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Chapter One: The Responsible Thing

The fire had burned low enough that the room felt more amber than bright, the kind of morning light that made everyone speak softer without meaning to. Kara cradled her mug between both hands, listening more than she talked, letting the heat bleed into her fingers.

Her shoulder-length hair caught the glow of the fire, the softer strands at her temples almost honeyed in the light. She wore a brown knit sweater beneath a plaid jacket she hadn’t bothered to take off, dark trousers tucked neatly into boots. Practical. Unshowy. The kind of outfit that suggested she was ready to leave at any moment if she needed to.

Melanie wasn’t nearby. Kara noticed the absence before she noticed anything else.

Her eyes drifted, unbidden, to the end of the couch. Vanessa sat there, legs folded beneath her, hair tucked into her hoodie. She smiled when their eyes met—quick, polite, nothing anyone else would notice.

Kara looked away first.

For a moment, Kara let herself imagine something harmless.

Vanessa sitting closer. An arm along the back of the couch. The easy weight of her settling into Kara’s side like it belonged there. A tender kiss to her forehead—quiet, ordinary things most couples could do in public without consequence.

The thought tightened something in her chest.

Yesterday, while they’d been out shopping, Vanessa had slipped her arm through Kara’s without thinking. It had felt natural—right—until Kara noticed the looks. Not hostile. Just curious. Strangers clocking something, holding their gaze a beat too long. Kara had slowed, then gently eased her arm free, creating space without saying why.

Vanessa had noticed immediately.

The rest of the afternoon she’d kept asking if something was wrong. Kara had shaken her head every time.

“I’m fine, dear,” she’d said softly. “Just tired. Why don’t you go with the other bridesmaids? Have some fun.”

They hadn’t slept in the same room. Vanessa had come by quietly, slipping into Kara’s doorway like she belonged there. Kara had kissed her once—quick, restrained.

“We can’t tonight,” Kara had whispered. “I can hear them downstairs.”

“So what?” Vanessa had said, barely audible.

Kara hadn’t answered. She’d walked her back to her door, squeezed her hand, and spent the night alone.

The memory slipped away, snapping Kara back into the present.

A sigh rolled out of her before she could stop it, then she took another sip of coffee.

“You okay, Mom?” April asked from the love-seat nearby.

“Everything is perfect, honey,” Kara said easily. “I just didn’t sleep much.”

April frowned. “Oh—is the bed uncomfortable?”

“No, sweetheart. Just thinking about work stuff.” Kara lifted her brows. “And drinking too much coffee.” She set her mug down with finality.

Stefan laughed. “No such thing.”

“Of course there is,” April chuckled. “You shouldn’t have coffee after noon. Also, who drinks espresso after dinner anyways?”

“Hey, you’ll get used to it, honey,” Stefan said. “Just takes commitment.”

Stefan’s father said something in Icelandic, gesturing animatedly. Stefan responded, shaking his head. Both men laughed.

April gave him a look through her brows and he responded by kissing her.

Just like that, the moment passed.

Kara stood and moved toward the kitchen.

“Kara,” Stefan said, following her partway. “We’re going out for lunch. James and Sarah, April, my parents.” He smiled. “We’d love it if you came.”

“Oh,” Kara said. “That sounds nice.”

“Alright, we’ll be heading out soon.”

“Sure.”

She smiled to him as he turned, then caught Vanessa’s eyes across the room. It was quick. Barely anything at all.

Then Kara turned away.

She stepped out onto the porch, the cold air sharp and clarifying. She hadn’t even taken a full breath before the door opened again.

“Hey, Aunt Kara.”

Kara turned. “Hi, Vanessa. How are you?”

“I’m good.” Vanessa hesitated, then tilted her head slightly. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

They didn’t go far—just down the path toward the other lodge, where the trees grew thicker and the ground dipped enough to feel private. They talked about the weather, the food, how strangely awake everyone seemed despite the long nights. Ordinary things. Safe things.

But the glances they shared lingered too long to be ordinary. Each look carried weight, as if both of them were checking—measuring—how close was too close.

The noise from the house faded behind them, replaced by wind moving through branches and the faint murmur of distant voices.

Vanessa slowed.

Then she stopped.

She stepped in close and tugged Kara gently by the front of her coat. Kara let herself be pulled in just long enough to smooth Vanessa’s hair back, her thumb brushing her cheek with practiced tenderness.

The kiss was soft. Careful. Almost restrained enough to pass for nothing.

Vanessa rested her cheek against Kara’s. “Would you consider switching rooms?” she asked quietly. “The other lodge. We could even stay together.”

Kara stilled.

Her hand dropped from Vanessa’s face, and she pulled back just enough to break the shape of them.

“Sweetheart,” she said gently, “that would raise too many questions.”

Vanessa’s mouth tightened. “I thought I could do this—the secrecy. But I can’t anymore.” She drew a breath, steadying herself. “I don’t want to. This would be the perfect time to tell my mom that we’re—”

“Vanessa, no.” Kara stepped closer again, instinctively grounding, her voice low. “Now is the worst possible time.”

Vanessa searched her face. “Why?”

“Because we’re in another country,” Kara said carefully. “Because emotions are already high. Because if it goes badly, there’s nowhere soft to land.”

Vanessa’s shoulders lifted, then fell. “So we just keep pretending?”

“For now,” Kara said. “Yes.”

The word settled between them—heavy, unresolved.

Vanessa nodded once, not agreeing so much as accepting the truth for the moment. She took a step back, putting space where Kara hadn’t meant to create it.

“Okay,” she said quietly.

Kara watched her turn toward the path, the distance already beginning to do its work.

Nearly halfway back, Vanessa stopped. She turned, eyes bright with tears she hadn’t bothered to wipe away.

Kara felt the urge rush through her—sharp and immediate—to cross the space between them, to wrap her arms around Vanessa and make it better.

She didn’t.

A flicker of sympathy crossed her face before she smoothed it away.

“I don’t think you’ll ever tell her,” Vanessa said, voice fragile. “It doesn’t matter if we’re here or back home.”

“I will,” Kara said. “This isn’t forever. Please.” She chose her words carefully. “I’m trying to protect everyone.”

Vanessa laughed once, sharp. “You’re just protecting yourself.”

The words landed hard.

Kara went still, like she’d been struck.

“You’re scared she’ll find out you’re gay,” Vanessa said, her voice trembling now.

Kara stared at her, stunned. “That isn’t it.”

Vanessa’s eyes filled again and she scoffed.

“I know there’s a softer way to do this,” Kara said quietly. “And this isn’t it. Not like this.”

“You need to stop skirting around her,” Vanessa shot back. “She doesn’t deserve your kindness. She deserves the truth.” Her voice broke. “Let her react the way you know she will. You don’t need her. And neither do I.”

“Vanessa, please—”

Kara’s phone vibrated in her pocket.

She answered without looking at the screen.

“Hi, Mom,” April said. “We’re about to head out. Are you coming to lunch with us?”

“Yes,” Kara said. “I’m— I’m on my way.”

They walked back up the hill together. Neither of them touched.

At the door, Vanessa stopped.

“I’m sorry,” she said gently, though her voice still had an edge. “I shouldn’t have said that. I just… feel like you’re not listening to me.”

Kara nodded once. “I promise I am. I’m just trying to cause the least amount of damage for everyone.”

Vanessa studied her for a long moment, her expression softening into something sad and resigned—like she’d already braced for the answer before it was given. Then she turned and went inside.

Kara stayed where she was, the cold biting through her coat, giving herself a full minute to smooth her face back into something neutral. She could still feel the echo of Vanessa’s words under her skin.

When she stepped into the lodge, warmth wrapped around her immediately—the smell of coffee, woodsmoke, and something faintly sweet from the kitchen.

Melanie was seated at the long wooden table, posture straight as if she were posing for a photograph. Her short blonde bob was freshly styled, tucked neatly behind one ear, pearl studs catching the light. She wore a structured cream blouse with gold buttons and tailored trousers—overdressed for a casual morning at a lodge, but perfectly in line with who she was. Polished. Controlled. Always slightly too formal for the setting.

Ned sat beside her, one ankle resting on the opposite knee. Clean-cut, dark brown hair thick and carefully styled, brows strong and expressive in a way that made him look perpetually attentive. He had the kind of face that still suggested bachelor charm—early thirties, good posture, easy smile—but his eyes drifted now and then, faintly bored. His hand rested loosely near Melanie’s chair, a casual gesture of chivalry without any real engagement behind it.

Vanessa was at the counter, pouring herself water. She didn’t look at Kara, but Kara felt the distance anyway.

Melanie glanced up first. Her eyes narrowed just a fraction—not suspicion exactly. Assessment.

“Where are you headed off to, Kara?”

“Out with April for a bit,” Kara said evenly, the chill still clinging faintly to her collar.

Ned looked up from his coffee, offering a polite nod. His dark brows lifted in mild acknowledgment before his attention drifted back to the table.

“Have fun,” Melanie replied—too casually, her mouth curving into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Thanks.”

Kara slipped her hands into her coat pockets. The movement was small, contained—something to anchor herself.

The room felt arranged. Set. Everyone in their assigned place—Melanie poised at the table, Ned half-leaning back in his chair, Vanessa quiet near the counter, glass in hand.

Kara stepped out of it.

At the front door, April and Stefan stood close together, their conversation lowering as she approached. April’s hand slid easily into Stefan’s. Effortless. Public.

April opened the door and they stepped out into the cold.

Kara stepped down the front steps, the weight of everything she hadn’t said pressing hard against her ribs.

***

They chose a small restaurant tucked just off the main street, the kind of place that felt lived-in rather than designed for visitors. The windows were fogged from the warmth inside, handwritten specials taped near the counter. The tables were close enough that conversations overlapped softly, Icelandic and English weaving together in a low hum.

Kara noticed it as they waited to order.

April sat stiffly beside her, shoulders slightly raised, answering questions a beat too late. She smiled when spoken to, but the expression faded the moment the attention shifted elsewhere. She picked at the bread’s crust on her plate instead of eating it, then folded her napkin carefully in her lap like she was trying to keep herself contained.

Kara reached over and rested her hand lightly on April’s.

April glanced down at it, then up at Kara, and offered a small, grateful smile.

They ordered—fish stew, potatoes, salad, and coffee that smelled stronger than it had any right to. Conversation moved easily enough around them: James laughing with Stefan’s father as he tried naming objects in broken Icelandic, Sarah talking with Stefan and his mother.

April ate, but slowly. Kara watched her, concerned.

When the plates were cleared, Kara leaned in. “Why don’t you and I walk around for a bit?” she suggested softly. “Just us.”

April hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

Kara lifted her gaze to the others. “April and I are going to take a little walk,” she said. “Just nearby.”

“Oh—okay,” Stefan said, standing long enough to pull April in for a quick kiss. “Darling, text me when you’re done.”

“I will,” April said, managing a small smile.

Outside, the air was cool and clean, the kind that felt like a reset. The street was busy but unhurried, people moving with coffee cups in hand, shop doors opening and closing with soft chimes. Kara and April walked without a plan, drifting past small storefronts and café windows, the city flowing around them instead of pressing in.

Kara let the silence stretch, matching April’s pace.

“Honey,” Kara said gently, stopping near a bakery window. “What’s going on?”

April exhaled, her shoulders sagging. “I feel gross,” she admitted, her voice thinner than usual. “My skin’s breaking out. I’m bloated. Something I’ve been eating keeps unsettling my stomach, and I’ve gained, like, ten pounds.” Her voice wobbled, and she cleared her throat quickly. “My dress isn’t going to fit.”

Kara turned fully toward her. “Oh, sweetheart,” she said gently. “You look wonderful.”

They started walking again, slower this time. April sniffled, her long wavy hair catching in the wind and blowing across her face. Kara kept her hand at April’s back—warm and steady—the familiar pressure a quiet promise she wasn’t going anywhere.

“Want to hear something? My dress didn’t fit,” Kara said after a moment. “Not at first. On the wedding day.”

April blinked. “What? I didn’t know that.”

“Oh, yes,” Kara said with a soft laugh. “We had to use safety pins. I bought it way too early and then put on a little weight.” She shook her head. “I was terrified it would split open right there at the ceremony. Ask your father. I was a wreck.”

April stared at her, then laughed—quiet, surprised. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Kara said. “Dresses can be adjusted, honey. Bodies change. We’ll have you try it on soon and see how it fits.”

April looked down at the pavement. “I’m just scared it won’t.”

Kara squeezed her hand. “Then we’ll deal with that together.”

They wandered on, ducking into a small shop filled with scarves and handmade jewelry, April relaxing as she commented on colors she liked, on things she might come back for later. By the time they stepped back outside, her shoulders had dropped, her steps easier.

They paused near a shop window filled with wool sweaters.

“Mom,” April said quietly.

Kara slowed. “Yeah?”

“I was talking to Vanessa. She and I both happened to get up early this morning.”

Kara’s expression didn’t change, but she stopped walking.

“Oh?” she said.

April turned to face her. “What if you didn’t have to hide anymore?”

Kara looked at her, trying to remain neutral. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” April said, lowering her voice, earnest and careful, “I could say something. After the wedding. At the reception. I could make it known you two are together during my speech.” She smiled faintly. “Vanessa liked the idea.”

Kara looked down, breathing deep.

She took a moment—just one. Vanessa’s voice still echoed too close in her chest, the plea, the accusation. Then this.

“Honey,” she said carefully, “I would never break someone like that.” She met April’s eyes. “It would humiliate Melanie.”

April frowned. “But you deserve happiness. You’ve been private—no, hidden away—for years. You don’t need to live like this anymore.”

“It’s still a risk,” Kara said.

“Then let me help you take it.”

Kara shook her head. “No. I could never do that to Melanie in front of other people.” Her voice softened. “This needs to be done with the utmost care.”

April let out a sharp breath. “She wouldn’t give you that courtesy.”

Kara held her gaze. “That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t.”

“So, when?” April pressed.

Kara hesitated. The space between them stretched.

“When we get back,” she said finally. “In private. Probably at Melanie’s house.”

April’s voice softened, the edge easing out of it. “I worry that you’ll just keep pushing this out.” She paused. “It’s hurting Vanessa. She might not say it, but I can see it.”

Kara’s brow creased, her chest tightening at the memory of Vanessa’s red eyes that morning, the way she’d tried to hold herself together.

April looked away, then back at her. “I just know how long you can wait.” She swallowed. “But nobody wants to be kept a secret forever, Mom.”

***

Back at the lodge, the afternoon filled itself in fragments. Kara moved carefully through them, aware of how much of the conversation she couldn’t follow, smiling and nodding through Icelandic she didn’t understand. She lingered near Melanie longer than she’d expected to, the two of them joking the way they used to, trading old stories from their twenties like nothing essential had changed. She made polite conversation with guests whose names slipped from her mind as soon as they were said. When April drifted close, Kara stayed within reach—an unspoken anchor if she was needed.

She spoke most easily with Sarah and Stefan’s mother, filling the gaps with small, practical exchanges: the weather, timing, whether anyone needed anything. Roles she knew how to occupy.

At one point her friends swept into the lodge, cheeks pink from the cold, scarves half-unwound as they showed off what they’d found in town. Intricate handmade pottery, knick-knacks, and jars of jam. Di spun once in a new sweater, grinning.

“Di’s got herself a boyfriend,” Amber announced.

“No, I do not,” Di said quickly, looking at Kara. “I will explain later.”

“You better,” Kara said dryly, and the moment loosened something in her chest.

She introduced them to Stefan and his parents before they headed back down toward the other lodge, voices still carrying as they went.

Vanessa stayed at the edges of it all. Sometimes close enough that Kara could feel her presence without turning, sometimes distant, watching. Kara noticed every shift, every glance—and still didn’t reach. As the light outside softened and people began pulling on coats, stepping out onto the paths in small groups, Vanessa grew quieter, her usual brightness dimming into something careful and hurt.

Kara excused herself and stepped away toward the bathroom, needing a moment of stillness. When she came back out, the common room had thinned just slightly—voices lower, people drifting toward the doors. Vanessa stood near the entrance now, jacket already on, gaze lifted only briefly when Kara passed.

