentler approach. “You two have had a long day. Maybe she just needs a minute.”

Melanie rolled her eyes behind her sunglasses. “She always needs a minute. Or she’s upset. Or she’s sensitive. I swear, I can’t breathe wrong without her thinking I’m attacking her.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Everyone else gets along with me just fine. She’s the only one who acts like this.”

Kara’s heart pinched—because Melanie believed it. Truly believed it.

But the patterns were clear. Melanie’s intensity. Her jealousy. The way she confused control with love. It wasn’t Kara’s place to scold her, but she also wouldn’t feed into the idea that Vanessa was the difficult one.

“Relationships change as kids grow,” Kara said. “You and Vanessa are just… adjusting. That’s all.”

Melanie sighed dramatically and leaned back. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I just need a few minutes of peace.”

Kara took that as permission.

She stood, folding her towel. “I’m going in to check on her.”

“Fine,” Melanie said, waving her off. “Don’t take too long.”

Kara didn’t answer. She simply walked toward the hotel doors, the sun warm on her shoulders, the cool interior ahead.

She wasn’t sure exactly what she’d say to Vanessa.

But she knew she needed to be the one who went. She headed for the elevators.

Kara tapped lightly on the door.

It took a moment before the lock clicked. Vanessa cracked the door open, then stepped back to let her in. She’d changed into gray sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt, her hair still damp at the ends.

“Hi, Aunt Kara,” she murmured. “I’m sorry. I… don’t really want to go back out again.”

“That’s okay if you don’t,” Kara said gently. “But if you want, I can help you pick out a different outfit for later.”

That earned a faint, grateful smile. Vanessa stepped aside and let her in fully. Kara closed the door behind her.

The room was dimmer than the pool deck, the curtains half-drawn. Vanessa’s shopping bags sat open on the bed.

Vanessa lifted one and began pulling out tops, dresses, sundresses, holding each up like she couldn't quite imagine herself in any of them.

“The honest truth?” she said, her voice tight. “I could swim around in a giant T-shirt and my mom would still tell me to go change.”

Kara’s expression hardened. She knew it was true.

“Vanessa, your mom is—”

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Vanessa cut in, eyes sharp. “You know I’m not.”

Kara sat on the bed, searching for the right words—words that didn’t excuse Melanie but didn’t twist the knife, either.

“I wish she hadn’t come,” Vanessa whispered suddenly. “I wish it was just you and me on this trip. She doesn’t even want to be here.”

“I know.” Kara reached for her hand. “I’m sorry. I… I thought the trip might lighten her mood. She’s going through a lot with the divorce, and—”

“She’s always going through a lot,” Vanessa snapped. “My whole life. There’s always something.” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “We might as well just leave today. I can’t stand being in the same room as her.”

Vanessa stood abruptly and moved toward the bathroom mirror, blinking rapidly.

“You okay?” Kara asked, rising.

“It’s just the pool water,” Vanessa muttered. “My contact’s irritated.”

Kara stepped behind her and rubbed a slow circle between her shoulder blades. Vanessa melted into the touch, breathing in once, twice, before turning and hugging her—arms around Kara’s waist, face tucked under chin.

Kara held her, smoothing her hair like she’d done countless times before. But something felt different. Vanessa lingered. Her breathing slowed against Kara’s throat. Her arms tightened just slightly.

Kara steadied herself.

“If it becomes too much,” she murmured, “you can come over to my room. We could watch a movie, order room service. Whatever you need.”

Vanessa’s cheek brushed against her collarbone as she nodded, almost nuzzling. Kara blinked—surprised—but didn’t pull away.

After a long moment, Vanessa exhaled. “Are you hungry? We can… I don’t know. Start thinking about dinner.”

Kara smiled softly. “We can, sure.”

Vanessa stepped back a little, eyes glimmering with something vulnerable, dazed—and something else beneath it.

“My mom’s always been jealous of you,” she said quietly.

Kara blinked. “What?”

Vanessa leaned against the dresser. “Did she used to control you in high school? Like… what you wore? Who you hung out with?”

Kara paused. Old memories rose up—outfits Melanie disapproved of, friends she’d pushed Kara away from, smiles that wilted under subtle comments.

“Your mom has always been… a little insecure,” Kara said carefully. “But she was very pretty. I’m not sure why she felt she needed to be.”

“Because she was a raging bitch back then too,” Vanessa said flatly. “I saw the yearbook. She was a mean girl and you were her gorgeous, nice best friend who outshined her. You even got the guy she wanted. James? Yeah, my mom is still thirsting over him. But you probably knew that.”

Kara gave a startled laugh. “Vanessa—”

“And you had,” she added, gesturing vaguely toward Kara’s chest, “still have, a great rack. Which explains why my mom hates big boobs so much. She never shuts up about them. How her small tits still point up to the stars like they’re ‘supposed to.’”

Kara blinked, startled into a breath of laughter she tried to swallow.

Vanessa kept going, heat rising in her words.

“And she hates dyed blonde hair because she used to be a natural blonde. You know the rant—blah, blah, blah, ‘real blondes don’t need toner.’ Meanwhile she’s bleaching her roots every month.” Vanessa shook her head, exasperated. “She is, and will always be, a hypocrite.”

“Okay,” Kara said, scoffing lightly, trying not to indulge the trash talk. “That is… quite the theory.”

“I bet you got all the girls,” Vanessa murmured, her gaze intense and lingering.

Kara let out a quiet, surprised laugh, her smile slipping in before she could stop it. “Excuse me?”

“Aunt Kara,” Vanessa said, her tone light and sweet. Her voice carried a boldness her blushing face didn’t quite match. “I know you’re gay. You don’t have to pretend otherwise. Not with me. We’re both adults now.”

Kara’s breath stilled, searching for the words. For a moment she considered deflecting out of sheer habit.

“How did you—?”

“I’ve just known,” Vanessa said, shrugging like it was obvious, though her voice grew gentle around the edges. “I knew you were like me. We’re the same.”

Kara’s breath faltered.

“Then April mentioned the woman you dated a few years ago,” Vanessa went on. “She didn’t mean to—she slipped. And…” Her gaze shifted to the book on the nightstand, barely a flicker but unmistakable. “I saw what you were reading at the pool.”

Kara swallowed, the sound too loud in the silence of the room. Her heartbeat rose, steady but insistent, like it was trying to speak before she was ready to.

Vanessa stepped closer—gentle, careful. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell my mom. I wouldn’t out you like that.” She gave a small, earnest smile. “I love you too much.”

The words were harmless on the surface.

But they lingered in Kara’s chest in a way she didn’t have space for… yet.

Before she could find a response, Vanessa crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, her movements more careful now, gentler.

“Thank you for checking on me,” she said.

Kara steadied herself, offering a small, sincere smile from where she still stood near the mirror, right by the door—almost like crossing the room would mean crossing into something she wasn’t ready to engage with.

“You never need to thank me for that.”

Vanessa’s gaze held hers for a moment—soft, open, almost searching.

And in the space that followed, the air between them shifted. Not charged. Not named. Just… different. A new shape forming in the space, warm as light through a half-open curtain.

Kara cleared her throat, needing movement—needing to shift the air after everything Vanessa had just said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone.

“Alright,” she said gently, trying to steady the moment. “Should we start talking about dinner? Do you think your mom would be up for going out or…?”

Vanessa flopped back onto her bed with a groan. “Ugh, who knows. She might still be sulking. But we can at least bring her something back?”

Kara gave her a look—patient, quietly firm.
“Vanessa, we’re including your mother in dinner plans.”

Vanessa huffed, but relented. “Fine. What are you thinking? Chinese? Sushi? Pizza?”

“Chinese?” Kara offered.

Vanessa perked slightly. “Chinese.”

Kara smiled and scooted from her perch near the door to the desk chair, opening delivery apps and searching local restaurants. Vanessa sat cross-legged on her bed, scrolling on her own phone, occasionally leaning forward to show Kara a menu item.

“What about that place?” Vanessa asked, holding out her screen.

Kara rolled closer in the chair, reading. “Their dumplings look good… but the reviews say the fried rice is dry.”

Vanessa snorted. “Next.”

They fell into an easy rhythm—brief, companionable silence punctuated by small comments and shared glances that still felt new.

A sudden burst of laughter drifted through the closed door down the hall, followed by footsteps. Melanie stepped in, smiling wider than Kara had seen her smile all day.

“Hello everyone,” she said, closing the door behind her with a sudden click.

Kara straightened. “Hey, Mel. Who were you talking to?”