She didn’t say anything.

She just turned and stepped outside.

Kara hesitated for a beat—then followed.

They walked without a destination, the crunch of gravel underfoot loud in the quiet, the cold edge of night settling in around them. The sky faded to plum and lavender, stars beginning to scatter overhead. The lodge lights fell away quickly, replaced by darkness and the faint outline of mountains against the horizon. Kara kept her hands in her coat pockets, shoulders easy, pace unhurried.

Vanessa seemed lighter, and it twisted something in Kara’s gut. She kept stealing glances, her steps matching Kara’s without comment, a small smile lingering on her face. She looked easier—like the movement itself had given her permission to hope.

Kara felt the weight of it immediately.

She’d been thinking about this all day. She knew the conversation was coming. She knew it was necessary.

Knowing that didn’t make it any easier.

They reached the edge of the path where the ground opened up and the stars came fully into view—sharp and bright, like they’d been waiting.

Kara stopped first.

“Vanessa,” she said plainly. No preamble. No softening. “I need to say something, and I need you to hear it the way I mean it.”

Vanessa folded her arms tighter around herself, hope giving way to guardedness. “Okay.”

Kara turned to face her. The wind lifted a strand of Vanessa’s hair, and Kara fought the instinct to tuck it back.

“I feel irresponsible,” Kara said. “Not because of you. Because of the situation.” She held Vanessa’s gaze. “If we’re found out before I speak to your mother, it won’t be wise. And that’s on me. It won’t be fair to anyone.”

Vanessa’s jaw tightened. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying,” Kara continued, steady, “that until we get home, we need to stop this. Physically.” She let the words settle. “We need to go back to how things were before this trip. Before the shopping trip.”

Vanessa shook her head immediately. “No. I can’t—”

Kara lifted a hand—not to stop her, just to slow the moment. “Listen to me. I’m not completely withdrawing from you. I’m not disappearing. I will still be here. You can still lean on me the way you always have.” Her voice softened. “I’m just asking that we don’t cross those lines right now. Nothing romantic. People will notice. They already have.”

Vanessa’s eyes shone in the dark. “You do nothing but dance around my mother.”

Kara inhaled. “It isn’t just about that, Vanessa.” She chose her words carefully. “Our age difference would raise questions. My role in your life while you were growing up would raise questions. It’s… more than just one thing.”

Vanessa’s breath hitched. She pressed a hand to her chest, panic breaking through. “I can’t. I can’t.” She shook her head. “Why can’t we just do what we’re doing?” Her voice dropped, rushed and uneven. “I’ll stop trying to push you. I will. Please. I can see that I’ve gone too far. I—”

Her voice caught completely.

She dragged in a shaky breath, eyes shining. “I don’t want to lose you.”

“It’s too risky,” Kara said gently but firmly. “We’re here for April’s wedding. I don’t want anything—anything—to distract from that.”

Vanessa let out a sharp laugh that didn’t sound like laughter at all. “April wants us out. She doesn’t want you skirting around my mother.” Her voice cracked. “God, why did she have to come? No one wants her here. She ruins literally everything.”

“That’s not fair,” Kara said quietly.

Vanessa turned away, wiping at her face. “You always say that.”

Kara took a step closer, then stopped herself. “It’s a week,” she said. “That’s all I’m asking. One week.”

Vanessa shook her head again, backing away. “I can’t do this.” She turned sharply and started running toward the lodge.

“Vanessa,” Kara called, then jogged a few steps after her—just enough to see her push through the door and disappear inside.

Kara slowed, then stopped.

She stood there alone, breath fogging in the air, the night suddenly vast and quiet around her. Above, the stars burned cold and steady, indifferent to timing or consequence.

Kara tipped her head back and looked at them, jaw tight, hands still buried in her pockets.

This was the responsible thing, she told herself.

And standing there in the dark, with the lodge warm and humming next to her, Kara wasn’t sure she’d ever hated responsibility more.

She clenched her teeth and went back inside, forcing her shoulders to loosen.

For a moment she considered heading upstairs, retreating before the night could ask anything more of her—but April intercepted her with a glass already in hand as she was shrugging off her coat.

“You need this,” April said, pressing it into her palm.

Kara sighed. “Fine.”

“And come sit with me,” April added quickly. “We’ll talk to Stefan’s cousins. I can’t do it alone.”

They crossed the room together. April leaned in, lowering her voice. “They don’t like Americans,” she said. “It’s very clear and I’m trying not to take it personally.”

Kara snorted softly. “Bold strategy.”

They settled near the window. April sank into a leather armchair, Kara lowering herself into the one beside it and setting her drink on the side table. A blonde woman not much older than April took a sip of her own drink, her smile tightening into something polite but sharp. A few nearby conversations slowed, curiosity flickering.

“Oh—the bride,” the woman said. “Tell me, is this an American thing? Only knowing one language? I’m seeing a pattern here.”

April glanced at Kara before answering. “We—We’re taught languages in school, but it’s not really normalized for us to use them. So we forget.”

Kara nodded along.

“Oh, so you’d say… it isn’t a priority to speak anything but English?” the woman pressed.

“Well, no. Trust me,” April said quickly, “I’d love to learn another language. Especially French. Or Spanish. Or, of course, Icelandic.”

“French would be a good one to know,” Kara said mildly. “It’s spoken in Canada, across parts of Europe, and throughout Africa.”

The woman squinted at her, then took another sip.

The conversation wobbled on until another cousin leaned in, smiling apologetically. “Don’t be too hard on my sister,” he said. “She doesn’t meet new people often.”

The woman swatted at him playfully, saying something sharp in Icelandic that made a few people laugh.

That was when Kara noticed the man.

Or rather—noticed herself noticing, felt her fingers tighten instinctively.

Across the room, Vanessa sat alone on a sofa with a man Kara didn’t recognize. He leaned in too close. Vanessa was laughing—light, careless—her hand resting on the arm of the sofa, her body angled just enough to suggest interest. The man said something in Icelandic, smiling like he expected a response.

Vanessa gave him one, her face flushing.

Kara didn’t move. The sight hit her wrong—too familiar, too easy. She had seen this before. The laugh. The lean. The way it happened without thinking.

She finished her drink and set it down with quiet precision. Let the conversation around her continue. Let the lodge noise blur and settle. A few people glanced her way—someone always did when Kara went still like that.

April noticed Vanessa across the room. Kara saw it in the way her eyes widened before she looked at Kara, then quickly away.

Eventually, Kara stood. Quiet. Controlled.

No sigh. No look. No explanation.

She took her coat and headed for the stairs without a word, moving past Vanessa as if she weren’t there at all.

She was halfway down the hall toward her room when she heard it.

“Kara—wait.”

Footsteps hurried after her. Vanessa caught up, breath quick, eyes bright with something too close to panic.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

Kara didn’t answer. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

She stepped into her room and reached for the door. Vanessa followed, her hand closing around Kara’s forearm just before it shut.

The door closed behind them, the click sharp in the quiet.

Kara looked at her, eyes narrowing.

The look was unmistakable—still, focused, intense enough that the air seemed to tighten around it.

“I don’t tolerate cheating,” Kara said quietly.

Vanessa scoffed, too fast. “What are you talking about?”

Kara took a single step closer, raising her chin, brushing Vanessa’s hand away.

“If you cheat,” she continued, her voice even, “there is no coming back. I will never be with you. I will never give you another chance.” Her gaze didn’t waver. “I hold myself to the same standard.”

Vanessa laughed again, brittle this time. “I didn’t do anything. You’re reading into—”

Kara lifted a hand and caught a loose strand of Vanessa’s hair between her fingers, rubbing it once before smoothing it back with deliberate care.

“You can lie all you want, Vanessa,” Kara said quietly. “But I see everything.”

The words landed.

Vanessa’s bravado cracked. Her eyes filled, breath hitching as the truth rushed up too fast to stop.

“I’m not interested in him,” she said, voice breaking. “Or any man. Or anyone but you. I was just—” She swallowed. “I was just trying to make you jealous. It’s stupid. I know.”

Kara searched her face for a long moment. Then her hand shifted, fingers brushing Vanessa’s cheek—not a caress. A grounding touch.

“Never lie to me again,” Kara whispered. “Or even think about it.”

She stepped back.

Without another word, Kara opened the door and gestured for Vanessa to leave, her composure intact, her face set like stone.

Vanessa lingered for a heartbeat, color draining from her face. Her mouth opened as if to say something, then closed again. She looked suddenly young—caught, exposed, unsure where to put herself.

Then she turned and walked out.

Kara shut the door without looking at her again.


Chapter Two: A Choice

It wasn’t until after she’d eaten breakfast before Kara noticed.

She’d just finished eating and was drying her bowl when it registered—Vanessa’s laugh wasn’t threading through the room the way it usually did. The table was full enough: Stefan pouring coffee, April leaning over her plate, someone arguing lightly about plans for the day. Normal. Warm.

Vanessa wasn’t there.

Kara paused, towel in hand. She scanned the room once, then again—habit more than concern, she told herself. Vanessa liked to sleep in. Vanessa skipped breakfast sometimes.

Still.

Kara turned without comment and went back upstairs.

Vanessa’s door was closed. Kara knocked once, lightly, then pushed it open when there was no answer.

The room was quiet. Too quiet.

There were two beds. One was unmade, unfamiliar luggage beside it. The other was neatly made—untouched. No belongings nearby. No indentation in the pillows. Kara stood there longer than she needed to, her eyes moving methodically, inventorying absence.

Her phone was already in her hand before she realized she’d reached for it.

Are you up?

She hit send.

The message didn’t deliver.

Kara stared at the screen, thumb hovering, then tried again. Same result.

A familiar tightening took hold in her chest—sharp, immediate. Her mind jumped tracks before she could stop it.

She left.

In the night.

In a country she doesn’t know.

Kara exhaled slowly, steadying herself, then left the room and went back downstairs.

April looked up the moment she saw her.

“Mom?” she said, brows knitting. “Are you okay?”

Kara crossed the room and gently took April’s elbow, guiding her a few steps away from the table. Her voice stayed even, but quieter than usual.

“Honey,” Kara said, “where’s Vanessa?”

April blinked. “Oh—she asked to change rooms last night. She’s staying in the other lodge.”

The breath left Kara all at once. She didn’t try to hide it.

“The other lodge,” she repeated—not as a question, just to steady herself.

April studied her. “Where did you think she went?”

For a split second, Kara didn’t answer.

Melanie came into the room with Ned behind her, arms wrapped loosely around her shoulders.

The image had already formed—Vanessa alone in the dark, wandering unfamiliar streets, phone dead, hurt too close to the surface. Kara pushed it down, where it belonged.

“Morning,” Melanie said.

A few people replied. Kara nodded.

“I wasn’t sure,” she said finally to April.

April’s expression softened. “She didn’t leave the grounds. She just wanted space.”

Kara nodded once, absorbing that. Her expression tightened—just enough that April knew not to say more.

Then, decisively, Kara leaned in and whispered.

“What’s her room number?”

***

Kara didn’t quite run, but she took long strides down the hill.

The path between the lodges felt longer in the daylight, the gravel sharp underfoot as she crossed it with purpose. She took the stairs two at a time, barely registering the numbers on the doors until she found the one April had given her.

She knocked once.

Vanessa opened the door almost immediately, like she’d been waiting.

Her expression shifted—guarded to startled to something softer—before she could stop it. “Kara,” she said, already bracing herself. “If you’re here to—”

Kara stepped forward and pulled her into her arms, pushing the door closed behind them.

Vanessa froze for half a second, then melted into it, her breath leaving her in a shaky exhale. Kara held her tightly, one hand firm between her shoulder blades, the other cradling the back of her head like she was afraid Vanessa might vanish again if she let go.

“I’m sorry,” Kara said into her hair. The words came out rougher than she expected. “I was wrong.”

Vanessa’s hands came up immediately, framing Kara’s face, thumbs brushing her cheeks as if she needed the proof of her. “Kara—”

Kara kissed her. Not careful. Not restrained. Just there.

Vanessa backed up instinctively, the backs of her knees hitting the bed. She sat, pulling Kara with her, and Kara went down without thinking—kneeling between her legs, her forehead pressing briefly to Vanessa’s chest as the weight of the morning finally caught up to her.

Vanessa wrapped her arms around Kara, holding her there, breath ragged. Kara stayed where she was, hands resting at Vanessa’s hips, grounding herself in the fact of her.

For the first time in a long time, Kara’s eyes filled. She didn’t try to hide it. She pulled back just enough to look at her.

“I thought you’d left,” Kara admitted quietly. “I thought I’d broken this and you were gone.”

Vanessa’s hands slid into her hair, fingers spreading at Kara’s scalp in a way that wasn’t hurried or demanding—just sure. Tears slipped free, tracking down her cheeks as she shook her head. “I just needed space,” she said softly. “I didn’t leave.”

Kara exhaled against her collarbone, the sound almost a tremor. She stayed kneeling, close, letting Vanessa’s hands guide her where they wanted her. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

“I’ll tell her,” Kara said eventually. “But please—can it be after the wedding?”

Vanessa tipped Kara’s face up, her hands trembling slightly as she searched her expression, uncertainty flickering across her face.

“I don’t mean after this trip,” Kara said carefully. “I mean the day of the wedding. After the ceremony. I’ll take her aside.” Her voice steadied as she spoke. “I’ll tell her everything. Everything.”

Vanessa blinked, tears clinging to her lashes. “Are you sure?”

Kara nodded once. Small. Certain.

The promise settled between them—quiet, terrifying, real.

Kara leaned in again, kissing Vanessa’s neck softly, breathing her in like it was the first safe thing she’d touched all day. Her hands slid up Vanessa’s back, slow and warm, palms flat and grounding. Vanessa licked her lips, her gaze fixed on Kara’s face, thumbs stroking her cheeks as if memorizing her. She pulled Kara closer without a word.

Vanessa sighed, the sound loosening something in her shoulders. She rested her chin against Kara’s head, eyes drifting closed. “I was scared you were done with me,” she whispered. “That I’d pushed too far and you’d finally decided it was easier to let go.”

Kara stilled, then lifted her head just enough to be seen. “I’m not done,” she said quietly. “I’m here. I’m choosing you.”

Vanessa’s fingers tightened briefly in Kara’s hair, then relaxed. “I just… I can’t hide like this forever,” she said. “It doesn’t feel right. Or fair.”

“It isn’t,” Kara agreed. She kissed her again—soft, lingering, unhurried. “We’ll get through it. Together. Whatever happens.”

They stayed like that for a long time—Kara kneeling, Vanessa seated, bodies close but unforced. Kara’s hands moved in slow, soothing passes along Vanessa’s back, fingers tracing small circles that gradually eased the tension out of her. Vanessa leaned into it, letting herself be held, her breathing evening out as the minutes stretched.

Eventually, Kara shifted and sat on the bed, pulling back the covers and guiding Vanessa down with her, no rush, no urgency. Vanessa curled toward her immediately, tucking herself into Kara like it was instinct—head against her chest, arms wrapped tight. Kara’s fingers combed gently through her hair, kissing her forehead, again and again.

Vanessa broke then, quiet sobs shaking through her as she clutched Kara closer. Kara held her without moving, steady and solid, letting the tears come and go in their own time.

For now, the world stayed outside the door.

***

The buses unloaded them in loose waves, voices carrying easily in the open air. The valley was brighter than Kara expected—green and moving, the river cutting fast through the middle like it had somewhere important to be.

Ned hadn’t come.

“Said he had a headache,” Melanie said lightly to someone nearby.

She had already wandered a little ahead, walking beside one of Stefan’s relatives—a woman Kara didn’t know well. Kara wasn’t paying attention until she heard mention of Vanessa.

“Your daughter’s finishing college already?” the cousin said, impressed. “You must be very proud.”

Melanie didn’t answer right away.

Kara slowed without meaning to, pretending to adjust her bag.

“I couldn’t be prouder of her,” Melanie said. No edge. No performance. Just certainty.
“She’s done more than I ever did.” A small pause, thoughtful. “But that’s what our children are supposed to do, aren’t they? Be better versions of us. Make fewer stupid, dumb mistakes.”