“Oh,” Melanie said breezily, waving a hand. “Just some guy that walked me back to the room.”

Her cheeks were faintly pink. Not embarrassed—pleased.

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “A guy?”

“He was very sweet,” Melanie said, sitting on the edge of her bed. “Nice arms. Great smile. He gave me his number.”

Her delight was real. Uncomplicated for once.

Kara felt her shoulders loosen. “That’s… wonderful.”

Vanessa’s expression softened too—genuine this time. “I’m happy for you, Mom.”

Melanie clasped her hands together. “Anyway! What are you two up to?”

“Just looking for dinner options,” Kara said. “What do you think of Chinese?”

Melanie grimaced dramatically. “Oh no. That’s way too heavy. Too many carbs.”

“You can get steak, Mom,” Vanessa said, already bracing.

“Honey, you know I stopped eating red meat.”

Vanessa slumped back, eyes rolling heavenward. Kara gave her an apologetic tilt of her head—We tried.

Melanie fluttered a hand. “You two girls just order for yourselves. I think I want to see what that guy is up to. He said he might go down to the bar later.”

Her smile was giddy. Fifteen-years-younger giddy.

Vanessa’s face brightened—not with that wholesome sort of happiness, but with relief and a restrained excitement she didn’t quite mask. Her gaze lingered on Kara, unnoticed.

Kara felt a different warmth altogether: simple, earnest happiness for her old friend. Melanie’s moods were always like a storm on the horizon—when she was happy, everyone breathed a little easier, though.

“That sounds nice, Mel,” Kara said.

Melanie gave a little giggle, stood, adjusted her wrap skirt in the mirror, and slipped into the bathroom, humming under her breath as she closed the door behind her.

The sound of the lock settled into the room. The shower turned on a moment later.

Vanessa looked at Kara.

Kara looked back.

A quiet, shared smile bloomed between them—

for different reasons, perhaps.

For now.


Chapter Three: The Trouble With Plans

Melanie stayed in the bathroom longer than either of them expected. Long enough for the hum of the shower to become part of the room’s background, blending with the gentle murmur of Kara and Vanessa talking through dinner menus.

When Melanie finally emerged in a towel, humming and checking her phone—no doubt looking for a text from the man downstairs—it was clear she had her own plans forming.

“You two have fun tonight,” she said with a breezy grin. “I might be down at the bar for a while.”

She gathered her clothes and disappeared back into the bathroom.

And just like that, they were alone.

They settled on a takeout place twenty minutes away—Chinese, the good kind, the kind with real vegetables and dimmed lighting in the online photos. Vanessa perked up the moment Kara suggested they just drive to get it.

“It’ll be faster,” Vanessa said.

“It’ll be nice to get some air,” Kara agreed.

Really, she just wanted something simple and peaceful to end the day.

Kara ducked into her own room to change and grab her keys. They met again in the hallway, falling into step easily.

The car was warm from the lingering July heat, the sky deepening into that early-evening blue that always made Kara a little nostalgic. Vanessa rolled her window down, letting the breeze lift her hair.

For a moment, Kara forgot she was twenty-one. She looked almost ageless—alive, unguarded, glowing in the fading light.

They drove. They talked.

Or rather, Vanessa talked, and Kara answered—gently nudging the conversation away from every sharp-edged comment about Melanie.

“My mom has no idea how to be happy or how to love anyone,” Vanessa muttered when they reached a stoplight. “She’d rather nitpick my shirt than talk about how I’m actually feeling.”

“Parents get overwhelmed,” Kara said lightly. “Sometimes they… default to what they know. It doesn’t mean it’s the right thing.”

“It never is with her.”

Kara didn’t disagree. She just made a soft, thoughtful sound—a hum that acknowledged the truth without adding fuel.

A moment passed before Vanessa tilted her head, curiosity brightening her expression.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“What was it like for you,” she said, flipping her hair over one shoulder, “realizing you were gay but… you know… older. After a marriage. After everything.”

Kara blinked, surprised by the directness. “I actually knew before the marriage. That I didn’t want to be with a man. James was my friend, and I just wasn’t ready to be out. I thought I’d stay closeted forever.”

“That sounds… lonely.”

“A little,” Kara admitted. “About a year into our marriage, I told him I was attracted to women.”

Vanessa turned slowly toward her, eyes softened by something Kara couldn’t name. “That must have been difficult. What did he say?”

“He said he’d known for a while.” Kara smiled to herself. “He’s a very kind-hearted person. That’s why I married him. Everyone at school thought he was this suave jock. To me he was just a goofball.”

Vanessa smiled at that—open, understanding—and Kara felt something tug gently at her chest before she pushed it aside.

“I dated guys, too,” Vanessa said lightly. “I get it. I think I just liked the attention. Didn’t know that until later.”

“That’s understandable,” Kara said, glancing at her as she drove. “We all figure it out in our own time. Dating can be… complicated. I think this is the turn.”

“Yes,” Vanessa said, checking the mounted phone. “Right here.”

They picked up the food, the warm bag filling the car with the smell of stir-fried vegetables and sesame. When they pulled into the hotel parking lot, Vanessa held the bag carefully on her lap, as though it were something delicate.

Back upstairs, they spread everything across Kara’s bed—cartons open, steam curling up—and Vanessa scrolled through the TV channels.

“Oh—Lifetime,” she said, perking up. “Sometimes the movies are good.”

“I agree,” Kara said, smiling as she settled beside her.

Vanessa turned up the volume and set the remote aside.

“Perfect,” she said, stretching out across the bed on her stomach, propping herself on her elbows as she unpacked her food. Kara sat cross-legged beside her, already opening a carton of chow mein.

“How’s school been going?” Kara asked.

“Great. I have one more semester left. Well—that and one class over the summer, but then I’m done.” Vanessa flicked her eyes toward the screen. “I think I’ve seen this movie before.”

“Feel free to change it.”

“Hmmm. I might.”

They ate in a companionable silence—Kara hungry, Vanessa half-watching the movie, laughing at a dramatic line, glancing at Kara every so often as if to share the moment.

Then Kara noticed Vanessa’s food barely touched.

“Vanessa,” she said gently, “eat something first. You’ve barely had a bite.”

Vanessa huffed under her breath—just loud enough to register.

“Bossy.”

Kara blinked, taken aback, wondering if she’d somehow upset her.

But Vanessa, without another word, lifted her fork and took a bite—glancing up at Kara from beneath her lashes in a way Kara pretended she didn’t see.

A few minutes passed like that—easy, quiet—until Kara realized Vanessa had finished eating entirely and was simply… watching her.

Specifically: watching her eat.

Kara paused. “Vanessa… what are you doing?”

Vanessa only smiled, slow and languid, from her place on the bed beside her.

“You’re so beautiful,” she murmured, “it’s honestly distracting.”

Kara’s breath stilled—just for a beat—before she cleared her throat and set her food aside. She reached for her water bottle, grounding herself.

“How are you feeling?” she asked gently. “Would you want to go for a walk?”

Vanessa’s smile brightened, softer now. “Where to?”

“Just around the hotel.”

“I’d like that.”

They cleared the containers from the bed and slipped on their shoes, the quiet between them threaded with something Kara couldn’t identify… or didn’t dare to.

Vanessa checked the door once more and made sure Kara had the keycard, then fell into step beside her as they walked toward the elevators. Inside, she stood beside Kara with a faint flush on her cheeks—whether from the warmth of the room or something else entirely, Kara wasn’t sure.

Trying to fill the silence, Kara picked up their earlier conversation.

“So what major did you decide on? I know you were torn between computers and something health-related, right?”

“I decided to double major in IT and medical coding,” Vanessa said.

“Oh wow.” Kara smiled, genuinely impressed. “Your mom didn’t mention it.”

Vanessa gave a small, humorless huff. “She wouldn’t.”

“That’s a lot to juggle,” Kara said, voice low. “That’s not easy, Vanessa. But you’re pushing through it.”

She reached out without thinking, brushing her hand along Vanessa’s back as the elevator dinged.

“You’re doing so well, sweetheart. And I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

Vanessa stilled—just for a heartbeat—like the words had landed deeper than Kara meant them to. Her eyes dropped, her breath catching in a way Kara didn’t quite anticipate.

The elevator doors opened.

They stepped out into the lobby, where the golden lighting spilled across the lounge. Vanessa’s gaze flicked immediately toward the bar.

“There’s Mom,” she muttered. “What is she wearing?”

Kara followed her glance—Melanie was perched on a barstool in something red and decidedly not family-vacation appropriate, laughing too loudly at something a younger man beside her said. Kara felt Vanessa tense beside her.