Kara’s breath caught.

She looked up instinctively and met Vanessa’s eyes across the path. Vanessa had clearly heard it too—her expression wide, startled, something like relief flickering there before she could hide it.

They kept walking.

A few minutes later, Melanie stopped abruptly with a soft yelp. “Oh— Kara!”

Kara was already there, plucking a beetle from Melanie’s jacket sleeve and flicking it harmlessly into the grass.

“You’re fine,” Kara said automatically.

Melanie laughed—genuinely, unguarded. The sound landed somewhere deep in Kara’s memory, a version of Melanie she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying with her all this time.

“God,” Melanie said, still smiling. “You’re always saving me from something, aren’t you? I appreciate you.”

Vanessa smiled too, tentative. “It was kind of cute.”

Melanie glanced at her and smiled. “You’re kind of brave about bugs for someone who jumped back three feet.”

Vanessa guffawed. “Yeah, I don’t trust anything with that many legs.”

They drifted into conversation then, Melanie and Vanessa walking a little ahead together.

Kara didn’t follow. She let the space open and drifted back instead, falling into step beside Di, Amber, and Stephanie.

Di matched her pace easily, sunglasses perched on her head despite the overcast sky, dark brown curls brushing just past her shoulders as she turned. The collar of her tailored jacket sat perfectly even, sleeves pushed up with deliberate precision. Even in hiking boots, she looked curated—like the terrain had adjusted itself to her rather than the other way around.

“Well,” Amber said quietly, nudging Kara with her shoulder. Her flannel shirt hung half untucked, thick coils framing her face and lifting faintly in the wind as she kept her eyes on Melanie and Vanessa ahead. “She actually spoke to me. Just a quick ‘Hi, how’s it going.’ But, still. I guess the fresh air is working its magic on her.”

Di lifted one brow, slow and surprised. “Miracles do happen.”

Stephanie scoffed, gold hoops flashing as she turned her head to take in the group up ahead. She had that sharp, observant stillness about her—the kind that meant she was watching everything and saving it for later.

“I’m grateful,” Kara said, surprising herself with how easily it came. She watched Melanie and Vanessa a few steps ahead, their heads bent slightly toward each other. “I miss her like this.”

“Should we invite her over to play poker?” Di asked, smoothing a stray hair back into place. “I was thinking maybe tonight would be good.”

“No, don’t you dare, Di,” Stephanie said immediately, her tone firm but low. She glanced at Kara. “Sorry. I just—she’s a bully. Always will be.”

Amber crossed her arms loosely, mouth curving in a way that softened the edge of what she was about to say.

“Or we invite her,” she said. “And let her think she’s running the room while we just… smile.”

Kara pictured it—Melanie at the center of everything, voice carrying, hands moving as she directed the conversation. The thought made her stomach tighten.

Still, she hoped—irrationally—that Melanie might keep relaxing, just like this.

“Kara, are you in?” Amber asked.

“For poker?”

“Yeah,” they echoed.

Kara nodded. “Sure. I can come by.”

Something about the valley softened the group. Voices carried more easily, conversations spilling into one another. Laughter came quicker, less guarded. Kara caught sight of April walking with Stefan and his parents, her posture finally relaxed—a tension Kara hadn’t realized she’d been tracking until it was gone.

For a while—just a while—everything felt lighter.

And walking there among the river and the grass and the easy movement of people who didn’t know their history, Kara let herself believe it.

That maybe this trip had softened something.

That maybe they’d found their way back to each other.

That maybe the worst of it was already behind them.

***

Kara hung back with the others, listening as someone pointed out the river below and the way the path curved through the valley like it had always been there.

When she looked up again, Vanessa was no longer talking to Melanie. She had gone off on her own.

Not far. Just far enough.

She was walking toward the trees where the path narrowed, boots crunching softly over gravel and damp leaves. Kara watched her slow, then glance back over her shoulder. Vanessa lifted a hand in a small wave, half-smiling, like she was checking whether Kara would follow.

Kara’s chest tightened.

She looked around out of habit—voices still easy, laughter drifting on the wind—but no one seemed to notice Vanessa slipping off the path. Kara hesitated only a second before starting after her.

The air changed under the trees. Quieter. Cooler. The path softened beneath their feet, leaves muffling sound.

Vanessa stopped just inside the tree line and turned, smiling when she saw Kara coming. “You’re slow,” she said lightly.

“You’re wandering,” Kara replied, lowering her voice as she reached her. “I don’t want you to get lost in here.”

Vanessa shrugged, looking back at her. “What if I want to get lost?” Then, softer, “Mommy.”

The word landed low before Kara could stop it.

She glanced back once—no one in sight, just the bend in the path and the hush of trees—then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Vanessa from behind, kissing her neck.

It wasn’t tight. It wasn’t hidden. Just instinctive.

Vanessa laughed, startled, then leaned back into her.

Then she said, “Mmm, you wanna fuck?”

Heat rose up the back of Kara’s neck, sharp and sudden. Her gaze darkened, nipples hardening, as she tracked Vanessa’s movements with focused intent. She bit her bottom lip, the pressure grounding her, holding herself still by sheer will.

“Come on,” Kara slid a hand over Vanessa’s lower stomach and murmured near her ear. “Let’s go back. Stay where I can see you.”

Vanessa nodded, lips parting, her hands coming up to rest over Kara’s arms, her head tipping back against Kara’s shoulder. Kara savored it, drawing in a slow breath, the scent of Vanessa’s hair undoing her restraint far too easily.

Her fingers slipped just beneath Vanessa's waistband, tracing the soft space between her hipbones. Kara's tongue slid up her neck, lips and teeth grazing just enough to make Vanessa shudder. When Vanessa's hand covered hers, Kara didn't stop. Instead, she pressed closer, her other hand sliding up to cup Vanessa's breast through her shirt, thumb circling until Vanessa arched against her with the faintest moan. They stayed like that for a beat too long.

Footsteps crunched behind them.

Kara stiffened, her arms loosening immediately.

“Okay,” Di’s voice cut in gently. “I turn my head for two seconds and you disappear.”

Kara turned, heart racing, and saw Di a few yards back on the path, Amber and Stephanie farther behind her talking, along with a couple of others who looked more curious than concerned.

Di took it in at a glance—Kara’s hands half-withdrawn, Vanessa still smiling, the space between them closing too slowly to pretend nothing had happened. Kara took another step back, putting air where there had been warmth.

Di didn’t comment.

She just smiled faintly and lifted her chin toward the path. “We’re heading back now, before someone actually does get lost.”

Vanessa laughed, softer this time. “She was just trying to stop me from wandering into the woods.”

“That sounds about right,” Di said easily. “Kara’s such a buzzkill, isn’t she?” She winked at Vanessa as she walked past.

Vanessa shot Kara one last look—fond, unbothered—before catching up with the others.

Di fell into step beside Kara at the rear, clicking her tongue softly.

“Yes?” Kara asked.

“Oh, nothing,” Di said. “I’m just taking notes.”

Kara felt it then—not panic. Not shame.

Relief.

They hadn’t been as alone as she’d thought.

And nothing had broken.

***

By the time they made it back to the lodge, the afternoon had blurred into something easier than it had any right to be.

Someone put together a late lunch from whatever was on hand—sandwiches cut in halves, bowls of vegetables set out with hummus and soft cheese. Kara hovered near the counter out of instinct, sleeves pushed up as she started slicing cucumbers until Stefan’s father waved her away with a gentle scold.

“You’re a guest,” he said, smiling like it was obvious. “Okay? Eat.”

Kara laughed and stepped back, accepting a plate she hadn’t realized she needed.

Vanessa moved through the room like she belonged there. She talked easily with people she’d barely spoken to the day before, her smile coming quicker now, her posture loose instead of coiled. Kara watched her drift between conversations—bridesmaids, April, even Melanie and Ned—radiant in a way that made Kara’s chest ache with something close to relief.

Vanessa drifted over to Kara just as Sarah and James stood across from her and headed for the stairs.

Kara felt it before she saw her—her heart jumping at the shift in the room, the way Vanessa moved with quiet intention instead of ease. She looked up and offered a light smile, careful.

“It’s still early,” Vanessa said, glancing around. “I can’t believe it’s only, like… two-thirty.”

She sat in the chair beside Kara. Close enough to matter.

“Mhm,” Kara said, her gaze flicking over her before she could stop herself.

Vanessa’s fingers went to the chain at her neck, worrying it absently. She looked down at the floor, then back up, color creeping into her cheeks like she hadn’t meant to be noticed so closely.

Kara took a slow sip of water. Breathed.

“Are you enjoying Iceland, Vanessa?” she asked, neutral.

“Yes,” Vanessa said. “What I’ve seen of it.”

“Good.”

They held each other’s gaze a beat too long.

“I’m probably going to head back to my room soon,” Vanessa said lightly. “I’m getting a little tired.”

She lowered her eyes afterward, waiting.

“That sounds like an idea,” Kara replied.

Their smiles lingered, unhurried, the moment stretching in a way neither of them named. Kara let her gaze dip once, then caught herself.

Laughter burst nearby—too loud, sudden. An Icelandic guest was mid-story with one of the bridesmaids, arms wide, the room rippling with sound. The moment fractured.

Kara glanced up instinctively.

Melanie was watching her from across the room.

Not sharply. Just… aware.

“I’m glad you and your mother are talking,” Kara said quietly, keeping her voice even.

Vanessa followed her line of sight and gave a small wave. “Why is she staring like that?”

“I don’t know,” Kara said, tension creeping into her shoulders. “Probably wondering what we’re talking about.”

Vanessa hesitated, then straightened. “I’ll go chat with her.”

She said it casually, but the way she stood—slow, mindful—felt like a choice being made.

Vanessa lingered with Melanie longer than Kara expected. She listened, nodded, her expression open in a way that felt practiced but sincere. Kara watched from where she sat, resisting the urge to track every movement.

When Vanessa finally peeled away, she didn’t look back.

And somehow, that said more than if she had.

Kara caught April near the edge of the room as plates were cleared.

“Do you need anything, honey?” Kara asked quietly.

April shook her head, already rubbing at her eyes. “I think I’m going to take a nap after this. We’ll try the dress tomorrow I think. I just—” She exhaled. “I can’t today.”

“That’s fine, dear,” Kara said without hesitation.

April studied her for a beat. “What will you do?”

Kara glanced toward the door, where Vanessa had slipped out a moment earlier. “I’m going to go check on the girls. They want to play cards tonight.”

April nodded. “Okay, Mom.”

They hugged—brief, familiar—and then Kara was heading out the door and down the hill, the path quiet in the late afternoon light.

***

Now.

The air carried Vanessa’s new perfume, sweeter than it had been earlier, warmed now by skin and sweat. Their clothes lay scattered across the floor.

Kara's weight was a deliberate pressure, pinning Vanessa, who was on her stomach, to the fresh flannel sheets. Her fingers worked with a relentless rhythm, drawing ragged gasps from Vanessa's lips. Each thrust of Kara's hand was met with an answering arch of Vanessa's back, a silent plea for more, her hips rising to meet the touch.

A desperate sound escaped Vanessa's throat as Kara's bare breasts pressed against her back. Kara's hand clamped over Vanessa's mouth, muffling her whimpers. The only sounds were the rustle of sheets and soft wet slapping as Kara pumped deeper with her other hand.

Vanessa's back arched, hips rising, as whimpers muffled against Kara’s hand. Each thrust drew a sharp intake of breath from Vanessa, her body responding instinctively to the touch.

“Shhh,” Kara folded forward and murmured against her ear, her voice low. “You need to take it quietly like a good girl. Can you do that?”

Vanessa nodded against the pillow, her response barely audible. Kara released her hand from Vanessa’s mouth, hand sliding down over Vanessa's neck then to her shoulder. “Okay, Mommy,” she whispered back to her.

“Are you my good girl?” Kara murmured.

Vanessa's response was a muffled “yes” against the pillow, her voice ragged. “Please, please, right there.”

Kara shifted, rising to her knees as her movements grew rougher, faster. She leaned forward, her nipples brushing against Vanessa's back as she gathered Vanessa's hair in her fist, tugging just enough to make Vanessa gasp into the pillow. Kara's mouth found the back of her neck, her lips pressing against the skin there, kissing down her spine.

“Good girl,” she whispered, the words barely audible. “So, so good for Mommy, aren’t you?”

Vanessa's cry was muffled against the pillow, her fingers twisting into the fabric as her body bucked against Kara's hand. Kara leaned back, parting Vanessa's asscheeks to watch the rhythmic clenching as she came. Kara felt the tightening around her fingers, the way Vanessa's body pulsed with release again and again. Kara rubbed her back as Vanessa trembled.

She shifted, laying against Vanessa's side as their breathing slowed. Vanessa rolled to fit her body into Kara’s, her hand reached back, finding Kara's hip and gripping hard. When Kara started to withdraw her fingers, Vanessa's thighs clamped together.

“No, don't leave me,” she pleaded.

“I'm not leaving,” Kara murmured against her neck. “Baby, how many times did you come? I felt twice.”

“Three times... maybe four. I’m not sure.”

Kara's fingers slipped out, leaving Vanessa shuddering as Kara rolled her partially onto her back.

“Oh, you're a greedy little one, aren't you?”

“Mhmm, I am.” Vanessa nodded proudly, biting her lower lip as color rose in her cheeks. Kara's hand came up to cup her breast, kneading with a possessive pressure that made Vanessa's breath catch.

Kara tugged at her nipple, drawing a soft moan from Vanessa's lips.

“You're just a naughty little girl, with a soaking wet pussy and big titties, aren't you?”

Vanessa gasped and smiled, heat blooming over her chest and up her neck.

“Yeah,” Vanessa breathed, nodding again.

Kara's hand came down in a sharp slap against her breast, followed by a loving caress. Vanessa looked down with mock shock, her eyes wide as she gasped again. Kara's fingers came up to trace Vanessa's jawline before her hand settled firmly on her chin, tilting her face upward.

“Such a naughty girl… with a very good and obedient mouth,” Kara murmured, her voice low.

Vanessa's lips parted without hesitation. Kara slid two fingers inside, pressing down lightly on Vanessa's tongue. Vanessa's eyes fluttered closed as she began to suck, her own hands rising to cup her breasts, squeezing and pulling. Her thighs pressed together, a subtle rocking motion beginning as Kara watched, her gaze dark and intense.

When Kara withdrew her fingers, they glistened in the dim light. Vanessa's eyes followed them, her breathing shallow. Kara reached down, parting Vanessa's legs slowly. Vanessa opened them wide, her body arching slightly.

Kara's fingers found her clit, circling once, twice, before pressing down. Vanessa shuddered, a soft gasp escaping her lips. Kara pushed inside, pumping a few times before withdrawing and bringing her fingers to Vanessa's mouth again.

Vanessa's tongue darted out, tasting herself on Kara's skin. Her hands came up to grip Kara's wrist, guiding the fingers in and out of her mouth with increasing urgency. The sight sent a jolt through Kara, her breath catching as Vanessa's eyes locked with hers, unfocused and trusting.

Kara watched Vanessa's tongue slide over her fingers, cleaning them with slow, deliberate strokes. When Vanessa pulled back slightly, her lips glistening, Kara leaned in close.

“You like licking your own pussy juices off Mommy's fingers, don't you?”

Vanessa pulled Kara's fingers back to her mouth, taking them back in as she nodded. Her eyes bright with delight, mouth full as her hips bucked again.

The pressure built low in Kara's stomach, hot and insistent. She shifted her hips, pussy throbbing, grinding subtly against air as she watched Vanessa's lips part around her fingers.

“Want to do something fun? I think you'll enjoy it,” Kara murmured, pressing a kiss to Vanessa’s brow.

Vanessa slowly drew Kara's fingers from her mouth, a thin string of saliva connecting them for a moment before breaking.

“Like a game, Mommy?” she whispered, her voice small, innocent.

Kara's thumb traced Vanessa's lower lip, her own voice dropping. “Yes, princess. Sort of like a game.”

Vanessa's expression shifted, the pretense of innocence melting away. “Does it involve me eating you out?” she asked, her voice returning to its normal register, direct and unashamed. “Because that's what I want.”

Kara shook her head slowly, a small smile playing on her lips. Vanessa's pout was immediate, her lower lip jutting out in a way that was both childish and entirely on purpose.

Kara shifted, sitting up, and Vanessa followed her movement, their bodies aligning. Vanessa's hands came up to Kara's breasts, cupping them with a familiarity that made Kara's breath catch.

“I want to lick you while I touch myself,” Kara whispered, her voice low and rough.

Vanessa's eyebrows rose slightly. “Oh, okay,” she said, a small smile playing on her lips.

“Is that okay?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

Kara laid back against the pillows, pulling Vanessa with her. “Sit on my face,” she murmured, gesturing toward the wall. “Turn that way.”

Vanessa moved carefully, straddling Kara's face, her thighs trembling slightly. Kara's hand slid down between her own legs, fingers finding her clit and beginning to work in slow circles. As Kara's tongue made contact with Vanessa's clit, Vanessa gasped, shifting her weight. She sat for a moment, panting, then fell forward onto her hands, her breasts pressing against Kara's stomach. Kara moaned at the contact, her tongue working faster as she reached up to grip Vanessa's breast with her free hand.

Wet sounds filled the room as Vanessa continued to gasp, her body responding to Kara's touch. Vanessa's fingers found Kara's, stroking them as they moved against her clit, then moved to circle Kara's entrance. Kara opened her legs wider, a silent invitation. Vanessa pushed in, her fingers sliding easily into Kara's wet heat. As Vanessa pumped, Kara moaned against her clit, making Vanessa rock her hips against Kara's mouth with a moan.

“Mommy, shuuuussh,” she whispered, the words drawn out, teasing. “We have to be quiiieeet.”

A breathy laugh escaped Kara's lips, vibrating against Vanessa's clit. She flicked her tongue rapidly from side to side, a delicious punishment that made Vanessa's hips buck again. Vanessa gasped, her fingers tightening around Kara’s thigh as she wriggled above. “Aw, fuck, that’s so, so good,” she panted. Kara held her firm at the hip with one hand, continuing the relentless teasing until Vanessa was writhing above her, begging for more.

Vanessa's fingers drove deeper inside, curling just right as Kara's tongue worked against her clit. Kara's own fingers moved faster against herself, the pressure building low in her stomach. She reached up to jiggle Vanessa's ass cheek and squeezed. Vanessa pushed back against Kara's mouth, grinding down on her tongue as Kara's fingers circled her clit with increasing urgency.

The pressure crested suddenly, overwhelming. Kara's body arched, her cry muffled against Vanessa's heat as her own orgasm tore through her. Vanessa's fingers stayed buried inside her, pulsing with each wave of Kara's release. As the tremors subsided, Kara's fingers stilled against her own clit, and Vanessa slowly withdrew hers.

Vanessa shifted, lowering her head to lick Kara’s pussy slowly, reverently. Not to bring her to another peak, but simply to taste. She rolled off Kara and crawled up the bed, their bodies aligning as they wrapped around each other. Vanessa’s hand came up to tangle in Kara’s hair and Kara’s hand rested on Vanessa’s waist.

They kissed deeply, passionately, their tongues tangling as they shared the taste of themselves. They lay like that for a while, wrapped in each other's arms, the room quiet save for their slowing breaths.


Chapter Three: In Plain Sight

The room was already warm when Kara arrived—lights low, curtains half-drawn against the lingering Icelandic evening. Someone had pushed the armchairs into a loose circle and pulled Amber’s comforter halfway off the bed so people could sit wherever they landed. Cards were spread across the sheets, coins and mismatched bills already piling up in the middle.

“Kara?” Amber said immediately, confused. “How did you get here so fast?”

“Uh, I was fast?” Kara said, shrugging out of her jacket and crunching down on a mint. “You texted and I headed over.”

Di snorted. “Yeah, you were fast… because you were nearby.”

“And your hair is wet!” Amber added, squinting at her. “Wouldn’t it have frozen on the way over?”

Di nodded solemnly. “She’s right. Great sleuthing, Amber.”

Amber flashed a grin.

“It is not that cold out, ladies,” Kara said, taking a seat in one of the chairs.

Stephanie crunched on a chip, eyebrows raised as she looked from Kara to Di, then to Amber. “I don’t know what is going on with this,” she said, making a wide, vague gesture as she reached for her glass on the side table, “but I am absolutely here for it. All of it. Including the drama.”

“Let’s get you some alcohol,” Amber said, nodding toward Kara as she headed for the dresser where cups and bottles were lined up.

There were bowls of snacks everywhere—chips Kara didn’t recognize, dried fish that someone dared Stephanie to try, chocolate that tasted faintly of sea salt. Amber poured something clear and innocent-looking into a glass and handed it to Kara.

“What is that?” Kara asked.

Amber grinned. “Icelandic. Don’t ask questions.”

Kara took a cautious sip.

It burned.

“Oh,” she said, blinking. “That’s… deceptive.”

“Yeah,” Stephanie said cheerfully. “That’s how it gets you.”

They played for a while like that—cards slapped down, laughter spiking, rules bending whenever it suited the group. Kara told herself she wouldn’t get drunk. She made a point of reaching for snacks, chewing methodically, grounding herself.

It didn’t help much.

The room softened at the edges. Voices overlapped. Someone put music on low—not loud enough to dominate, just enough to hum beneath everything.

“Okay,” Amber said suddenly, leaning back against the headboard, “can we talk for a minute about what happened earlier? Why was Kara in the woods with Vanessa?”

Di groaned. “Oh no.”

Kara scoffed. “We can’t walk together? I saw her heading into the woods on her own. I was worried about her.”

“No, seriously. I agree,” Amber continued. “Something about you seems suspicious, Kara.”

Stephanie laughed. “She did say she was seeing someone younger… God, that would be some good, good tea. You with Queen Bee Melanie’s kid. I—I hope it’s true. I hope!”

Kara smiled, absently stacking her winnings. “You guys are so dramatic. Making things up like that because you’re bored? Jeez.”

“Sure, keep it up,” Amber said. “But if y’all want some tea, I saw Ned earlier. And not with Mel.”

Kara looked up. “You’re kidding.”

Amber shook her head. “I wish.”

“Where?” Di asked.

“Near the fireplace. Here. With one of the bridesmaids.” Amber made a vague circling gesture with her finger. “Too close. Too familiar. And in a building where Mel could just walk in? Such a dog.”

Kara frowned. “He said he had a headache.”

Amber shrugged. “Didn’t look like it.”

There was a beat—not heavy, just curious. Then Stephanie snorted.

“Well,” she said, “that tracks. For her.”

And just like that, the seriousness dissolved. Someone dealt the next hand. Someone refilled glasses.

Kara played like she always did—quiet, observant, ruthless.

By the third round, the pile in front of her was noticeably larger than everyone else’s.

“Okay, no,” Di said. “You’re cheating, aren’t you, Kar?”

Amber squinted at Kara. “Are you counting cards?”

Kara raised a brow. “I’m just better than you.”

Stephanie laughed. “You should be collecting actual money.”

“I am,” Kara said, tapping the pile. “This is my retirement plan.”

“God,” Amber said, shaking her head. “You’re terrifying.”

Somewhere between hands, someone mentioned Vanessa—casually, offhandedly—and Kara responded without thinking.

“She’s good at reading people,” Kara said. “She always has been. And she’s grown into such a gorgeous, smart young woman.”

Amber paused mid-shuffle. “Wait.”

Di’s head snapped up. “You’re not even pretending anymore.”

Kara blinked. The room tilted slightly.

“Oh,” she said. Then, honestly, “I guess I’m not.”

There was a moment—not shocked, not dramatic. Just… understanding.

“Well,” Stephanie said finally, “that explains a lot.”

Amber smiled, soft and unsurprised. “Yeah. It does.”

Kara exhaled, something loosening in her chest.

By the time the game wound down, everyone was flushed and smiling, the pile of cards abandoned in favor of sprawled limbs and half-finished drinks. Kara moved to put on her jacket.

Di stood and stretched. “Okay. That’s enough. Kara, you are not walking back alone.”

“I’m fine,” Kara said, though she didn’t move to stand.

“You’ll get lost,” Di said firmly. “Or adopt a sheep. Just stay.”

Kara hesitated—then nodded.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll sleep here for a few hours, I guess.”

And for the first time all evening, the room started to settle.

***

Di’s bed was a queen, which helped. Kara slept heavy at first—the kind of sleep that knocked the sharpest edges off—then lighter, drifting in and out until she woke sometime in the night with cotton in her mouth and a low ache behind her eyes.

The room was quiet. Di was asleep on the other side, turned away, breathing evenly.

Kara sat up slowly, careful not to wake her. She dressed in the dim light, movements controlled, yet sometimes a little clumsy, then slipped out into the hallway. The lodge felt hushed at this hour, the lights softened, the air cool and still, sound stretching just a little too far.

Vanessa’s door was closed. Kara hesitated—just a breath—then knocked softly.

The door opened after a few seconds.

Vanessa took one look at her and smiled faintly. “You smell drunk.”

Kara winced. “I feel like shit.” She swallowed. “May I come in?”

Vanessa stepped aside. “You may.”

The room was smaller than Kara’s, but warmer somehow. There was a bathroom just off to the side—tidy and smelling faintly of cleaner and something sweeter beneath it.

She had been here earlier. She knew the soft dip in the mattress, the way the radiator ticked when it cooled. The space didn’t feel unfamiliar—just closer.

Vanessa reached in and grabbed a small box from the table.

“They left this,” she said, holding up an unopened toothbrush. “You look like you could use it.”

Kara huffed a quiet laugh. “You’re very prepared.”

“A shower might help,” Vanessa said gently. “I’ll be right here.”

Kara nodded and disappeared into the bathroom, turning the water colder than she normally would. She stood beneath it until her head felt clearer. When she came back out, Vanessa handed her a glass of water.

“Drink,” she said.

Kara did. Her eyes widened. “Wow. That’s good. It just tastes like water.”

Vanessa smiled holding up the glass bottle. “It says it’s from a glacier.”

“Yeah,” Kara said solemnly. “I believe it.”

She toweled off and let Vanessa guide her toward the bed. Vanessa passed her an oversized shirt, and Kara pulled it over her head, the fabric falling warm and loose against her skin.

It felt strange to be the one eased down, to be the one tucked in.

Vanessa drew the covers up carefully, then settled beside her, brushing Kara’s damp hair back from her face in slow, unhurried strokes.

Kara closed her eyes, the room still tilting faintly, the alcohol not quite done with her yet.

“I accidentally told all my friends we’re together,” she said quietly. “They kind of already knew. I’m sorry.”

Vanessa paused, then smiled. “Don’t be. Hopefully they talk.”

Kara cracked one eye open. “I’m not sure I want that.”

“I know,” Vanessa said. She clicked off the lamp on the bedside table, then lay down beside her, close but careful. “But it’ll be okay. Maybe they’ll tell my mom for us.”

Kara laughed—soft, helpless, relieved—and let her eyes fall shut again, regretting every drop of alcohol she’d had.

“I love you,” Kara whispered into the dark.

Vanessa’s hand stayed in her hair, steady and sure. “I love you,” she murmured, pressing a gentle kiss to Kara’s cheek.

Kara drifted off like that.

For once letting herself be taken care of.

***

Morning came in slowly, thin blue light seeping through the curtains, birdsong faint beyond the glass.

Kara woke with the familiar dull ache behind her eyes and the heavier, quieter awareness of where she was. The room smelled faintly of soap and clean linen, of Vanessa’s perfume lingering in the air. Her body felt boneless, warm in a way that wasn’t entirely physical.

She shifted slightly and felt an arm tighten around her waist.

Vanessa murmured something indistinct, her face pressed into Kara’s shoulder, breath warm through the collar of her shirt. Kara smiled despite the lingering throb from last night’s alcohol. She didn’t move right away. She let herself stay there, anchored by the steady rise and fall of Vanessa’s breathing.

Eventually, Vanessa stirred. She lifted her head just enough to blink blearily at Kara’s face.

“Hey,” she whispered, voice still thick with sleep.

“Hey,” Kara replied, quieter than usual.

Vanessa’s hand slid up to Kara’s hair, fingers combing through it with absent-minded familiarity. “How bad is the headache?”

Kara exhaled. “Manageable. I deserve it.”

Vanessa hummed, unconvinced. “Did you have fun?”

“Yes,” Kara admitted. “I won.”

Vanessa smiled and pressed a soft kiss into her hair. “Stay here. I’ll get ibuprofen.”

She slipped out of bed, moving carefully, like she didn’t want to break the morning. Kara watched her from the pillows—the way she padded barefoot across the room, the way she glanced back once, just to check. Kara closed her eyes again when Vanessa returned, the cool rim of the glass pressed gently to her lips.

“Here,” Vanessa said.

Kara obeyed, wincing a little as the pills went down. Vanessa laughed softly and set the glass aside before settling back against her, tucking herself in close again.

They lay like that for a while, quiet and unhurried. Kara felt herself loosening, the rigid edges she carried everywhere finally dulling.

“How’d it go with your mom yesterday?”

“Um. She said she misses you,” Vanessa murmured. “Said she was hoping the two of you could hang out. Do something together.”

Vanessa shifted slightly, thinking. “She said… that things always felt easier when you were around. That you were steady. Like you grounded her.”

Kara’s breath caught, just barely.

“She said she didn’t realize how much she leaned on you until you weren’t really there anymore.”

The words sat between them.

Kara stared up at the ceiling, tracing faint cracks she hadn’t noticed before. “Did she.”

Vanessa nodded against her shoulder. “It surprised me. I’ve never heard her talk about anyone like that before.”

Kara was quiet for a long moment. Then she let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh. “How’s it going with her boyfriend?”

Vanessa shrugged. “She didn’t mention him once. I was glad—he’s kind of gross.”

“Yeah,” Kara said after a second, thinking of the nights she’d heard them downstairs when she really didn’t want to. She paused. “I guess I’ll try seeing if she wants to go into town or something.”

Vanessa’s expression eased at that, something settling into place. She leaned in and kissed Kara’s cheek, slow and unguarded.

“You don’t owe her anything,” she said quietly.

Kara’s throat tightened. She pulled Vanessa closer, pressing her forehead into her hair. “I know that.”

They stayed there, wrapped around each other as the light crept higher and the world outside the room began to wake up. For once, Kara didn’t feel the urge to brace herself for what came next.

She let the morning hold.

***

They didn’t rush it. They lay kissing in the shared quiet, unhurried and close, until Kara finally stood and got dressed. By the time she slipped out, it was already late—close to ten.

On the way back toward the other lodge, she ran into Di, Stephanie, and Amber in the open lounge near the entrance.

“Well, well, well,” Amber said, glancing pointedly behind Kara. “We wondered where you spent the night.”

“What do you mean?” Kara said. “I slept in Di’s bed.”

“Not all night,” Stephanie smiled. “I heard you leave around two.”

Di’s lips curved, subtle but unmistakable.

Amber bumped Kara lightly with her elbow. “I want a rematch,” she said.

“I bet you do, Amber,” Kara replied, already stepping back. “I bet you do. See you girls later.”

“See you later, mom!” Stephanie said sweetly.

Kara shook her head and kept walking.

She left the lodge and waved at them through the windows. All three of them waved back—far too innocent.

She continued along the path to the other building.

Melanie caught her just as Kara stepped into the kitchen. She was standing with James, both of them holding mugs, voices low and easy.

Kara lifted her brows in brief acknowledgment before smoothing her expression into something calm and unreadable.

“Hi, Kara,” James said.

“Hi, Jim. Mel,” Kara replied. “What are you two up to?”

“Just waiting for Sarah,” Melanie said. “We’re heading over to the sauna.”

“Oh, that sounds lovely,” Kara replied lightly, already stepping past them.

She’d almost reached the doorway when it came.