They kept walking and slipped outside.

The evening garden was cooler, edged with soft lights and the faint smell of flowers. Two tipsy guests wandered past, not watching where they were going. Kara instinctively reached out, guiding Vanessa gently out of their way with a hand at the small of her back.

Vanessa let out a breathy laugh.

“Careful, Aunt Kara,” she teased, her voice low. “Someone might think I’m yours.”

Kara blinked, caught off guard. “No, they’d probably just think you’re my daughter,” she chuckled.

Vanessa murmured something so low Kara almost missed it.

“Can it be both?”

Kara wasn’t sure she heard correctly—and wasn’t entirely sure she wanted it repeated.

They reached the pool area, slipping through the gate. From here, they could see Melanie again at a different angle—animated, leaning in toward the man at the bar, hair tossed back like she was twenty again.

“Wow,” Kara said. “She seems very invested in whatever he’s saying.”

“Good,” Vanessa muttered. “I hope she stays in a better mood tonight. Or better yet, sleeps at his place.”

Kara exhaled a small laugh, not disagreeing.

They wandered to the pool’s edge and slipped off their shoes, dipping their legs into the cool water. Ripples shimmered beneath the faint glow of string lights overhead. The night had settled in fully—dark but alive, cars humming on the street beyond the hotel fence, the splash of distant swimmers. Far livelier than their own town, where by this hour everyone would be home, settled, quiet.

Here, the world felt suspended. Private.

“Aunt Kara?” Vanessa asked.

Kara turned slightly. “Yes?”

Vanessa stared straight ahead, her toes making slow circles in the water. The lights reflected on her face, picking up the faint pink still lingering from the heat of the day. There was something thoughtful in her expression—something she seemed to be gathering the courage to say.

Kara waited, patient in the way Vanessa had always trusted her to be.

Finally, Vanessa’s voice slipped out—quiet, careful.

“Why don’t you just stand up to her sometimes? My mom. She’d listen to you if you wanted her to. I always wondered that.”

Kara sighed, folding her hands in her lap. “It’s easier to let her rant. No sense provoking anything.”

Vanessa lowered her face watching their feet underwater, her voice barely audible over the hum of traffic beyond the fence.

“Yeah. But if you wanted to… that’d be different.”

A pause, then softer still:

“You’re far more commanding than she is. And I bet you’re absolutely terrifying when you’re angry.”

Kara’s head turned, a small frown tugging at her brow—not displeasure, but something like surprise. She wasn’t sure how to interpret that. She wasn’t sure why the words sent a cool, uneasy flicker through her chest.

But Vanessa offered nothing more.

She just let her feet drift through the pool water, gentle arcs and ripples like nothing had shifted at all.

And Kara wasn’t convinced anything had.

***

Their short three-day vacation—made even shorter—ended the following afternoon.

Vanessa continued to give Kara sidelong glances now and then, and Kara continued to meet each one with a warm, steady smile, as if she hadn’t noticed anything different at all. As if nothing inside her had shifted.

Melanie, meanwhile, was radiant with gossip about her “new man,” insisting she might even bring him as her plus-one to Iceland.

After their walk the night before, Kara had told Vanessa she was turning in early. She’d needed space, needed to breathe, needed to keep her thoughts where they belonged.
Vanessa had simply murmured that she wished they’d had more time alone.

Kara reminded her gently, “We still have tomorrow morning.”

And they did.

They went out for bagel sandwiches in the morning—Kara and Vanessa choosing hearty breakfast options while Melanie, with dramatic flair, ordered soup and saltines at 9:30 a.m. They stopped at a couple more stores, browsing halfheartedly. Kara didn’t want to acknowledge the looming return home.

The trip came to a close, nonetheless.

The drive back felt quieter.

Vanessa didn’t stare at Kara as she had on the way down. She sat in the backseat, absorbed in her phone, hair falling over one shoulder. It was… normal.

Normal enough for Kara to exhale, to let her shoulders loosen. Normal enough to pretend the night before hadn’t been unusual at all.

Melanie talked non-stop about her guy, the hotel, people she saw at the pool, the news—anything and everything.

It felt familiar. Predictable.

Safe.

When they pulled into Melanie’s driveway, Kara got out and helped with the luggage. Melanie grabbed her suitcase and hurried inside with a quick goodbye, promising to call soon—already typing something into her phone as the door closed behind her.

Vanessa reached for the handle of her bag at the same moment Kara did.

Their fingers brushed.

Light. Intentional, perhaps.

Vanessa’s eyes were already on her, watching for a reaction.

“I got you something,” Vanessa said.

She lifted a small jewelry box from her tote.

“Wait—don’t open it until you’re home.” Her voice dropped slightly. “I’m afraid you won’t like it.”

Kara blinked, thrown by the intimacy of the gesture.

But she slipped back into the warmth of Aunt Kara with practiced ease.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said gently. “I’m sure I’ll love it. And thank you for coming on the trip.”

She opened her arms for a hug, intending something brief, polite.

But the hug lingered.

Not too long—but longer than it should have. Her hand brushed Kara’s waist.

“Thank you for inviting me,” Vanessa whispered.

There was a tone to it—low and suggestive in a way Kara pretended not to hear.

They pulled apart with small smiles—Kara’s steady and oblivious, Vanessa’s soft and secretive.

She got into her car, closed the door, and let out a long, steady breath before glancing into her rearview mirror. Vanessa was still standing there, watching her by the suitcase.

After a moment, she lifted a hand in a small wave, then finally turned toward the door and went inside.

“This can’t be happening,” Kara muttered to herself as she pulled out of the driveway, merging onto the quiet road leading back to her house.

She drove with both hands on the wheel, trying to organize her thoughts.

She replayed the weekend again and again, searching for any signs she might have missed in the last twenty years.

There weren’t any.

Vanessa had always gravitated toward her, yes—always asking to sleep over with April, always finding reasons to linger in Kara’s kitchen, always choosing the seat next to her at holidays—but those had been normal things.

A girl escaping her mother.

A girl who felt safe somewhere softer.

Nothing like… this.

Kara exhaled through her nose, forcing her shoulders down from around her ears.

She was surely misunderstanding. Vanessa was young, affectionate, dramatic by nature. She probably said things without realizing how they sounded.

That had to be it.

The next couple of days were her scheduled time off—time she’d imagined would feel restorative. Instead, she slipped into her routines automatically, almost defensively.
Cleaning each room top to bottom. Conditioning the wooden spoons. Paying bills. Folding laundry. Yoga one evening, HIIT the next. Laying out her outfits for the coming work week.

Ordinary things.

Except every so often, she’d glance at the little jewelry box on her dresser.

And she would stop, heartbeat a little too noticeable, and shake her head.

No. I’m overthinking.

On the final day of her weekend, she opened it.

Inside lay a delicate white-gold chain with a shimmering heart pendant. No price tag—Vanessa must have removed it. It looked expensive. Far too expensive for an offhand souvenir.

Kara tried it on in the mirror.

Pretty.

She admired it a little longer than she meant to, then slipped it off and placed it on her necklace rack with the others—firmly, like pressing a boundary back into place.

***

Her morning was full of virtual meetings. In the afternoon, she went into the office to drop off paperwork.

“Kara, did you get some sun this weekend?” a coworker asked.

“I did,” Kara said lightly. “Just took a short trip into the city.”

“You look great.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

From there, she drove straight to the bridal boutique for her appointment with April. Her daughter was already inside—of course she was—chatting animatedly with the bridal stylist.

“Mother!” April exclaimed, popping up from her chair. “You are radiant today. Did you do something new to your hair?”

“No,” Kara laughed. “I’ve worn it the same way since before you were born.”

April squinted, suspicious. “Hmm. You look very refreshed.”

“Well, I have been using a new toner…”

“Ah.” April grinned. “Ready to try on the dress?”

Kara nodded and stepped into the fitting room.

She’d tried the gown on before, but now it fit properly—adjusted through the bust and hips, structured in all the right places. When she stepped out, April clasped her hands together.

“Now that looks like it was made for you. What do you think?”

“I love it,” Kara said honestly.

“You should sit,” April insisted. “Make sure it fits when you’re not posing like a Disney princess.”

Kara sat beside her. April sat back, content—until something glimmered at Kara’s throat.

April’s eyes widened.

“That’s a beautiful necklace,” she said. “Is it new?”

Kara froze. “It… is, yes.”

April slapped a hand over her mouth. “Mom. Are you seeing someone new?”