“Where were you last night?” Melanie asked, her tone bright—just sharp enough to catch.

Kara slowed, turned slightly. “Playing poker.”

“Uh huh,” Melanie said, sipping her coffee. “Sure.”

“If playing poker until one a.m. is a crime,” Kara said mildly, “then arrest me.”

A beat passed. James chuckled. Melanie tilted her head, the smile still there—thinner now.

Sarah walked in then. Though younger than Kara, she’d let her hair grow fully silver. In the light it looked almost platinum. There was something open about her face, the faint creases at her eyes suggesting she smiled easily, and often.

James straightened, relief flickering across his face.

“Good morning, Kara,” Sarah said cheerfully.

Melanie’s gaze drifted elsewhere, studying the window as if something outside required her full attention.

“Morning,” Kara replied.

James drew in a breath, managing a tight smile. “See you two later.”

He was already moving toward her and out of the room. Sarah followed, and a moment later the door clicked shut, leaving the kitchen quieter than before.

Just Kara and Melanie.

“I was thinking,” Melanie said, her expression brightening, “do you want to go into the city with me? Grab coffee. Walk around. No plans—just see what happens.” She paused, a faint smile tugging at her mouth. “Like we used to.”

Kara hesitated—just long enough to notice herself doing it.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’d like that.”

Melanie smiled, pleased. “Good. I don’t want to do much today. Just… be.”

Kara nodded.

“I’ll go change,” Kara said.

Melanie glanced her over, amused. “Yeah. You might want to change out of yesterday’s clothes.”

Kara paused, then smiled on instinct. She scoffed under her breath and turned away without answering.

***

The city surprised Kara.

It wasn’t loud the way she’d expected—not frantic or overwhelming. Reykjavík felt contained, almost gentle, its streets busy but unhurried, people moving with purpose rather than urgency. They found coffee easily, a small café tucked just off the main road, its windows fogged from the warmth inside. Melanie ordered for them without asking, like she always had, and Kara didn’t correct her.

They walked afterward. Past storefronts and bookstores, past a bakery with loaves stacked in the window like sculpture. Melanie stopped more than once, pointing things out—a scarf she liked, a building she thought was charming, a dog tied patiently outside a shop.

For a while, it was… easy.

Melanie talked about the city the way she did when she was in a good mood—curious instead of critical. She commented on how clean everything felt, how no one seemed rushed or on edge. How people actually looked taken care of.

“I read that healthcare’s just… handled here,” she said, gesturing vaguely down the street. “Like, no endless fighting about it. It’s just a given.”

Kara glanced at her. “Yeah. It’s nice, isn’t it?”

Melanie nodded. “I don’t know. It makes you think.” She paused, then added, almost lightly, “About how much energy we waste back home arguing about things that shouldn’t even be controversial anymore.”

They passed a small park where people sat bundled on benches, talking quietly. A couple walked by hand in hand, and something tightened low in Kara’s chest before she forced her gaze forward.

“I could see why people move here,” Melanie said. “The pace. The values.” She scoffed softly. “It feels… grown up.”

Kara smiled, surprised by the ease of it.

A moment later she noticed her shoulders had lowered. That she wasn’t waiting—not for a correction, not for the small cut that usually followed.

Melanie sounded reflective. Reasonable. Almost generous in the way she was taking the world in.

For a moment—just a moment—Kara let herself wonder if she’d been wrong.

If maybe time had softened her.

If maybe this trip had.

If maybe telling her about Vanessa wouldn’t be the end of the world.

The thought settled quietly—dangerous in its hope.

They sat on a low wall near the harbor, coffee cups cooling between their hands. A family passed nearby—a couple with a stroller, a small child bundled up and toddling beside them, laughing when the wind caught his hat.

Melanie watched them go, her expression softening.

“There’s something I’ll never get,” she said after a moment. Not bitter. Simply certain. “Grandchildren.”

Kara stilled.

She kept her voice even. “Vanessa’s twenty-one.”

Melanie gave a small, dismissive wave. “You know what I mean.”

“I really don’t,” Kara said gently.

Melanie sighed. “I knew I should’ve had another kid. I always said that. One more, just in case.”

Kara set her cup down carefully. “Melanie, Vanessa is still figuring things out. There’s plenty of time.”

“Not if she doesn’t date a man,” Melanie said, her tone sharpening just slightly. “I’m so tired of this phase she’s going through.” She scoffed. “Thank God she hasn’t brought any of her girlfriends—or partners—home. I can’t wait until this is over. Hopefully soon.”

Kara felt it then—the shift. The moment where she should’ve stood up, should’ve ended the conversation. Instead, she stayed seated, her voice even.

“Melanie,” she said, “gay people have children all the time. They get married.”

Melanie laughed, short and dismissive. “Please.”

Kara frowned. “What is this really about?”

Melanie looked away, out toward the water. For a second, Kara thought she might actually answer.

Instead, she said, “It’s not real. Being a lesbian isn’t real. Men being gay, sure—that makes sense. But women?”

She shook her head once. “That’s just something else.”

Kara took a sharp inhale and bit her tongue.

“It’s just two friends waiting to find a man,” Melanie went on, warming to it now. “I mean, why use toys shaped like that? Come on. It’s ridiculous. Just… grow up.”

The words landed wrong—not just offensive, but baffling in their certainty.

In her mind, Kara counted to ten, letting the silence sit between them.

Finally, Melanie gave her a sidelong glance.

“I don’t think that’s true,” Kara said carefully. “I think some women just aren’t attracted to men. That’s it.”

Melanie turned sharply. “Have you been talking to her? Is that what she said?”

“I talk to Vanessa,” Kara replied. “We talk about school. She’s doing very well, by the way. She’d probably love it if you asked.”

Melanie scoffed. “Priorities, Kara. She’s going to let her entire life slide by without doing anything.”
She shook her head. “And she’s dragging us both into debt while she does it.”

Kara stared at her then, really looked at her—the rigidity, the fear dressed up as authority, the refusal to imagine a life that didn’t mirror her own.

She felt tired. Older than she had that morning.

Somewhere inside her, something quiet shifted—not anger exactly, but recognition. The understanding that this was not a misunderstanding. This was a boundary Melanie had no intention of crossing.

Kara picked up her cup again, though it had gone cold.

“Let’s walk,” she said, already standing.

After a few blocks, the edge bled out of the silence.

The city carried on around them—people weaving past with coffee cups in hand, a bus sighing to a stop nearby, the low murmur of conversation spilling out of a shop with its door propped open. Kara matched Melanie’s pace without thinking, letting the rhythm of walking do what words couldn’t.

They stopped near a small café, its windows crowded with pastries and handwritten signs. Melanie slowed, peering inside.

“I’m starving,” she said, almost surprised by it. “I shouldn’t be, but I am.”

Kara glanced at the display. “I thought you swore off bread.”

Melanie sniffed. “I did. But it’s okay, right? I’m not getting anything heavy.”

She stepped up to the counter while Kara hung back, scanning the room. The barista was juggling three orders at once, someone calling out in Icelandic from the back. Melanie waited, then cleared her throat.

Nothing.

She waited another beat, her jaw tightening.

When she came back to Kara, her expression was sharp with irritation. “They’re ignoring me.”

Kara blinked. “What?”

“I’ve been standing there,” Melanie said. “They just… looked right past me.” She folded her arms. “It’s because I’m a tourist. They can tell.”

Kara followed her gaze to the counter, where the barista was laughing with someone while steaming milk. “I don’t think that’s what’s happening.”

“Oh, come on,” Melanie said. “You saw it.”

“I saw a busy café,” Kara replied gently. “They probably didn’t notice you yet.”

Melanie scoffed. “You’re always saying that.”

Kara smiled faintly. “Because it’s usually true.”

She stepped forward without ceremony, sliding into the open space at the counter. “Hi,” she said, warm and easy. “Sorry—no rush. What’s good today?”

The barista looked up, relieved. “Oh—hi! Sorry, we’re a little slammed.”

“No worries,” Kara said. “We’re in no hurry.”

Melanie hovered behind her, arms still crossed, watching.

They chatted briefly—about the weather, about how crowded it had gotten lately. Kara laughed at something the barista said, nodded along like she belonged there, her shoulders loose in a way they hadn’t been all morning. When the barista turned to Melanie, her tone softened.

“What can I get you?”

Melanie hesitated, then leaned in to peer at the case again. “I was thinking maybe… that one?” She pointed to a pastry layered with thin folds, its edges caramelized. “But is it very sweet?”

The barista shook her head. “Not too much. It’s lighter than it looks.”

Melanie nodded, satisfied. “Okay. I’ll try it.”

Kara stepped aside as Melanie paid. When the barista turned back to her, she waved a hand.

“I’m good.”

The barista raised a brow. “You sure?”

Kara considered it, her stomach still a little unsettled. “Actually—tea. Just tea.”

“A good call,” the barista said, already reaching for a cup.

A minute later, she set a plate in front of Melanie—the pastry still warm, its layers catching the light—then placed a mug in front of Kara, steam curling up from it. Last, she slid a small paper bag across the counter toward Kara, the top folded neatly, a faint smudge of sugar already marking the edge.

“On the house,” she said with a smile. “For being patient.”

Kara laughed, wrapping her hands around the mug. The tea smelled clean and herbal, grounding. “That’s dangerous. Thank you.”

They turned away and crossed the room, weaving between tables. Melanie took a bite of the pastry as they walked, the irritation from earlier melting out of her expression as she chewed.

“Okay,” she admitted. “This is really good.”

They found a small table near the window. Melanie ate slowly, deliberate, savoring it despite herself. Kara sipped her tea, the warmth settling her stomach, watching the street outside without really seeing it.

For a few minutes, everything felt simple.

“You always do that,” Melanie said.

“What?”

“That.” Melanie gestured vaguely. “You talk to people. And suddenly everything’s fine.”

Kara lifted her cup. “It was already fine.”

She watched Melanie relax—just a little—her shoulders dropping, the sharpness easing from her face. This was the version Kara knew best. The one who functioned better with a buffer between her and the world. The one who didn’t feel quite so attacked when someone else helped her navigate.

This was why.

Not because Melanie was right.

Not because she was kind.

But because, with Kara nearby, she was less alone—and Kara had never been good at walking away from that.


Chapter Four: Seen

The fire was low and steady, throwing more warmth than light. Kara sat back from it with her legs stretched out, the murmur of conversation and clink of glasses settling into a comfortable hum around her. Nearby, James and Stefan were already mid-game, the chessboard between them drawing a small orbit of attention.

Out of habit, Kara reached for her phone.

Her thumb moved automatically, opening Vanessa’s thread. She stared at the empty text box for a second, fingers hovering.

What are you up to? flickered through her mind. I’m by the fire. Other lodge.

Then she remembered.

Vanessa didn’t have service here. None at all.

Kara let out a quiet breath through her nose, half a laugh at herself, and went to lock the screen—

“Kara.”

Melanie’s voice, close.

Kara clicked the phone dark instantly and slid it back into her pocket. She didn’t jump. Didn’t turn too quickly. But a thin sheen of sweat still broke along her spine.

Melanie stood just behind her shoulder, Ned beside her, his arm resting loosely at Melanie’s back. Kara smiled up at them, easy, practiced.

“Hey,” she said.

“What are you hiding?” Melanie teased, peering down at her.

“Nothing interesting,” Kara replied.

Melanie hummed, already distracted by something Ned murmured in her ear. Kara leaned back again, the fire popping softly, her pulse taking a few extra beats to settle.

Across the room, James swore under his breath.

“You’re boxed in,” Stefan said calmly. “You were, anyway.”

James tipped his king with a sigh. “Anyone else want a turn?”

Stefan glanced up. “Kara. You play?”

She shook her head lightly. “Not really.”

James laughed outright. “Do not listen to her. She always wins.”

A few people looked over. Kara rolled her eyes but stood, taking the seat across from Stefan. The game was over quickly—five minutes, maybe. She reset the pieces without comment.

April appeared at Kara’s side then, fingers catching lightly at her sleeve. “Hey, Mom. I’m trying on the dress before dinner.”

Kara smiled up at her. “That’s good, honey. I’ll be there.”

April nodded and disappeared toward the kitchen.

Another game followed. Then another.

Kara didn’t rush. Didn’t gloat. She played the board the way she always did—quietly, decisively. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Melanie watching, pleased in that familiar way. Admiring.

Amber’s voice drifted back into Kara’s mind from the other night: I saw Ned earlier. And not with Mel.

As if summoned, Ned stepped forward. “My turn.”

He sat too close. His knee pressed against the table’s edge, his smile easy and expectant. His hair was cropped close on the sides, dark brows furrowed in challenge—brazen, youthful, cocky. Kara met his gaze once, then looked back down at the board.

The game ended almost immediately.

Ned blinked. “Wait—what?”

“Checkmate,” Kara said evenly.

“What? No.”

Someone laughed. Ned leaned back, irritation flashing before he smoothed it away.

Without meaning to, Kara glanced toward the window—and there was Vanessa, just inside the room, talking quietly with one of the bridesmaids. They didn’t meet each other’s gaze, but Kara felt the shift all the same, like a tether pulled taut.

Vanessa looked over.

Their eyes met.

Kara took a deep breath, her heart flipping.

Someone asked if she’d play again. Kara stood instead, smoothing her hands over her thighs.

“Another time,” she said.

She crossed the room and stopped in front of Melanie. “Hey,” she said quietly. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

Melanie looked up, surprised—then curious. “Sure.”

“Outside?” Kara asked.

Melanie hesitated, then nodded. “Okay.”

Kara turned toward the door, the weight of what she was about to say settling into her as she stepped away from the fire.

The cold met them cleanly. The door closed behind them with a soft thud, cutting off the warmth and low hum of the lodge. The air smelled sharp and metallic, the sky wide and pale above them.

She had to tell Melanie about Ned. She just wasn’t sure how to begin. Melanie would overreact—get defensive—she always did.

They walked without direction at first, boots crunching over gravel and frost.

Kara knew Melanie would have questions—who had seen what, why she was telling her now—but she also knew she wouldn’t ask them immediately. She never did. She circled.

Kara’s mind jumped ahead anyway, staging the argument before it happened, hearing the words Melanie would throw back at her later.

You warned me about a man going behind my back while you were sneaking around with my own daughter?

Her jaw tightened.

She shook her head slightly. Knowing where this would lead didn’t make it easier to stay silent. If anything, it made the silence heavier.

“I never liked chess,” Melanie said suddenly. “I’m more of a checkers girl.”

Kara huffed a small breath. “Yeah. I know.” She hesitated, then added, “How’s it going with Ned?”

“Fine,” Melanie said easily. “The sex is good. And he’s such a gentleman.” She smiled faintly to herself. “Kind to everyone we see. It’s nice to know there are still good men out there. Guess I just had to date younger.”

Kara slowed, exhaling. They stopped near the edge of the path, the lodge lights glowing behind them.

Melanie glanced over. “What?”

“I have something to tell you,” Kara said carefully. “And I don’t have much to back it up. I just wanted to pass it along. As your friend.”

Melanie’s brows drew together. “Okay…”

“Amber saw Ned with one of the bridesmaids the other day,” Kara said. She chose her words with care, like placing glass down gently. “I don’t know what she saw exactly. She didn’t say they kissed, that they were just very close. That’s all I know.”

Melanie opened her mouth, then closed it. She pressed her lips together and let out a slow breath.

They stood there in the cold, the silence stretching.

Finally, Melanie scoffed. “Amber hates me. She always has. She’s got plenty of reasons to talk shit for no reason.”

“She wasn’t talking shit,” Kara said quietly.

Melanie turned to look at her—really look at her. “Who can actually be trusted, Kara? A bridesmaid?” She let out a short laugh. “That’s vague as hell. I can’t just go accuse him of something like that. So what am I supposed to do?”

They started walking again, their steps out of sync.

“I don’t know,” Kara said honestly.

Melanie laughed, sharp and self-aware. “I mean, I brought him here. I’m the clown who showed up with him on my arm.” She shook her head. “He hasn’t given me any reason not to trust him. He’s charming—I can admit that. Maybe a little too charming.”
She glanced away. “But all I have are friends telling me things.”