“What? No!” Kara laughed. “It’s actually a gift from Vanessa.”

April dropped her hand slowly. “Vanessa bought you an expensive heart-shaped necklace?”

“She was very thoughtful,” Kara hedged. “She gave it to me after the trip.”

“When,” April repeated carefully, “did she buy it?”

“On the trip. I should change out of this—when are the bridesmaids arriving?”

“In an hour,” April said. “So yes, go change. But also: we are talking about this immediately.”

Kara changed out of the dress carefully and returned to the couch.

The stylist brought champagne, set two glasses on a small side table, and discreetly busied herself with rearranging dresses.

April handed Kara a glass. “Come on. Humor me.”

Kara sighed. “April, I need to drive.”

“A sip, Mother. I need details.”

“Of what? The trip?”

April narrowed her eyes, took her own sip. “Nothing was off with Vanessa? Nothing at all?”

“What do you mean? Not that I noticed.”

April pulled out her phone. “You need to see this TikTok. This is undeniable right here.”

Kara blinked. “Really?”

Of course she’d never seen Vanessa’s TikTok. She barely understood the platform beyond “dances… or something.”

April scrolled, then turned the phone toward her.

A video played: sunlight streaming through trees, filmed from the passenger seat of a moving car.

Her car.

A caption appeared:

When you start catching feelings for the woman you always called ‘Aunt’ growing up.

Kara’s stomach dropped.

“That looks like my car?”

“Mom,” April whispered. “Did you read it? She’s talking about you. And look at her other posts.”

April swiped.

Another video: Vanessa pretending to have her purse snatched by an unseen older woman.
She chased after it, fixing her hair, biting back a smile.

The caption read:

When you’re being robbed by a gorgeous older woman and need to look cute for her 💕👀

Kara leaned back like the screen had heat.

“Oh.”

“Oh,” April echoed, unimpressed. “Again—tell me you’re not her type?”

But Kara could only watch.

Again.

And again.

An entire space where Vanessa dropped the act—cheeks flushing, eyes soft, almost shy. In another video she danced around biting her lip, in a vintage shirt that read “Your Mom’s Favorite Ride.”

“My mom! She’s talking about my mom.”

“No.”

April sighed. “She posts this stuff everyday. Has been for a couple of years but… this isn’t new, you just didn’t know about it.”

Kara swallowed. “April… she’s a child.”

“Mom,” April said firmly. “She’s twenty-one. An adult. And she clearly has agency. She’s not confused about what she wants. You’re the only one pretending it’s not happening.”

Kara shook her head. “I… shouldn’t be watching that. It feels inappropriate.”

“Mom,” April said, exasperated. “You raised me. You know the difference between inappropriate, obvious, and oh my God, this person is into this person. Come on—you usually pick up on these things pretty well.”

Kara stared at the darkened screen, her own reflection hovering beside Vanessa’s thumbnail.

And for the first time, she let herself admit:

There was something undeniable there.

April waited. Then:

“Okay. Be honest. You’ve never heard the things Vanessa used to say about you when we were teens, have you?”

Kara’s eyebrows shot up. “What things?”

“She used to call you a MILF, Mom. Loudly. She flirted with you—like, outright. Of course, I thought you were just blowing her off. I mean, it happened all the time.”

“APRIL.” Kara grabbed the champagne. “Absolutely not. Stop talking.”

April only grinned. “You asked. Mom, you never noticed how nice she was to you growing up?”

“She was always a nice girl,” Kara said. “So polite.”

April guffawed. “Vanessa is anything but a nice girl. She was a bad influence, if you must know. I’m not complaining—we had our fun—but we got up to some questionable shi—I mean, stuff. Anyway… she was only ever really nice to you, that I can recall.”

“Stuff?” Kara said. “April, what the hell does that mean?”

“Nothing crazy. Just—she pulled pranks, played with fire alot, like pyro level, always had access to alcohol. That sort of thing.”

Kara paused, rubbing her face. She remembered Melanie once mentioning missing alcohol, but she’d brushed it off, assumed it was her husband. They’d left the girls alone plenty of times back then.

Kara groaned, burying her face in her hand. “I was a bad parent.”

“No, you were not! You let me breathe and let me be me. You were, you are the best parent, mom. Dad is second best.”

“Well, it’s harder than it looks, you’ll see if you decide to have children.”

April tilted her head, sympathy softening her expression, and leaned in. “So… you really felt nothing on this trip?”

Kara hesitated.

“There were… moments.”

She touched her necklace unconsciously.

“She told me she knew I was a lesbian. She said you slipped once.” Kara stopped to give her a look, then continued. “And outside by the pool, she said people might think we were—seeing each other.”

April’s jaw dropped. “Okay—that was a genuine mistake, and I’m sorry. She and I used to be close. Things slip. But, Mom—the moral of the story is that she has feelings for you. Deep, very real feelings.”

Kara tried for dignified disbelief. “But I’m over twenty years older than her.”

“Twenty-two,” April corrected instantly.

“Exactly! That’s… strange. We’d have nothing in common on top of everything else.”

April snorted. “That’s not true.”

“There’d be a power imbalance.”

“Mom,” April said dryly. “That’s kind of the point of dating older.”

“April—”

“You didn’t think it was weird when I dated Sven.”

“Sven was different. He had a youthful energy.”

April lifted a brow slowly. “He was twenty-five years older than me. And very different when we were al—”

“APRIL!” Kara nearly choked on her champagne. “Stop. Do not finish that sentence.”

“Fine.” April sipped. “But you see my point.”

“No,” Kara said primly. “Not even a little.”

“Okay,” April said, grinning. “Then what about Stefan? He’s eleven years older. Have you really never noticed I have a type?”

Kara opened her mouth, shut it, then opened it again.

“…men,” she finally landed on, weak even to her own ears. “Men are immature. You have to date older.”

April gave a full-body eye roll. “Oh, Mom.”

Across the room, the bridal stylist continued rearranging dresses with the careful attention of someone very much listening in.

“I practically raised her, April,” Kara insisted, lowering her voice. “It would be… so not okay. I mean ethically. Morally. Spiritually.”

April set down her champagne and leaned in like she was about to deliver a TED Talk.

“Listen. I don’t find it weird. At all. Sure, it would be weird if she were freshly eighteen—then I’d have questions. But now? No. Not really. You’re in the clear. You’re overthinking this from every possible angle and that very much tracks. But you know, a man in the same position wouldn’t even blink. He’d say, ‘She’s a legal adult,’ and go for it. And you know that. Do you think I’ve never come on to my friends’ dads before? I mean I—”

Kara shot April a warning look from beneath her brows.

“Because I have not,” April added, blushing as she sipped her champagne, pinky lifted in mock innocence as she winked.

Kara exhaled slowly, the room suddenly too small.

“I don’t know what to think,” she admitted.

April squeezed her hand—a warm, grounding gesture.

“Lucky for you,” she said with a knowing smile, “I do.”

“If I pursued anything,” Kara murmured, “I’d lose my friendship with Melanie forever.”

April burst into delighted laughter—sharp, wicked, cathartic. “Please let me be there when you tell her. I beg you. I have waited years for the day you finally cut that bitch Melanie Martin out of your life.”

“April,” Kara groaned, though she was smiling.

“Mom, she was horrible to me growing up. She was horrible to everyone. To you. I always felt so awful for Vanessa. I cannot imagine what it was like living with that.”

“I know,” Kara said softly. “I did what I could.”

April lifted a brow. “Well. Yes. You did and you will…”

“April!”

They both laughed, Kara fanning her face with her hand. They slipped easily back into their usual rhythm, chatting about work and Iceland and wedding plans until the boutique door chimed.

The first bridesmaid stepped in—Carrie, with auburn waves and a bright smile.

“Hello, hello!” she said. “Oh, I am so excited for this!”

“You’re going to love the dress,” April told her. “Honestly, I’m pretty jealous.”

Kara stood, grabbing her bag and brushing her hair back behind one ear. “It’s good to see you, Carrie. Though, I should really get going.”

“Mom, stay,” April said, catching her hand. “We’re going out for hibachi after. Everyone loves you.”

“I can’t. I’ve got an early morning.”

April walked her toward the door and lowered her voice. “Mom… Vanessa will be here soon. Don’t you want to see her?”

Kara froze for half a beat. “Honey, that’s not happening, okay?”

“You’re not even going to try?”

“No,” Kara said quickly. “It would complicate everything if it didn’t work out.”

“Yes, but see?” April folded her arms. “You have thought about it. Do you like her?”

The question hit like a spotlight. Kara’s gaze drifted past April—to the stylist chatting with Carrie, to anywhere else—because she suddenly had no idea where to look.

“I really need to go,” she murmured.

“That’s not an answer,” April said gently. “You like her back. I know you do. It’s all over you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you have her number?”

“Of course I have her number. I’m not—April, I’m not entertaining this.”

“Right, Mom,” April said, all knowing amusement as she hugged her. “Sure. Love you.”

Kara kissed the side of her daughter’s head. “I love you, too. Mwah. Have fun with your girlfriends.”

She stepped into the parking lot, heels clicking against the pavement in the sharp late-afternoon light. Her heart felt unsteady in her chest—unsettled in a way she wouldn’t dwell on. And as she crossed toward her car, she caught herself doing something she absolutely shouldn’t: Hoping—ridiculously—that Vanessa might already be there.

A shape near the row of parked cars.

A flash of familiar hair.

A silhouette that wasn’t hers.

Kara let out a quiet breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and unlocked her car.

Of course Vanessa wasn’t there. Not yet.

And yet the hope lingered, small and persistent, as Kara pulled out her keys and tried very hard not to wonder what that meant. She got into her car, pulled out of the lot, and stopped at the intersection. She was about to turn right on red when a familiar car rolled to a stop across from her.

The same car she’d seen in Melanie’s driveway the day they returned from the trip.

Vanessa’s.

Kara startled, stared straight ahead, and pretended meticulously that she hadn’t noticed.

Then she turned right and drove home.


Chapter Four: New Room, Old House

The doorbell rang just as Kara was sinking into her couch, blanket pulled to her chin, the opening credits of the movie barely started. Her phone screen glowed: 8:30 PM. She wasn’t expecting anyone.

She set her tea down, heart picking up speed for no reason she could justify, and padded to the front door in thick socks, an oversized t-shirt, and sweatpants.

When she opened it, Vanessa stood on the stoop in a flannel over a black tank top, ripped jeans hugging her hips. Her jaw worked once, uncertain, like she was rehearsing something behind her teeth.

Kara blinked and smiled. “Vanessa?”

“Hi,” Vanessa said softly, lifting a takeout bag. “I brought you soup. From the hibachi place.” She held it out like an offering.

Kara stared for a few stunned seconds before reaching for it. “You didn’t have to—”

“I know,” Vanessa said. “I wanted to.”

Her eyes locked on Kara’s.

“And,” she added, quieter, “I missed you.”

The words landed gently, heavy all the same. Vanessa looked up through her lashes, waiting.

Kara felt herself steady automatically—years of practice smoothing moments like this. She smiled, warm and familiar, and stepped aside. “Come in.”

Vanessa slipped past her, close enough that Kara caught the faint scent of her shampoo, something clean and comforting. Kara shut the door and headed for the kitchen, setting the bag on the counter.

“How’d the fitting go?” Kara asked, keeping her tone easy, anchoring herself in the normalcy of it.

Vanessa leaned against the doorway, watching her. “Really good, actually. I liked the dress more than I thought I would.” She paused, then smiled. “I always assumed bridesmaid dresses were… tragic.”

Kara chuckled. “They often are.”

“This one wasn’t,” Vanessa said. “April looked really happy.”

“She is,” Kara replied. “Mostly because the wedding prep is almost over.” She glanced back at Vanessa. “Are you looking forward to the trip to Iceland? It’s less than two weeks away.”

Vanessa let out a short laugh—not amused, not upset. Just honest and a little bitter.

“Is it crazy that—”

She stopped, hands lifting slightly, as if the words needed shaping before they could exist.

Kara turned to face her fully. They were still a few steps apart, the space between them seeming deliberate now. Kara felt her nerves stir, but she kept her voice calm, patient.

“Is what crazy?”

Vanessa reached for her phone. “Well,” she said, hesitating just long enough to matter. “I saw your dating profile on Glow.”

She stepped closer and turned the screen toward Kara. Her photo stared back at her.

“I was going to message you there,” Vanessa continued, softer now, “but I didn’t want to startle you.”

Kara cleared her throat, hoping the flicker of embarrassment didn’t show.

“Oh.”

“What I’m saying is—” Vanessa inhaled, steadying herself. “Are you still single?”

Kara didn’t answer fast enough.

“Because I’d like to take you out,” Vanessa said, voice firm despite the color rising in her cheeks. “Not as my friend’s mom. Not as your friend’s kid. But as your date.”

The room went very still.

Kara’s first instinct was familiar—protective, practiced. Sit her down. Tell her she was sweet. Tell her she’d find someone her own age. Say the responsible thing.

But the words didn’t come.

Vanessa was watching her closely now, breath held, eyes searching Kara’s face for something—anything.

“How long has this been—” Kara started.

“Look,” Vanessa cut in gently. “I know how strange this sounds, Kara. And I know how private you are. We don’t have to be public. We don’t have to rush. I just want the chance to explore something… romantic with you.”

She swallowed.

“I’ve had feelings for a long time. But on the trip—seeing you like that—I’m more certain now.” Her voice softened. “I talked to April tonight, away from everyone. She told me it was fine. More than fine.”

Kara’s pulse thudded in her ears.

The space between them felt charged now—not unwanted, not broken—just waiting.

And Kara knew, with unsettling clarity, that pretending she hadn't seen this coming was no longer an option. The word came out before she could stop it.

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Vanessa's eyes grew wide, her lips parting slightly.

“Yes.” Kara's voice dropped lower. “But quietly. Just us.” She stepped closer, close enough to feel the heat radiating between them. “I'm afraid once we cross this line, there's no going back to what we were.”

“We don't need to go back,” Vanessa whispered, her fingers brushing Kara's wrist, tracing the delicate blue veins there. “I've thought about this for so long.”

Kara took a deep breath as she studied Vanessa's face—the flush spreading across her cheeks, the slight tremble in her jaw. Something dangerous and electric coiled in her stomach.

“Are you sure I'm what you want?” Kara asked, her voice barely audible. “I might not be who you've imagined.”

Vanessa's eyes darkened, her head tilting slightly as she studied Kara's face. “I want to find out.”

A slow smile spread across Kara's lips—something older, knowing. She let her shoulders relax, giving Vanessa the space to step closer if she chose. The air between them felt thick, the unspoken tension hovering, almost too bright to harness. Vanessa's fingers moved from Kara's wrist to trace the edge of her sleeve, her touch feather-light. She reached up to brush a stray lock of hair from Kara's neck. The touch sent a shiver down Kara's back, her breath catching in her throat. Before Kara could process the sensation, Vanessa leaned in, her lips barely grazing the sensitive skin just below Kara's ear. The contact was impossibly soft, and yet it sparked something deep inside Kara—something dormant for years, now stirring to life. Kara's eyes fluttered shut, her body betraying the composure she fought to maintain. She could feel the warmth of Vanessa's breath against her skin and suddenly the carefully constructed boundaries between them seemed to dissolve into nothing.

Another kiss, slower this time. Vanessa pulled back just enough to watch Kara's face, searching for—what? Permission? Reaction? Kara's hand drifted to Vanessa's waist, and Vanessa's breath hitched. She bit her lip. They were nearly the same height, with Kara just little taller.

Something shifted in Kara's chest. This was familiar territory—the way Vanessa leaned into her touch, the small sounds she made, the surrender in her posture. Kara had always been dominant in past relationships, but this felt different. This felt like a homecoming.

Their eyes met, held. Kara's gaze dropped to Vanessa's lips. Her other hand came up to Vanessa's face, thumb stroking the soft skin of her cheek. Vanessa's hands slid to Kara's hips, pulling her closer. They kissed once, pulled apart slightly, then kissed again, deeper this time. A small sound escaped Vanessa's throat—a moan, almost a whimper. Kara responded by deepening the kiss, holding her there, claiming without urgency.

Vanessa melted against her, her body pliant, her hands clutching at Kara's shirt. The authority Kara had kept buried for years surged to the surface, natural and unbidden. Their reflection in the kitchen window caught her attention—the curtains, still open to the street, revealing nothing but the growing dark outside. Kara paused, and she pulled back, creating space between them. Vanessa's chest rose and fell rapidly, her cheeks flushed, eyes heavy-lidded.

“Would you like to go up to my bedroom?” Kara asked, voice low.

Vanessa’s eyes widened, a brief flicker of fear, excitement—maybe both—passing over her face before she nodded, quick and certain. Kara gestured down the hall. As they passed the front door, Kara paused to turn the deadbolt, the sharp click of the lock echoing in the quiet house. Vanessa watched her hands, then followed her toward the stairs. Kara's mind raced with the implications of what was happening, but her body responded with an instinctual certainty she couldn't deny. She led Vanessa down the hallway toward her bedroom, knowing with each step that there was no turning back from this path they were walking together.