“Do you want to be with him?” Kara asked.

Melanie didn’t answer right away. Then, “I do,” she said. “He treats me right. It’s refreshing, being with someone who doesn’t have years of history with me.” Her voice hardened slightly. “I know I’ve made mistakes. I know I’ve pushed things too far, said things I shouldn’t have. But people don’t forget. They hang it over your head forever.”

She looked out toward the dark. “I know what people think of me. I’m not stupid. They think I’m a bitch.” She shrugged. “If being honest makes me a bitch, then fine.”

Kara felt the moment slip—the point where the conversation stopped being about Ned and became about something much older, much deeper. She considered, briefly, telling Melanie everything. About herself. About Vanessa. About why loyalty and silence had always come so easily to her.

The wedding was tomorrow.

The thought settled heavy on her tongue, unsaid. This could get ugly. Go sideways. Derail what the trip was meant to be—April and Stefan.

Melanie glanced up at her. “Anything else you’d like to tell me?”

A beat.

“Friend.”

Kara took a deep breath. Her gaze fixed on Melanie’s, calm and frightening in its steadiness—the kind of look that made people listen when she finally spoke.

Melanie’s expression flickered. The sharpness drained from her face, replaced by something brittle—like she was bracing for a blow that hadn’t come yet. Her mouth tightened, her eyes shining just enough to suggest how close she was to breaking.

Kara stayed quiet.

Melanie looked away, catching her breath all at once, like she’d only just realized she’d been holding it.

Kara watched her for a moment longer, then slowly looked away herself. The awareness sat quiet and absolute in her chest—how easily she could end this if she wanted to. How a single sentence, delivered cleanly, would shatter whatever fragile balance Melanie was clinging to.

I could break you in seconds, she thought—not with anger, not with satisfaction. Just fact.

She said nothing instead. Like always.

Kara let the moment pass.

Letting mercy appear as silence.

***

They met in April’s room, which was larger than the others—wide windows, a sitting area pushed to one side, garment bags draped over the backs of chairs. Stefan was already on his way out when Kara arrived, phone in hand, murmuring something about meeting the guys downstairs.

“I’ll see you later,” he said, pressing a quick kiss to April’s temple before disappearing.

Not long after, the maid of honor and two bridesmaids came in, careful and subdued. They disappeared into the bathroom one by one, fabric whispering, soft laughter breaking through as they adjusted straps and smoothed seams.

Kara stayed with April.

She helped steady her as she stepped into the dress, careful with the fabric, smoothing it where it caught. April watched herself in the mirror, turning just enough to see the way it fell.

Vanessa stepped in, already dressed, and paused near the door with her hands loosely folded. The sage green silk caught the light as she moved, falling cleanly over her frame. Kara glanced up—and forgot, briefly, how to breathe.

She looked like something lifted from a painting. Serene. Untouchable.

Kara smiled as Vanessa made her way over.

April caught the look between them and smiled to herself.

The bridesmaids moved between the mirrors and the bed, silk whispering as they adjusted hems and straps. Kara stayed where she was, hands loose at her sides, taking in the room.

Her gaze moved easily—Carrie’s auburn hair braided loosely back, catching warm in the afternoon light. Renee nearby, taller than the others, shoulders squared as she tugged her dress into place. Hillary, the maid of honor, crossed the room last, pausing in front of the mirror to smooth the bodice of her dress before turning automatically toward April, already stepping into the role she knew so well, her locs gathered loosely down her back.

For a brief moment, the thought surfaced—which one had Amber seen?

But Kara set it aside just as quickly. It wasn’t her place to guess. It wasn’t her problem to solve.

The dresses were all the same shade that caught light differently as each woman moved. April’s gown was a stark white, delicate and layered, the fabric airy enough to look almost edible. Like spun sugar. Like something meant to be handled carefully.

April shifted in front of the mirror, lips pressing together. “Should I have gone sleeveless?” she asked. “I knew I should have.”

Hillary shook her head immediately. “No. This is classic.” She stepped closer, adjusted a fold at April’s waist. “What are you doing with your hair again? Still the bun?”

April tilted her head, studying herself. “I think I want it down. Now that I see it here.”

“Yeah,” Hillary said easily. “I like that.”

They fell into quiet conversation about pins and curls, Hillary’s voice steady, grounding.

Kara’s gaze drifted to Vanessa.

“You look very pretty, Vanessa,” Kara said.

Vanessa’s shoulders relaxed at the words. “Thank you.”

Kara smiled at her, then let her attention return to April, where Hillary was pinning a fold of fabric at the waist, careful and precise.

“I stopped by the place earlier,” Hillary said. “The flowers look exquisite.”

“Do they?” April asked. “Do you think the peach roses will clash with the sage?”

“No,” Hillary said warmly without hesitation. “It’ll make it pop. They’re complementary.”

From the other side of the room, laughter broke out—low, conspiratorial.

“He doesn’t even care,” one of the bridesmaids said. “I feel horrible. But he’s so hot. What am I supposed to do?”

A pause.

“She’s here,” someone whispered, through clenched teeth.

A sharp inhale.

Kara turned.

Renee and Carrie stood close together at the far mirror, bunching their skirts as they adjusted the fit. Their voices dropped immediately when Kara looked their way, the conversation collapsing into silence.

Kara couldn’t tell which one of them had spoken what.

She didn’t say anything. Didn’t correct it. Didn’t ask.

But she saw Vanessa’s gaze linger on them a second longer than necessary—the moment landing, registering—before she looked away. In the mirror, the two women avoided her eyes entirely, cheeks coloring as they fussed with their dresses a little too carefully.

The room went on as if nothing had happened—zippers tugged, fabric smoothed, April laughing softly at something Hillary said.

Kara stayed where she was, settled and unassuming.

Available if April reached for her and otherwise, letting the room move around her.

***

Dinner stretched longer than Kara expected. Plates moved down the long tables in steady rotation, glasses lifted and refilled, laughter rising and overlapping in uneven waves. Someone stood to make a toast that turned into two. Chairs scraped. Silverware chimed. Conversations braided together and unraveled again the way they did when no one wanted the night to end.

Halfway through, Kara noticed it—April pushing food around her plate, taking polite bites that went nowhere.

Kara waited. She always did.

When dessert came and April still hadn’t eaten much of anything, Kara leaned closer. “Hey,” she said gently. “Do you want to go upstairs for a bit?”

April blinked, then nodded. “Yeah. I think I do.”

They slipped away quietly, unnoticed in the swell of conversation, and climbed the stairs together. Inside the room, April kicked off her shoes and immediately curled onto the bed with a long, heavy sigh.

“Feeling overwhelmed?” Kara asked, settling carefully beside her.

“Not really. Well—I’m not freaking out or anything,” April said quickly. “Just… buzzing.”

Kara smiled. “That still counts.”

They talked for a while—about nothing at first. The seating chart. The guests who didn’t make it. The weather forecast. Kara let April circle the surface until she was ready to sink below it.

“I keep thinking I’m going to wake up tomorrow and feel different,” April admitted. “Like I’m supposed to be calmer. Or… sure of something I’m not.”

Kara reached for her hand. “You’re not marrying the wedding,” she said softly. “You’re marrying Stefan. You already know how you feel about him.”

April laughed, the tension thinning. “You always make it sound simple.”

“It is,” Kara said. “Simple doesn’t mean easy.”

They put on something mindless—a sitcom neither of them really watched. The room glowed softly from the television light, their voices low and easy as they drifted into talk of the city.

“Do you ever think about moving to a new town?” April asked.

“Like where?”

“I don’t know. I get restless sometimes. You’ve lived in the same house since you and Dad divorced. The same neighborhood you grew up in. Don’t you get bored?”

Kara considered it. She liked her job. Her routines. Her quiet trips away when she needed them.

“I haven’t really thought about it.”

April tilted her head. “Vanessa definitely doesn’t plan on staying. She’s always hated it here, well, at home. She wants to live in a big city.”

“She does?”

April nodded.

The door opened and Stefan stepped in, a little unsteady but smiling, cheeks flushed.

“You two are still up? It’s past midnight.”

Kara pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. April didn’t bother.

“Yeah, Mom and I were just talking about the wedding.”

April stood and crossed to him, squeezing his sides lightly. “You better not be hungover at our wedding. Did you drink water?”

“Yes,” he said, grinning down at her, accent heavier than usual. “I did.”

Kara watched them, the way they leaned toward each other without thinking.

April turned back and pulled Kara into a hug.

They lingered in the doorway, April holding on a second longer than usual.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For spending time with me.”

“Always,” Kara said.

April squeezed her hand. Kara smiled once more before turning toward the stairs.

Back in her own room, the quiet felt deeper. Kara lay down and closed her eyes, but sleep hovered just out of reach.

Her thoughts drifted—the wedding. Melanie’s sharpness earlier that day. Vanessa in her dress, her laugh, that knowing smile. The wide sky. The cold against her face. The flash of anger that had crossed Ned’s expression when his façade slipped over the chessboard.

She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling, wide awake and restless.

Later that day she would have to tell Melanie. About Vanessa. About them. She turned the idea over carefully—whether to soften it or say it plainly. Where it would happen. At the lodge? On a walk, somewhere open?

Eventually sleep took her without her noticing.

She surfaced again with a sharp inhale, jolted from a dream she couldn’t quite recall—only its residue, her heart racing for no clear reason.

The room was dim, washed in that early light that wasn’t quite morning yet. Blue, thin, uncertain.

She dressed without thinking—layers, wool socks, the warmest jacket she’d packed, hat and gloves—and left the room. The common area was silent, fire burning low.

Outside, the air was cold enough to bite.

Kara walked slowly, hands deep in her pockets, watching the sky shift by degrees so small she could almost measure them. Blue softening at the edges. Grey thinning. The world felt paused—as if it were waiting for something to tip.

Her breath fogged in front of her. Gravel crunched under her boots.

For a moment she considered walking to the other lodge. Finding Vanessa. Standing quietly at her door just to know she was there.

She didn’t.

She didn’t want to wake her.

A tree stump came into view near the path, worn smooth by weather. Kara brushed it once with her glove and sat.

The sky kept brightening.

April’s voice returned to her—Don’t you get bored?

Moving.

She turned the word over carefully.

She liked her job. It could be remote, in theory. But not forever. Would she find something else? Would she want to? Was she already running ahead of herself?

When this began with Vanessa, had she ever imagined it becoming public?

No.

It had been meant to stay contained. Quiet. Manageable.

But somewhere beneath that, hadn’t she known?

Melanie would find out. Everyone would.

Vanessa’s father Phil. James. Sarah. Old acquaintances. Coworkers.

You couldn’t disappear from a town like hers without leaving a wake behind you.

The sky shifted again—lavender at the horizon now, faint and inevitable.

An hour passed without her noticing.

She didn’t hear the footsteps until they were close. Kara turned her head to the path.

Vanessa came toward her through the pale morning light, hair loose, jacket pulled tight around her shoulders.

Kara let out a small, startled laugh. “Is this a dream?”

“I don’t think so.”

Kara stood. They faced the horizon together as the first thin blade of sunlight broke over the water.

“It’s beautiful out here,” Vanessa said.

“It is.”

For a second they just stood shoulder to shoulder. The wind tugged at Vanessa’s hair. Kara reached out without thinking and brushed it back behind her ear, her fingers lingering at her jaw.

Vanessa’s breath caught.

The kiss began gently—a brief press of mouths, almost careful. Kara’s hand slid from Vanessa’s jaw to the back of her neck, steadying her there.

Vanessa stepped closer.

They pulled apart slowly, lips flushed, noses and cheeks stung red from the cold. Their breath mingled in soft clouds between them.

Kara’s eyes moved over Vanessa’s face—wind-tangled hair, color high in her cheeks. Vanessa’s bottom lip trembled once before she caught it between her teeth.

Then Vanessa kissed her again.

The second kiss was deeper. Slower.

Her gloved hands flattened against Kara’s back, pulling her in until there was no space left between them. Kara angled her head, guiding the pressure, and Vanessa followed without hesitation.

Their bodies aligned fully now—coats brushing, then pressing. Kara’s hand slid from Vanessa’s wrist to her waist, steadying her, anchoring her there.

Vanessa exhaled against her mouth and leaned in harder.

The world widened around them, brightening by degrees.

Their breath fogged between them when they paused for air. Neither stepped back.

Kara’s thumb pressed into the curve beneath Vanessa’s ear. Vanessa made a small sound—not loud, just there—and kissed her again, firmer this time, bodies aligning fully.

The wind moved around them. The sun climbed another inch.

The kiss lengthened, then softened, then returned—as if neither of them wanted to be the one to end it.

They rested with their foreheads touching. Kara pulled back just enough to kiss Vanessa’s cheek, then her temple.

That was when she noticed movement near the main lodge—a figure halfway across the open field, far enough that the face was indistinct, but the hair unmistakable in the light.

Blonde.

Just like Melanie’s.

Kara was certain of it in the moment.

Her breath stalled.

“Did you see that?” she asked quietly.

Vanessa followed her gaze. “Yes. Think it was my mom?”

It could have been someone else.

It could have been anyone.

The light shifted again, brighter now, washing the field and trees clean.

Kara didn’t move.

Standing there with Vanessa, visible in the open, felt almost weightless. She let out a soft laugh. Vanessa smiled back, already understanding. Her gloved hands rose to frame Kara’s face. They held each other’s gaze.

“I don’t know,” Kara breathed.

Vanessa shook her head gently. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

Kara blinked, lifting her hand to rest over Vanessa’s, her thumb brushing lightly at her wrist. She gave a small nod, as if testing the truth of it.

If Melanie had seen them, she would come.

And Kara would be waiting.


Chapter Five: What Came Before

Kara closed her door softly behind her and stood there for a moment, the quiet of the room settling around her like a held breath. The lodge was already stirring in distant pockets—footsteps overhead, a door closing somewhere down the hall—but in here it felt contained. Still.

Vanessa had gone back to her room to sleep for a little while before they had to leave for the venue.

Kara slipped off her jacket and draped it over the chair by the window. She tugged her sweater over her head, letting it fall in a loose heap on the bed. The early morning was beginning to catch up with her now—not exhaustion exactly, just the weight of having been awake for so much of it.

She turned on the shower and waited, listening to the pipes knock faintly in the walls as the water warmed. Leaning her palms against the cool tile, she watched the drain while steam began to gather in the corners of the room.

When the heat finally rose, she stepped under it without hesitation.

The heat loosened her shoulders first.

She tipped her head back and let the water run through her hair, over her face, down the curve of her spine. For a few minutes she allowed herself not to think about guests or schedules or Melanie’s absence at breakfast.

But the thoughts came anyway.

Later today.

She would have to tell her.

Not in fragments. Not in hints. Not padded in careful language. She imagined the first sentence and discarded three versions before they had even fully formed. There was no version that wouldn’t land hard.

She pressed her fingers briefly to her eyes and exhaled.

And beneath the weight of it—beneath the logistics and the inevitable sharpness—there was something else.

A lightness.

The image of Vanessa at sunrise, breath fogging between them. The way they had stood in the open and not stepped apart. The knowledge that whatever came next would not send her back into shadow.

Later today she would tell Melanie.

Once she said it, there would be no going back.

Kara thought through the day sequentially, as she always did—lining events up in order, placing them where they belonged. Control came from structure.

The wedding would happen without fracture. No raised voices. No scene. Whatever waited between her and Melanie would wait until vows had been spoken and photographs taken and glasses raised.

After that, there would be no more careful positioning. No more easing her arm away in public. No more recalibrating every room she entered.

Just truth.

She reached for the shampoo and worked it into her hair methodically, grounding herself in the repetition. Lather. Rinse. Condition. The ordinary steadied her.

And when she tilted her face into the spray one last time, she allowed herself a small, almost private smile.

There was a life waiting on the other side of this day.

By the time she turned the water off, the decision felt less like something sharp and more like something placed—set carefully on a shelf where it would remain until she chose to take it down.