Vanessa followed, her steps muted against the carpet. Kara’s bedroom door was already ajar; she pushed it open wider and stepped inside, flipping on a single bedside lamp. Warm light pooled across the blue duvet, making the space feel intimate, secluded. Vanessa paused at the doorway, her fingers lingering at the buttons of her flannel. Kara watched as she unfastened them one by one, the motion slow and careful. Vanessa's gaze drifted through the room, cataloging the details—Kara's perfectly made bed, the neat pile of books on the nightstand, the silver frames on the dresser holding photos Kara knew Vanessa would recognize. She let the flannel slide from her shoulders and pool at her feet, standing now in just the black tank top and jeans. The lamp cast shadows across her collarbones, and Kara found herself holding her breath without meaning to.

The realization settled in Kara’s chest—faint, then sudden. This was her territory. And she was inviting Vanessa into it—this space she'd kept to herself, apart from the Kara who made sandwiches and helped with homework. Vanessa, who had walked by this room countless times with April, who'd only been here a handful of times and never like this. Never alone, never with Kara watching her like this, never with the door closing behind them. Kara watched her take it all in, her expression unreadable but intense. The weight of what this meant settled between them—this wasn't just a room, it was a threshold, and Kara had just held the door open.

Vanessa still lingered near the door, as if awaiting permission. The shift was immediate, palpable—the boldness from the kitchen had shifted into something more expectant, more vulnerable.

“Come here,” Kara said, her voice quiet but clear.

Vanessa obeyed without hesitation, closing the distance between them until she stood just before Kara, close enough that Kara could feel the heat rolling off her skin. Kara's hands moved to Vanessa's waist, trailing slowly down her arms before capturing her hands. Vanessa stood perfectly still beneath her touch, her breathing shallow and uneven, her eyes fixed on Kara's face with focus that made Kara question everything all over again.

“You're sure about this?” Kara asked, though she already knew the answer. She needed to hear it anyway—needed to make this real, to ground it in words before anything else happened.

Vanessa's nod was immediate, almost desperate. “Yes.”

“Tell me,” Kara murmured, her thumbs stroking the backs of Vanessa's hands.

Vanessa's gaze dropped from Kara's eyes to her neck, then lower still. “I've wanted this for a long time. I've thought about you... touching me. Me... pleasing you.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as her eyes flicked back up to Kara's. “Calling you Mommy.”

The word hung between them—charged, blunt. Something shifted in Kara's chest, hot and sharp.

“Mommy?” Kara echoed, curious, trying the word out, her voice dropping as she said it.

Vanessa’s cheeks flushed, the color creeping down her neck, but she held Kara’s gaze. “I want Mommy to punish me, to hold me,” she whispered, her voice trembling despite the boldness of her words. “To lick me, to fuck me. Really, really hard.”

Kara felt heat crawl up her own throat, her breath catching. Before she could respond, Vanessa did something that stole the air from Kara’s lungs. She lowered herself to her knees, still clutching Kara’s hand, her eyes never leaving Kara’s face.

“And I want Mommy to sit on my face,” Vanessa continued, her voice dropping lower, each word deliberate as she looked up at Kara. The admission hung between them, intoxicating. “To ride me,” she whispered, her fingers tightening on Kara's hand. “To use me in whatever way she sees fit.” The raw vulnerability in her gaze was disarming. Kara fought for composure.

Vanessa’s head tilted back slightly, exposing the column of her throat, and Kara had the sudden, visceral urge to bite down on that soft skin, to mark her. The thought was so powerful, so immediate, that it momentarily stunned her into silence. A wicked little smirk bloomed on Vanessa's lips, as if she'd just read Kara's thoughts in bold, italicized letters with a devilish font. She watched as Vanessa slowly released her hands and leaned forward, her arms wrapping around Kara’s waist. Her hands settled on Kara’s ass, squeezing gently, pulling her closer until Vanessa’s face nestled her lower stomach. Kara could feel the warmth of Vanessa’s breath through her shirt, the steady beat of her own heart a frantic rhythm in her ears.

She looked down at Vanessa. The word echoed in her mind, settling deep in her chest.

“What do you want, little one?” Kara asked, the words low, intimate, a stark contrast to her usual measured tone.

Vanessa shivered at the new name, her fingers digging into Kara's hips. “To please you, Mommy. To make you proud. To make you feel good. To be told I'm doing so good for Mommy.”

A slow smile spread across Kara's lips, her confidence returning, settling over her like a well-worn coat. “You're already pleasing me,” she murmured, her fingers tangling in Vanessa's hair. “Just by being here, on your knees for me.”

Vanessa's breathing grew shallow, and she looked up at Kara with wide, adoring eyes. Kara's other hand came up to cup her face, her thumb stroking the warm curve of her cheek.

“Come,” Kara said, her voice thickening. She extended a hand to Vanessa, pulling her to her feet. “To the bed.”

Vanessa rose on shaky legs, following as Kara led her to the queen-sized bed, its blue blankets cool and inviting. Kara settled onto her side, propped on an elbow, and ran a hand through her shoulder-length hair, pushing the strands back from her face. Her gaze never left Vanessa’s as she mirrored her position, facing her on the mattress.

Their lips met again, but this kiss was different—slower, deeper, and more complete. Kara’s fingers traced the line of Vanessa’s jaw while Vanessa’s hand roamed the curve of Kara’s hip, drawing circles that sent heat coursing through her. Each touch was a question, each response a revelation.

Kara’s hand drifted lower, fingers curling under the hem of Vanessa’s black tank top. She lifted it slowly, inch by inch, watching as Vanessa’s breathing quickened. Vanessa raised her arms up, allowing Kara to pull the garment over her head and toss it aside. The matching black bra beneath followed as Kara’s fingers worked the clasp with practiced ease.

As the bra fell away, Kara’s palms cupped the newly exposed weight, thumbs circling the dusky peaks until they stood pink and achingly hard against her skin. Vanessa’s eyes fluttered closed, a gentle sigh escaping her lips. She arched into Kara’s touch, silently begging for more.

“You like it when Mommy touches you?” Kara murmured, her voice a low rumble.

“Yes,” Vanessa breathed, the word barely audible as her cheeks flushed a deep crimson. “I do.”

Vanessa wrapped her arms around Kara’s waist, pulling her closer until their bodies were flush against each other. Kara smoothed Vanessa’s hair back from her forehead, pressing a tender kiss there. Vanessa responded by nuzzling her face into the soft swell of Kara’s breasts, a low moan vibrating in her throat.

Kara held her close, one hand stroking her hair in a steady, calming rhythm. Vanessa's arms tightened around her waist, her face pressed deeper into her. Kara felt the vibrations of Vanessa's contented sighs against her skin, a small hum of pleasure that made her fingers pause in their stroking.

“You're doing so good for me. For Mommy,” Kara murmured, the words feeling both foreign and natural on her tongue. She felt Vanessa's breath catch, the younger woman's body trembling slightly against hers.

“Please,” Vanessa whispered, the word muffled against Kara's skin. “Please, Mommy.”

Kara's hand stilled in Vanessa's hair, her thumb stroking the nape of her neck. “Please what, little one?”

Vanessa's arms tightened around her again, her fingers digging into Kara's back. “Please touch me. Everywhere. I want to feel your hands on me.”

Kara smiled, her fingers resuming their slow, deliberate stroking. “Patience, please. Mommy's going to take care of you.” She leaned down, pressing a tender kiss to the crown of Vanessa's head. “But first, I want you to just stay here, just like this. Can you do that for Mommy?”

Vanessa's nod was almost imperceptible, her body relaxing slightly against Kara's. Kara felt a surge of protectiveness as she held the younger woman closer, her arms wrapping more securely around Vanessa's frame. The weight of her, the trust she was placing in Kara, was exhilarating.

Vanessa lifted her head slowly from Kara's chest, her gaze drifting downward before rising to meet Kara's eyes. The movement was intentional, her hands sliding from Kara's back to rest on her stomach.

“Mommy?” Vanessa's voice was barely a whisper, her fingers tracing the collar of Kara's oversized t-shirt. “Can we... may I?” Her eyes flickered with uncertainty mixed with determination. “I want to see you.”

Kara's breath caught, but she gave a slow nod, her fingers finding the hem of her shirt. She lifted it over her head in one fluid motion, revealing a simple white bra that hugged her curves. Vanessa's eyes widened, pupils dilating as she took in the sight—soft skin, the slight freckles scattered across Kara's shoulders, the way the fabric of her bra shifted with each breath.

As Kara reached back to unclasp her bra, Vanessa moved closer, her lips brushing against Kara's neck. “Wait,” she whispered, her fingers deftly finding the clasp herself. “Let me.”

The fabric whispered open, releasing Kara's breasts into the warm lamplight. They spilled heavily into Vanessa's palms, the weight of them making her breath catch. Vanessa's thumbs circled Kara's nipples, already peaked and sensitive, sending jolts of pleasure straight to Kara's core. Kara fought the moan building in her throat, her hips arching involuntarily, pressing into the mattress as heat flooded her veins. Kara watched Vanessa's pupils swallow the irises, the dazed look in her eyes so raw and wanting it made Kara's heart race. The sight of Vanessa like this—licking her lips, thumbs circling her nipples with a such careful curiosity—threatened to unravel Kara completely.

“Kara,” Vanessa breathed, her voice thick as her gaze swept over Kara's now-bare chest. Her fingers traced the curve of Kara's breast, a smile playing on her lips. “Where have you been hiding these?”

Kara's laugh was low, breathless. “Hiding what?”

“Now these,” Vanessa murmured, her thumb brushing over Kara's hardened nipple, sending another wave of pleasure through her. “They belong in my mouth.”

Kara's breath grew ragged, her body responding with an immediacy that surprised even her. She caught Vanessa's wrist, her grip gentle but firm.

“Lay back.”

Vanessa whined, a small sound of protest. But she complied, her back sinking into the covers, bare breasts shifting with the movement. The lamplight caught the bronze skin, revealing stark tan-lines from a swimsuit across them.

Kara moved over her, hovering on one elbow as she brushed the dark strands from Vanessa's face. Her fingers lingered, tracing the line of Vanessa's jaw, feeling the faint tremor there again. Vanessa's eyes fluttered open, dark and liquid in the warm lamplight. She was watching Kara with that same unwavering intensity, her lips parted slightly, her breath coming in shallow pants.

“You're so beautiful,” Kara murmured, her voice low.

Vanessa's cheeks flushed, the color creeping down her neck, across her chest. She reached up, her fingers wrapping around Kara's wrist, pulling her hand down to press a soft, open-mouthed kiss to her palm, then to her wrist. The gesture was so intimate, so trusting, that it made Kara's chest ache. Her shadow fell across Vanessa's face, filtering the lamplight into stripes across her features. Time seemed to hold its breath in the space between their bodies, charged and waiting.

When Kara leaned down, their lips met with urgency. The kiss deepened, evolving from tentative pressure to something that demanded more. Kara shifted, her body aligning with Vanessa's, fitting into the curves and hollows as if she'd always belonged there.

Fingers traced patterns across Vanessa's skin—lightning trails that raised goosebumps in their wake. Kara's exploration was methodical yet tender, learning the language of Vanessa's body through touch alone. Her palm smoothed over hipbones, dipped into the curve of Vanessa's waist, retraced paths with increasing pressure as Vanessa's breath hitched in response.

Vanessa's hands found Kara's shoulders, nails scraping lightly as Kara's fingers dipped beneath her waistband. The fabric yielded as Kara's hand slipped beneath, fingers encountering warm skin and the downy softness below. Vanessa arched into the touch, her body asking what her voice had not yet formed.

Their eyes met in the lamplit dimness, an unspoken understanding passing between them like a current. Vanessa's nod was slow, deliberate—a slight tilt of her chin that conveyed everything Kara needed to know.

Permission. Trust.

Yes.

Vanessa’s fingers moved to the button of her jeans, unfastening it with trembling hands, leaving the denim parted but still on her hips.

Kara reached for a pillow, plumping it gently before sliding it beneath Vanessa's head. Her other hand returned to Vanessa's body, fingers circling her clit with slow, deliberate strokes. Vanessa's eyes rolled back, a whimper escaping her lips as her hips ground against Kara's hand, seeking more.

As Kara's fingers continued their exploration, Vanessa's hand drifted upward, palm pressing against the weight of Kara's breast. Her thumb brushed across the nipple, eliciting a sharp intake of breath from Kara. Then Vanessa leaned in, her tongue darting out to trace the hardened peak before closing her lips around it, sucking gently. Kara's fingers faltered for a moment before resuming their rhythm, the suckling sending waves of pleasure through her body.

Vanessa whined against Kara's breast, the vibration of her moans muffled by the nipple in her mouth. Kara's free hand came up to stroke Vanessa's hair, holding her close.

“You're doing so well for me,” Kara murmured, her voice thick with heat as she watched Vanessa's mouth work her breast. “So good for Mommy.”

Vanessa gazed up at her, moaning, brown eyes hazy and shining with absolute trust. Both hands squeezed the breast she'd claimed, coaxing a moan from Kara's throat that she swallowed back. Suddenly, Vanessa unlatched, her lips were swollen, glistening. She moved onto her back with a whimper, frantically shimmying out of her jeans until she lay completely exposed.

“Please, Mommy,” she whispered, her voice cracking with need. “Touch me. I want you inside.”

Kara circled her fingers just outside Vanessa's entrance, so close yet not quite breaching. Vanessa's hips bucked desperately, chasing the contact. She leaned forward, latching onto Kara's nipple again with renewed urgency, sucking hard enough to make Kara gasp. Both hands kneaded Kara's breast, sending jolts of pleasure straight to her core. Kara's breath stilled, a low growl building in her chest.

“Wow, your little pussy’s already so drenched for me,” Kara whispered, her voice dropping as Vanessa unlatched and gasped for air. She froze, eyes wide with shock. Kara grinned and bit her lower lip, the look on her face perhaps a shade darker than Vanessa expected. Kara continued parting swollen folds to trace the molten slickness coating her. Vanessa relaxed again and melted, turning her head into Kara, a moan muffled against her breast.

“Yes, Mommy. I'm ready. Please.” Her hips bucked in invitation, a wordless plea that sent heat coursing through Kara's veins.

Kara's finger hovered for a moment, a deliberate pause that made Vanessa's breath catch. Then, with agonizing slowness, she pushed inside. Vanessa cried out, her back arching as her legs fell open wider in total surrender. Kara shifted, her body quickly rising to a seated position as she propped herself against the headboard. Their kisses had been feverish, their movements urgent, and the combination had pushed them steadily upward along the mattress until they were nearly flush against the polished wood.

The movement brought Vanessa up with her, her mouth latching back onto Kara's breast with renewed hunger. Her hands kneaded the soft skin, squeezing and releasing in a rhythm that matched Kara's increasingly urgent thrusts. Kara's thighs clenched together against a slick, gathering heat coiling deep within her as she watched the frantic build-up of Vanessa's shuddering pleasure.

Kara's hand traced therapeutic paths along Vanessa's spine, mapping each vertebra with possessive tenderness while her other fingers worked deeper inside her tight heat. The pad of her thumb discovered Vanessa's swollen clit, circling it with calculated pressure that made the younger woman's breath come in uneven gasps against Kara's breast. When Kara added another finger inside, she stilled her movements, letting Vanessa adjust to the delicious fullness before curling her digits against that sensitive inner wall.

Vanessa's head fell back, exposing the elegant line of her throat as a raw moan tore from her lips. Her hips surged upward, greedily seeking more of Kara's touch. Their eyes locked—Vanessa's filled with desperate need, Kara's blazing with an intensity that made the younger woman's mouth fall open. Vanessa's hand drifted down, covering Kara's wrist where her fingers were buried inside her.

“Right there,” she gasped, voice breaking. “God, don't stop.” As Kara's fingers maintained their relentless rhythm, Vanessa's hand drifted up higher, her own fingers finding her clit to circle in quick sync with Kara's strokes. Gentle whimpers escalated into cries of unrestrained pleasure until her body convulsed, waves of orgasm crashing through her as she threw her head back with a guttural cry.

As Vanessa trembled through her release, Kara pressed tender kisses to her damp forehead, arm wrapped securely around her, murmuring praises against her skin. “That's my good girl,” she whispered, her voice thick and husky, “so beautiful when you come for me, for Mommy.”

The words were a puff of air against Kara's skin, Vanessa's voice barely audible in the quiet room.

“Did you feel me come?”

Kara's fingers remained buried deep inside Vanessa, feeling the lingering pulses of her orgasm as they subsided. She shifted, pressing her lips again to Vanessa's damp forehead.