She stepped out into the cool air of the bathroom and wrapped a towel around herself, catching her reflection in the mirror.

Her expression surprised her.

Not anxious.

Not triumphant.

Just resolved. And far more awake than she felt.

Coffee, she decided. Definitely coffee.

She dressed quickly in soft layers for the ride over, packing with careful efficiency. The deep green dress hung in its zip garment bag, fabric smooth and waiting. Shoes wrapped in tissue. Gold earrings tucked into a small velvet pouch. Makeup bag zipped. The heart necklace resting in its box for now.

She laid everything out once on the bed—checking, rechecking—then slid it all into a large shoulder bag.

One more glance around the room.

Nothing forgotten.

She slung the bag over her shoulder, lifted the garment bag carefully, and stepped into the hallway.

Downstairs, the lodge was fully awake now. Doors opened and shut in uneven rhythm. Laughter drifted from the dining room. Someone called out for a curling iron.

Kara poured herself a cup of coffee and settled onto the couch near the fire, letting the heat sink slowly into her bones.

April appeared a few minutes later, Stefan behind her carrying a duffel bag and a small suitcase. He set them neatly by the door before leaning in to kiss her cheek.

“Well,” April said, crossing the room toward Kara, “today’s the day! My final moments as a single woman.”

Kara chuckled, resting her chin lightly against her hand. “You seem lighter.”

“I feel amazing, actually,” April said. “I slept. Like, actually slept.”

“That’s amazing, truly. You needed it, today of all days.”

April drifted closer and dropped onto the cushion beside her.

“Did you hear Melanie last night?” April asked.

Kara’s eyes widened before she could stop herself. “No. Why?”

“Hillary’s in the room next to them. She said they were up fighting. Melanie and Ned.”

“Really?” Kara kept her tone even, but the word landed sharper than she meant it to.

April glanced toward the staircase. “Mhm. Apparently. Curious what happened.” She stood, brushing her hands against her pants. “I see you’re all ready to go. Are we picking up Vanessa at the other lodge?”

“I think she’s still resting,” Kara replied carefully.

“Good. We’ll drive down so she doesn’t have to lug her bags up here.” April stood, spinning her long hair into a knot. “I’m going to grab something to eat and then we’ll head out.”

“Okay, honey.”

Kara took another sip of coffee and exhaled slowly. She tried to place the restless jolt that had woken her in the night. Maybe it hadn’t been a dream after all.

More people drifted downstairs in clusters.

Kara stood, her gaze lifting toward the staircase just as Ned’s voice carried down ahead of him.

“…it’s fine. We’ll sort it out later. I know.”

He appeared a moment later, mid-conversation, though whoever he’d been speaking to remained out of sight. Renee and Carrie followed behind him, laughing brightly at something that didn’t seem to match the tone he’d just used.

“Morning,” Ned said, giving Kara a small nod.

“Morning. Is Melanie up?”

“No. She’s still sleeping.” He offered a quick, polished smile—the kind that didn’t quite settle—and moved toward the door.

Kara watched him go.

Something about him often felt slightly out of alignment, as if he were performing ease instead of inhabiting it.

She carried her cup to the kitchen and set it in the sink.

Across the room, April wrapped her arms around Stefan. He brushed his thumb tenderly along her cheek, murmuring something that made her laugh.

Kara turned toward the front door just as April returned.

“The van’s outside,” April said. “I think Carrie and Renee are already loading things. I’ve got to grab Hillary—I’m pretty sure she slept through her alarm.”

“Okay, honey.”

Outside, the air was brisk but brighter than it had been at dawn. The van doors slid open with a metallic clack. Garment bags were passed carefully from hand to hand. Someone double-checked for the rings. Carrie began counting bouquets out loud for no reason at all.

Kara slipped into the back row while the others clustered toward the front.

“You must be so happy today,” Renee beamed over her shoulder. Carrie grinned in agreement.

“Yes,” Kara said. “I am.”

April climbed in, Hillary close behind her, and the van filled quickly with overlapping excitement—timelines, hairstyles, who was holding the emergency lipstick. Kara let it wash over her. She felt steadied by it, even if she wasn’t entirely inside it.

They drove the short distance to the other lodge, gravel crunching beneath the tires.

Vanessa was waiting just outside the entrance, garment bag draped over her arm, hair pinned loosely for later styling. She looked up as the van pulled in.

For half a second, everything narrowed.

Kara didn’t smile—not fully. She didn’t need to.

Vanessa’s gaze held hers a fraction longer than it should have.

No one else seemed to notice.

“Hey, girl!” April called. “Sit wherever you want.”

Vanessa climbed in and slid into the row in front of Kara. As she settled, her hand drifted back between the seats, fingers brushing briefly against Kara’s thigh—hidden from view. A quiet claim. Then she faced forward and buckled in.

The van lurched back onto the gravel road.

“Vanessa,” Hillary said lightly, twisting in her seat, “what is going on with your mother and her man?”

Vanessa didn’t turn around. “Don’t ask me. I don’t know anything about it.”

“Hillary,” April warned gently.

“She was yelling at him about some texts, I think,” Hillary continued anyway. “Sounded like he’s talking to another woman. But I don’t know.”

Carrie glanced at Vanessa, quick and sharp, then looked away just as fast.

Kara noticed.

Vanessa’s shoulders stayed relaxed, but the line of her jaw tightened slightly.

“Okay,” April cut in, clapping her hands once. “Today is not about that. We have a ceremony in a few hours and I refuse to let anyone spiral before I get down the aisle.”

That earned a round of light laughter.

“Seriously,” April added, softer now. “We’re not doing drama today.”

The van rolled forward, sunlight flashing through the windows in brief, bright strips.

Kara kept her gaze on the back of Vanessa’s neck and her shoulders, aware of the space between them—and the fact that it wasn’t as empty as it looked.

***

Kara lingered near the doorway while Hillary pinned the last curl into place. April sat upright in front of the mirror, hands gripping the edge of the vanity, watching every movement with exaggerated focus.

Vanessa stood behind the accordion screen in the corner, the soft whisper of fabric shifting as she changed.

Kara shifted her weight once. Then again.

“Is that too tight?” April asked for the third time.

“It’s perfect,” Hillary said patiently.

In the mirror, April’s eyes flicked toward Kara.

“Mom,” she said gently, though her mouth curved. “Go. You’re making me nervous.”

Kara raised her brows. “I’m standing.”

“You’re radiating concern.”

Kara let out a soft laugh. “I am not.”

“You are hovering.”

Kara surrendered with a small lift of her hands. “Fine. I’ll be back.”

She slipped out before anyone could add commentary. The door clicked softly behind her.

Her heels struck a steady rhythm down the hallway. She lifted a hand to her hair on instinct, smoothing it—no hairspray, on purpose. She liked the way it could still move.

Through the tall second-story window, she watched cars and SUVs pull into the gravel lot below. Guests stepped out carefully, smoothing coats, adjusting ties, the low murmur of arrivals rising in waves.

She rested her hand lightly against the window frame.

She was already dressed.

The deep green fit her cleanly—structured through the waist, falling in a deliberate line to the floor. A small flash of gold caught at her ears when she shifted. Her hair had been swept up artfully—not severe, not fussy—honeyed strands catching the pale light.

A slim cream-colored purse rested against her hip, soft leather and simple hardware, the chain strap glinting faintly when she moved.

She didn’t hear Vanessa approach.

But she felt her.

“Kara.”

Her name sounded different.

Kara turned.

Vanessa had gone completely still.

For a heartbeat, she simply looked at her.

The sage silk she wore shimmered softly as she stepped closer, but her attention never left Kara.

“You didn’t tell me,” Vanessa said quietly.

“About what?”

Vanessa’s gaze moved slowly—shoulder to waist to the long fall of green. “That you were going to look like this.”

Heat rose along the back of Kara’s neck.

“You look…” Vanessa started, then stopped, shaking her head once, as if the word she wanted wasn’t big enough.

Kara’s smile was small, almost private.

“So do you.”

For a moment they just stood there, beautiful and composed in the early hallway light. The morning made everything look gentler than it felt.

Vanessa stepped closer.

Not dramatically. Not boldly.

Just enough.

Close enough that Kara felt the shift in the air between them. Close enough that the green at Kara’s waist drew Vanessa’s hand without permission.

Her fingers skimmed the fabric, her touch featherlight.

“I didn’t know it would fit you like that,” Vanessa murmured.

She let her touch travel upward, resting briefly against the heart-shaped necklace at Kara’s collarbone. “Is that the one I gave you?”

“It is,” Kara replied, her voice low.

Vanessa’s eyes brightened. Her hair—usually straight and precise—fell in loose waves around her shoulders, catching the light along with the delicate jewelry at her throat and ears.

Her mouth curved. “Come here.”

They didn’t rush. That was the dangerous part.

They moved down the corridor together, slower now—shoulders nearly touching. At the end, a narrow room stood half-open. Shelves lined the walls. A few forgotten chairs. Quiet. Forgotten.

Vanessa didn’t look around to see if anyone was watching.

She took Kara’s hand.

Pulled her inside.

The door clicked shut, soft but final.

The room smelled faintly of paper and wood polish. Dust drifted in a slant of light from the small window. It felt tucked away. Temporary. Safe in the way stolen things sometimes are.

Vanessa turned and pressed Kara back against the door.

The kiss wasn’t frantic.

It was worse than that.

It was controlled—at first—and then it wasn’t.

Kara’s composure broke just enough to let her respond. Her hand came up to Vanessa’s waist, fingers tightening in the silk. The taste of her. The heat of her.

When they broke apart, it was only because they had to breathe.

Vanessa’s forehead dropped to Kara’s chest. Her voice was barely there.

“I’m tired of waiting. I can’t wait until you just tell her.”

Kara’s hands slid to her cheek, steadying them both. “I know. Soon.”

Vanessa straightened and took Kara's face in her hands, thumb brushing her lower lip. “Don't think about it too much,” she whispered. “You're much bigger and scarier than my mom could ever be.”

Kara smiled, “That’s not the problem.”

Vanessa’s eyes scanned her face—something raw in her eyes. Something almost reckless.

Kara felt it.

That edge.

That place where restraint thinned.

She guided Vanessa toward the leather chair in the corner—old, cracked, out of place. Kara sat first. Vanessa hesitated only a second before settling sideways across her lap, green fabric shifting, knees angling over Kara’s thigh.

It was not practical.

It was not careful.

Kara’s arm came around her anyway.

Just for a moment.

Just long enough to feel what it would be like if they didn’t have to leave that room and go back to behaving.

Or… that was her plan at first.

Kara's fingers traced the skin of Vanessa's thigh beneath the dress, their kisses slow and deep now.

“I didn't actually sleep earlier,” Vanessa said against Kara's mouth.

Kara's fingers stilled, pressing into soft skin. “You didn't? Why not?”

Vanessa pressed her lips to Kara’s ear and whispered, “I was touching myself.”

A slow smile spread across Kara's face. “Is that so?” Her hand slid higher, fingers curling possessively around Vanessa's inner thigh, the dress falling to expose Vanessa’s legs. “What did you think about?”

“You.”

Vanessa shifted, her hand coming up to cup Kara's face. “I've been very sexually frustrated, Mommy. I can't wait until she knows and we can just have a room together.”

Kara's grip tightened. “Frustrated, huh?” Her voice dropped to a low murmur. “Tell me what you did. Every detail.”

Vanessa's breath hitched. “I... I thought about you touching me. Like you did before.”

“Like this?” Kara's fingers brushed against the edge of Vanessa's underwear, teasing. “Or like this?” She slipped beneath the fabric, finding Vanessa already wet.

Vanessa gasped, arching against her. “Yes. Like that.”

“Good girl,” Kara murmured, her thumb circling slowly. “You just wanted Mommy's help didn't you?”

Vanessa nodded, her eyes fluttering closed. “Yes. I did.”

Kara nodded, the thumb of her other hand stroking Vanessa's shoulder. “Show me how you touched yourself,” she murmured, her voice low. “I want to see.”

Vanessa's breath hitched, but she didn't hesitate. Her hand slid down her stomach over the folds of her dress, fingers disappearing beneath her underwear. Kara watched, her own breathing growing shallow as Vanessa's hips began to rock in a slow, deliberate rhythm.

“Like this?” Vanessa whispered, her voice strained.

Kara's hand covered Vanessa's, pressing down. “Faster,” she commanded. “And harder. Like you mean it.”

Vanessa gasped as Kara guided her hand, their fingers moving together. The wet sounds filled the small room, mingling with their ragged breaths. Kara's other hand slid up Vanessa's back, pulling her closer until their foreheads rested together.

“That's it,” Kara murmured. “Just like that. Don't stop.”

Vanessa's movements grew frantic, her body tensing as she approached the edge. Kara's grip tightened, her own arousal building as she watched Vanessa fall apart in her arms.

“Mommy,” Vanessa whimpered, her body shuddering. “I'm—”

“Come for me,” Kara commanded, her voice rough. “Now.”

Vanessa cried out, her body convulsing as waves of pleasure washed over her. Kara held her through it, her own need forgotten for a moment as she watched Vanessa come undone.

When Vanessa finally stilled, panting against Kara's neck, Kara pulled back slightly. Her eyes were dark, her expression unreadable. She reached into her purse for a napkin.

“I want to lick you,” Vanessa said simply, letting Kara wipe her fingers.

Kara chuckled, shaking her head. “Not in this dress.”

“Oh come on,” Vanessa said, raising her eyebrows. “We'll just pull it up.”

Kara looked like she might say something then didn't.

“It must almost time to be meeting up with the others,” Kara said, her voice strained.

Vanessa reached for her purse and checked her phone. “Not for another half hour.”

“Guests are already arriving.”

“Just let me, Kara,” Vanessa whispered, her hand coming to rest on Kara's thigh. “You know you want me on my knees.”

She did. Badly.

“Fine.”

Vanessa slid to the floor, and Kara shifted, her ass just past the edge of the couch. She pulled up her dress, and Vanessa slid her underwear down slowly, her mouth opening as she looked between Kara’s legs.

“Mmm,” Vanessa murmured against Kara's inner thigh.

Kara glanced toward the door, almost changing her mind. “What if someone walks in?”

“No one will,” Vanessa promised, her breath warm against Kara. “I'll be quick.”

Vanessa's fingers parted Kara's folds, the slick heat yielding to her touch as she exposed the sensitive skin beneath. She leaned in, her breath warm against Kara's skin before her mouth made contact. Kara watched, mesmerized, as Vanessa's tongue traced slow, deliberate circles, her lips closing around Kara's clit with practiced precision.

The wet sounds filled the small room, mingling with Kara's ragged breaths as Vanessa's mouth worked. Kara's hands came to rest on her hips as she looked down. Vanessa pulled back just enough to murmur against Kara's skin, “It's okay, Mommy. You can hold me.”

Vanessa guided Kara's hand to her head, pressing it firmly into her hair. “Like this.” Kara leaned up, fingers tangling as she held her in place. Vanessa's moan vibrated against her, making Kara's mouth fall open and eyes flutter shut. Their eyes locked, Vanessa's gaze steady as Kara's grip tightened.

Kara's hips bucked, a sharp, involuntary movement against Vanessa's mouth. Her fingers tightened in Vanessa's hair, pulling her closer as waves of pleasure washed over her. The intensity left her trembling, her breath catching in her throat as Vanessa slowed her movements, drawing out every last shudder before finally pulling back, her lips glistening.

Vanessa leaned forward, her hands resting on Kara's thighs, her face close to Kara's. “That's what I thought about when I touched myself,” she whispered. “You holding me in place until you were done with me.”

Kara caught her breath, wiping her wetness from Vanessa's lower lip with her thumb. “I saw a bathroom across the hall,” she said, her voice still shaky. “You can use that to clean up.”

“Already?”

“Yes, sweetheart. We need to be getting back.”

Kara drew away, thumb brushing stray curls from Vanessa’s temple. “I’m sorry. I disrupted the architecture.”

Vanessa huffed a quiet laugh. “You did not.”

“I did.”

“It’s fine. I’ll fix it.”