“Yes, I felt you,” Kara murmured. Her hand moved slightly, drawing a whimper from Vanessa's lips. “You feel so good on my fingers.”

A whine escaped Vanessa's lips as Kara's fingers retreated, the evidence of Vanessa's desire slick against Kara's skin. Her hips rose in a silent, pleading chase, seeking the contact that had vanished. Kara's touch drifted downward, tracing a gleaming route along the vulnerable skin of Vanessa's inner thigh, before coming to a possessive rest against the soft swell of her ass. The grip that followed was not one of simple desire, but a deliberate, loving claim that pulled a deeper moan from the younger woman.

Vanessa gave in to Kara’s embrace, her body relaxed and loose as she wrapped her arms around Kara’s waist with a contented sigh. She nuzzled against Kara's neck, tucking herself closer as if she'd finally found her safe harbor.

Kara gently pulled back the blanket, guiding them both beneath the covers where they lay tangled together in the aftermath, their heartbeats gradually slowing into a steady rhythm.

After several moments of quiet contentment, Vanessa began to explore Kara's body with her lips and hands, leaving a trail of fire across Kara's skin. Kara arched into each touch, her fingers threading through Vanessa's hair as the younger woman discovered every curve and hollow with careful attention. Kara’s breath slowed as nimble fingers danced along the edge of her sweatpants, tracing patterns that hovered just beneath the elastic band. They slipped lower for a tantalizing moment, then retreated, a playful game of hide-and-seek that sent shivers up her spine. Each touch was a light question, a whispered dare that made her skin tingle.

The shrill ring of a phone shattered the moment. Vanessa froze, her head lifting from Kara's stomach as reality intruded. With a muttered curse, she scrambled off the bed, grabbing her jeans from the floor. The screen illuminated her face with harsh light—Melanie's name flashing across it.

“Why must she call me. Why not text? She always does this kind of shit.”

“Maybe you should answer it.” Kara said, her voice low and serious, the edges of the words softening despite their gravity.

Vanessa's head tilted, a little smirk dancing on her lips. “Yeah, I'll answer it and tell her I'm getting fingered by my new mom.” The words were tossed out like a challenge, bold and brash.

Kara sat up abruptly, the movement startling in the stillness of the room. “Okay—maybe don’t phrase it like that.”

Vanessa let the phone drop onto the bed with a small thump, a giggle escaping her lips as she scrambled across the mattress. She moved with a fluid grace, her body sliding over the fabric until she reached Kara. Without hesitation, she settled into Kara's lap, her legs wrapping around Kara's waist in a possessive embrace. The warmth of her body seeped through Kara's sweatpants, a stark reminder of their interrupted intimacy.

“Why not?” Vanessa murmured, her voice a naughty little whisper against Kara’s ear. Her fingers traced the line of Kara’s jaw, tipping her head back until their eyes met.

“Now that’s a jawline,” she whispered.

Kara's hand smoothed down Vanessa's back, her touch soothing despite the tension coiling in her stomach. “You know why.” Her eyes flickered toward the alarm clock on the nightstand. 10 PM. “I should really be getting to bed.”

Vanessa's arms wrapped around Kara's neck, pulling her closer. “What? We haven't even gotten to the best part.”

“Which is?” Kara's voice was barely a whisper, her breath mingling with Vanessa's.

“You coming in my mouth. All night long. Mommy.” Vanessa stuck her tongue out, flicking it suggestively, her eyes glinting with mischief in the lamplight.

A slow, smug smile spread across Kara's lips as she adjusted so Vanessa slid from her lap. She rose from the bed, pulling the oversized t-shirt over her head.

“You really don't have to be that hot, Au—Kara,” Vanessa murmured, her eyes tracing the lines of Kara's body.

As though summoned, Vanessa’s phone rang again. She reached over, holding up the screen for Kara to see. “She always blows up my phone.” Vanessa sat up, the light mood momentarily replaced by a flicker of irritation.

“It might be important.”

“Fine, I'll get dressed and text her.”

Vanessa moved with reluctance, her fingers tracing over the discarded clothes on the floor as if gathering back up pieces of herself. The black bra and tank top came first, then her jeans, each garment a barrier rising between them. Kara watched, her chest tightening with an unfamiliar ache as Vanessa's movements became increasingly deliberate, each item replaced with a gentle rustle of fabric against skin.

Kara checked her own phone, the screen illuminating her face in the dim room before she walked to the door. When Vanessa was finally dressed, she approached Kara, her steps hesitant. Kara pulled her into a hug, feeling Vanessa nuzzle into the crook of her neck, inhaling deeply as if memorizing her scent. When Kara pulled away, she pressed a kiss to Vanessa's lips. A flicker of disappointment and shyness crossed Vanessa's face, her fingers tightening briefly on Kara's arms before letting go.

Kara noticed it but turned, her hand on the doorknob, glancing back to ensure Vanessa followed. The walk to the front door was quiet, the only sound their footsteps. Vanessa's fingers gripped the side rail, her knuckles white.

“I’ve always loved your house,” Vanessa said, her voice drifting through the faint hallway light. “This one—and the one you used to live in. But especially this one. It feels the way a home should. Mine is cold… and honestly too big.”

Kara smiled back, though it faltered at the edges. The moment pressed in on her, suddenly too large, too real. She drew a slow breath, grounding herself for Vanessa, even as a dull weight spread through her chest.

As if sensing the shift, Vanessa reached for her, her fingers closing gently around Kara’s hands. “Will I see you soon?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Kara met her gaze, the question trembling between them like a fragile thread. The answer rose before she could shape it, before doubt could smother it.

“I want to,” she whispered, the words barely there but unmistakable.

“Then that’s all that matters.” Vanessa’s fingers tightened around hers, a small, steadying squeeze.

She lifted Kara’s hand and pressed a soft kiss to her knuckles. Their eyes held—Vanessa’s dark, earnest—before she leaned in, her breath warm against Kara’s ear.

“You’re everything to me.”

The words were a whisper, followed by a gentle kiss to Kara’s cheek.

Vanessa opened the door and hesitated, her gaze holding Kara’s. Then she stepped out and closed it gently, without waiting—before Kara could gather herself to speak, her lips slightly parted. Silence filled the house, holding the weight of their shared secrets.
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The alarm hadn’t yet sounded when Kara’s eyes opened, adjusting to the soft gray light that seeped through the gaps in her bedroom curtains. The room was still hushed, caught in that quiet space between night and day when the world seemed to hold its breath. She lay there for a moment, her body resting heavily against the mattress, her breathing slow and even. Outside, the low growl of a garbage truck somewhere down the street drifted faintly through the morning air.

A pleasant soreness settled through her body, the kind that came not from effort but from closeness, from a night that had slipped past her careful routines. She felt rested, unguarded, her muscles loose in a way that felt earned and undeserved all at once. Even with questions tugging at the edges of her thoughts, her body had already decided to relax.

She reached for her phone where she'd left it on the nightstand. After she unlocked it, the screen lit up with two notifications, both messages from Vanessa, timestamps reading 1:47 AM and 1:52 AM.

Kara didn't open them immediately.

Instead, she slipped out of bed, her bare feet sinking into the plush carpet as she moved toward the bathroom. The morning ritual began without conscious thought—cool water splashed on her face, the methodical sweep of her toothbrush, the sharp mint of mouthwash. Downstairs, she pressed a single-serve pod into her coffee maker, the machine's familiar whir and hiss filling the kitchen.

Only when the mug was in her hands did she finally return to the messages, her thumb hovering for a moment before tapping open the conversation.

The first made her breath catch.

Damn, I miss you. Wish I was with you cuddling.

The second had followed a few minutes later.

I can't wait to see you again. I hope we can meet again very, very soon.

Kara closed her eyes briefly. The warmth of the coffee spread through her hands, matched by a different heat blooming in her chest. The recognition of being wanted without demand.

She didn't feel startled by it.

She didn't feel trapped by it.

She took a slow sip, the black coffee bittersweet on her tongue, then set the mug down on the counter. After she’d dressed and packed her work bag—after the day had taken its familiar shape—she picked up her phone again.

Good morning, Vanessa, she typed. I was asleep when you texted.

Her fingers paused over the screen before continuing:

I'm looking forward to seeing you too.

She added, after a moment's hesitation:

We could meet Friday, if that works for you.

Kara slipped the phone into her bag, her heart fluttering—just a little—grabbed her keys from the hook by the door, and stepped out into the morning. The day waited for her, steady and predictable, and that felt right.

Vanessa, however, had other plans.
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