They both stood and straightened, giggling. Kara stepped into her panties and pulled them on, smoothing out her dress.

They kissed once before leaving, careful not to touch their dresses with the hands they'd used on each other. Kara checked the hall, gestured to the bathroom, and Vanessa stepped inside, giving her one last look before closing the door.

Kara found another bathroom down the hall, freshened up, and returned to the dressing room.

April stood near the window, completely ready now—veil secured, bouquet in hand—waiting for whatever invisible cue would send her toward the rest of her life.

Kara crossed the room and wrapped her in one last hug. April squeezed her tightly, trembling in that excited, fragile way brides do right before the music begins.

“You’re okay,” Kara murmured quietly into her hair.

April nodded against her shoulder.

“Mom go, it’s almost time,” she whispered.

When Kara pulled back, she held her gaze—grounding her—then turned and slipped out.

At the top of the staircase, the sound shifted.

Voices. Programs rustling. Shoes against wood.

Guests filtered in below, filling the space in soft colors and careful movements.

Kara rested her hand lightly on the banister.

And then she saw her.

Melanie.

The blonde bob was unmistakable—sharp, smooth, precise. She moved through the entry alone. No companion. No distraction. Her posture was perfectly upright, but her mouth was set too tightly, as if something inside her had hardened overnight.

Kara’s stomach dipped.

The morning replayed without mercy—Vanessa’s mouth warm against hers in the cold sunrise. The stillness afterward. The figure near the lodge, half-shadowed, impossible to place but impossible to forget.

And the mention of Melanie and Ned arguing. Kara hadn’t needed details. She knew the rhythm of it. Knew Melanie’s patterns with men—the intensity, the swift disillusionment, the exit already half-formed before the relationship fully settled.

She had suspected that one wouldn’t survive the trip.

She also knew—with a quiet, uncomfortable certainty—that Ned had never really been attached.

Had Melanie seen them?

Had she known before she even stepped outside this morning?

Did it matter?

Kara would be telling her anyway. After the ceremony. After April had her day unmarred.

Part of her almost thought that seeing it might make things simpler. Cleaner. No need for careful phrasing if the truth had already been witnessed.

As Kara began her descent, each step measured, she braced for it—that familiar, piercing awareness.

Melanie had always felt her.

Across rooms. Across crowded tables. In reflections. In pauses.

There was always a moment when Melanie’s gaze would lift, as if pulled by something magnetic, and land directly on her.

Kara expected it now.

The snap of it.

The claim in it.

The quiet question.

She reached the midpoint of the staircase.

Melanie adjusted her clutch.

Spoke to someone beside her.

Smoothed the front of her dress.

And never looked up.

Not once.

The absence of it rang louder than a confrontation would have.

Kara’s grip tightened briefly on the banister before she forced her hand to relax.

So.

This was new.

She didn’t look once at Kara, not even as she passed by a few feet away.

And somehow that was worse.

***

The ceremony space was already full when Kara took her seat in the front row.

Two hundred guests filled the hall—family and friends, voices low and expectant, coats draped over chairs, the soft shuffle of people settling in. Light filtered in through tall windows, pale and clean, catching on the simple arrangements of greenery and white flowers that lined the aisle. Nothing excessive. Nothing ornate. It felt old and intentional, like the kind of place where people had been gathering to mark unions long before anyone thought to decorate them.

Kara sat with James and Sarah, composed, hands folded loosely in her lap. James leaned forward, eyes searching the room with a mixture of pride and disbelief. Sarah reached for his hand, smiling softly at him.

Across the aisle, Stefan’s parents sat together—his mother upright and serene, his father already misty-eyed—surrounded by a wide scatter of relatives: uncles and aunts speaking softly in Icelandic, cousins leaning together, a family unmistakably knit close.

Kara let herself look.

Vanessa was seated with the bridesmaids a few rows back, pale green fabric pooling neatly around her knees. Her hair was pinned back simply, her expression composed but alert, as though she were holding herself very still on purpose. When her eyes lifted and caught Kara’s, something gentle passed between them—nothing overt, nothing that could be named—but it settled Kara all the same.

Melanie was farther off, seated with her new boyfriend. Kara didn’t look long enough to take in more than that. The distance felt appropriate. Intentional.

A hush fell as the music began.

The officiant stepped forward, and the sound of voices faded completely, replaced by the soft echo of footsteps as April appeared at the entrance.

Kara’s breath caught—not sharply, not painfully—but with the quiet force of recognition.

April moved down the aisle with calm grace, her dress elegant and luminous, her expression steady despite the enormity of the moment. She looked radiant, not in the way magazines promised, but in the way people did when they were deeply certain of the choice they were making.

James straightened beside Kara, his shoulders squaring. When April reached them, he stood and kissed her cheek, taking her arm. April reached out for Kara’s hand, and Kara lifted hers to meet it, giving a gentle squeeze and a nod, smiling back.

For a brief moment, they looked at one another—quietly, the way they used to when it was just the three of them. There was love there, and pride, and something gentler and more complicated beneath it. James met Kara’s eyes, smiling, his gaze bright with feeling.

Kara let her hand fall, and James went with April to the front. She blinked back a few tears, steadying her breath. Sarah’s hand came to rest at her back, a simple, grounding touch, and when Kara looked over, she offered a warm, reassuring smile.

Stefan was waiting, eyes fixed on April with open wonder, his hands clasped so tightly in front of him that Kara smiled, heart full. When they reached him, he reached out instinctively, then stopped—waiting, respectful—until the officiant nodded.

Only then did they take each other’s hands.

The ceremony unfolded with a quiet reverence that felt specific to the place. Words spoken in both languages. A brief communal blessing, the guests rising together, hands joined, voices lifting in a soft murmur that wrapped around the couple like something protective and ancient.

Kara felt it in her chest—warm, grounding, unmistakable.

She glanced back once more, just briefly.

Vanessa stood with the others, hands folded, eyes bright. When April laughed softly at something Stefan whispered, Vanessa smiled too, like the joy had reached her secondhand.

And for the first time in a long while, Kara felt entirely where she was supposed to be—rooted, present, watching her daughter step fully into the life she’d chosen.

When the officiant finally declared them married, the room erupted—not loudly, not wildly—but with the full-bodied joy of two hundred people rising to their feet, applause echoing off stone and wood alike.

April turned first to Stefan.

Then, laughing, she turned to the room.

Kara stood with the rest, clapping, smiling through the blur at the edges of her vision, her heart steady and full as the bells began to ring.

***

It happened fast.

The ceremony building had already begun to empty. Guests flowed out through the double doors and across the short stone path toward the reception hall next door, where music had just started to hum faintly through the open windows.

April and Stefan were gone—whisked away for photos and then on to greet guests at the reception. The shift had been seamless. One chapter closed. Another beginning.

Kara had lingered behind with James and Sarah near the back pews, talking softly about the vows, about Stefan nearly losing his composure halfway through. The mood was warm. Settling.

Then a voice split through it.

Sharp. Familiar. Rising from the staircase that led to the upper lounges.

Not reception noise.

Not laughter.

Melanie.

The sound ricocheted off the high ceiling and cut the room in half.

Guests who hadn’t yet left paused mid-step. A program fluttered to the floor. Someone muttered, “What’s that?”

Kara felt it before she moved—that tightening, that ancient pull.

She turned toward the stairs.

Melanie stood halfway down them, flushed, shaking. Ned hovered above her, shirt rumpled, face drained of color. One of the bridesmaids—Carrie—slipped past them on the landing, eyes down, mascara streaked, escaping toward the reception building without looking back.

“Oh, Carrie,” Kara breathed.

Of course.

Ned and Carrie must have assumed everyone was headed next door. A few private minutes upstairs before following the crowd.

Melanie must have come back looking for him.

The room stilled.

“You think I wouldn’t find out?” Melanie shouted, her voice cracking open the last of the quiet.

Kara was already moving up the stairs, Vanessa falling into step beside her. James and Sarah trailed behind, uneasy.

“Mel,” Kara said when she reached her. “Let’s—”

“Don’t.” Melanie spun toward her, eyes blazing. “Don’t you dare.”

Vanessa stopped just behind Kara’s shoulder.

“I don’t want your calm voice,” Melanie went on. “I don’t want your advice. I don’t want your I told you so’s. Leave me alone, Kara.”

“I’m not—” Kara started, then steadied herself. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

Melanie laughed—sharp, humiliating.

“I’m fantastic.”

She turned back toward Ned. “You lying sack of shit. I bet you’re not even really a firefighter.”

A few cousins hovered awkwardly near the pews. Someone whispered, “This isn’t the place.”

Ned said nothing. Just followed as Melanie shoved past the small group and stormed toward the exit—not the reception hall, but the main doors.

Her heels cracked against the stone.

And then she was outside.

The reception music swelled faintly from the neighboring building. Applause. Laughter. Glasses clinking.

Life moving forward.

“I should go check on her,” Kara said, already half a step down.

Vanessa caught her arm.

“No.”

Kara turned. “We’re in another country, Vanessa. What if she does something reckless?”

Vanessa’s grip tightened slightly. “April is greeting guests right now. You walk out, you’re gone for the first dance. For the photos. For her.”

That landed.

Kara hesitated—the old instinct roaring through her chest. Follow. Fix. Absorb.

But the music next door rose again, bright and celebratory.

And for the first time, the choice wasn’t about Melanie.


Chapter Six: The Split

The reception began with applause and champagne.

April and Stefan entered to a swell of music and cheers, hands raised, laughing as though the entire day had unfolded exactly as planned. Glasses clinked. Chairs scraped. Someone shouted for a toast.

Whatever had happened in the other building did not follow them here.

The room felt bright and uncomplicated.

Kara sat at a long table with Di, Stephanie, Amber, and a few of Stefan’s cousins she’d only just met. Vanessa sat across from her, pale green fabric catching the candlelight, an empty chair beside her where Melanie had been meant to sit.

The absence was visible.

But it was not loud.

The first speeches were warm and uneven. James’s voice caught once, earning gentle laughter. Stefan’s father spoke in Icelandic with a few words in English, wiping at his eyes halfway through. April laughed, then cried, then laughed again, pressing her hands to her cheeks like she couldn’t believe this was her life.

Kara stood when she was supposed to stand. Smiled when she was supposed to smile. Lifted her glass—and meant it.

Dinner came in courses—delicate fish in a cream sauce, roasted potatoes slick with butter and herbs, bright salads scattered with pomegranate seeds. Fresh bread arrived warm and soft, steam rising as it was torn open. Wine was poured generously.

Kara ate. She tasted it. She even laughed when Amber nearly knocked over her glass trying to gesture mid-story.

It was good.

That was the part that caught her off guard.

She felt lighter.

Not braced. Not scanning. Not calculating who was watching whom.

She caught Vanessa’s eye once across the table. Vanessa smiled—small, private. The empty chair between her and the rest of the table remained untouched.

She glanced toward the entrance once. Then again.

Melanie did not walk through the doors.

The music swelled, plates were cleared, and someone dragged Amber onto the dance floor.

The evening continued.

Music shifted. The first dance began. April swayed into Stefan like she’d always belonged there.

Guests spilled onto the floor after them.

Lárus—the one who’d struck up conversation with her at the sauna earlier in the week—appeared at Kara’s elbow, smiling. “Care to dance?”

Kara smiled politely, her gaze flicking across the table to Vanessa—who had gone very still—before returning to him. “I’m afraid I’m taken.”

Di leaned in smoothly. “She is. But I’m not.”

Lárus laughed and offered his hand. Di took it with a mock-curtsy and let him spin her into the crowd.

Kara watched them go, half-amused, half-distracted.

Vanessa drifted in and out of her periphery—never too close, never too far. They laughed with Stephanie and Amber. They posed for photos. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder once while someone adjusted a camera, their hands almost brushing before separating again.

Cake arrived after nearly two hours—tall, white, layered with berries and cream. April fed Stefan the first bite. Someone smeared frosting deliberately. The room roared.

It was loud. Joyful. Perfect.

Every so often, Kara glanced toward the door.

But nothing followed.

Eventually, April slipped away from a cluster of cousins and found Kara and Vanessa near the bar.

“Vanessa, have you seen Carrie?” she asked quietly.

Vanessa hesitated, her eyes flicking briefly to Kara before returning to April. “Do you really want to know?”

April’s brows lifted.

Vanessa leaned closer and lowered her voice. She told her.

April blinked once. Then again. Her hand rose slowly to her mouth as she processed it. For a split second, something bright flashed across her face—satisfaction, maybe—before she smoothed it away.

“That’s… unfortunate,” she said carefully.

Vanessa gave a small shrug. “It was going to happen eventually.”

A beat.

“You know she deserved it.”

April exhaled softly through her nose.

Kara lowered her gaze to her glass for a moment, the corner of her mouth shifting almost imperceptibly.

She didn’t agree. Not entirely.

But she didn’t interrupt either.

The music swelled again, and someone called April back to the dance floor.

Kara lifted her glass and smiled as if nothing at all had shifted.

***

The van ride back to the lodge was quieter than the ride in.

A few guests talked softly in the front—Hillary laughing once, Renee recounting something from the dance floor—but the energy had thinned. The day had wrung everyone out.

Kara sat in the back. Vanessa slid in beside her without comment.

On the way to the ceremony, Vanessa had been one row ahead.

Their shoulders brushed with every turn.

Now and then they caught each other’s eye and smiled.

At one point, Vanessa rested her head briefly against Kara’s shoulder.

Outside, the sky was still pale—Icelandic evening refusing to fully dim. It couldn’t have been much past six.

April and Stefan had left hours earlier, swept toward their honeymoon with hugs and cheers and confetti still clinging to April’s hair.

Kara felt the shift of it. The closing of something.

When they reached the lodge, guests filtered off in small groups—some heading back out into town, others lingering in the lobby bar.

Kara went upstairs.

Vanessa followed a few steps behind.

Melanie’s door stood slightly ajar.

Kara pushed it open.

The room was empty.

Suitcase gone. Garment bag gone. Bathroom cleared. The bed made neatly, the duvet pulled tight.

On the nightstand, a lamp lay shattered across the floor—ceramic base cracked, shade crushed beneath it.

Kara stepped carefully over the pieces.

“Stay here,” she said quietly, already turning.

She went downstairs, scanning the hallway. Stefan’s mother was just stepping out from a side corridor, a stack of folded linens in her arms.

“Excuse me,” Kara said gently. “Is there a broom? It looks like a lamp shattered upstairs.”

The older woman set the linens down at once. “Oh, something’s broken?” Then she reached for Kara’s hand—warm, instinctive. “Everything alright, dear?”

“Yes,” Kara said, steadying her voice. “I’m just concerned. The broken lamp is in her room. My friend—she’s gone. Her luggage is gone.”

“Who’s your friend, dear?”

“Melanie.”

“The blonde?” Stefan’s mother nodded softly. “Yes. She requested a ride to the airport earlier. One of the drivers took her. Over an hour ago now.”

Kara absorbed that without flinching.

“Thank you,” she said. “And the broom?”

The woman shook her head gently. “Do not worry about it. I will clean it up. You should rest. It has been a long day.”

Kara hesitated—then nodded once. “Thank you.”

Vanessa had come down halfway and stood on the stairs, listening.

“She went to the airport,” Kara said when Vanessa approached.

“I heard.”

Vanessa stepped down fully, closing the distance between them. “It’s probably for the best.”

Kara exhaled.

“You could call her tomorrow,” Vanessa added. “When she lands. Make sure she got back.”

“Yes,” Kara said. “I’ll do that.”

A beat.

“How are you holding up?” Kara asked quietly.

Vanessa considered the question longer than expected.

“Honestly?” she said at last. “I think we need a break from each other. She and I.”

Kara nodded once. Not relieved. Just understanding.

The lodge felt oddly hollow without the wedding guests filling it. Voices drifted faintly from in front of the fireplace. Somewhere, someone laughed.

Vanessa glanced up toward the stairs. “You don’t have to stay in that room tonight.”

Kara looked at her.

“Come stay with me,” Vanessa said softly. “Just… so you don’t have to wonder if she’s walking back in.”

Kara studied her for a moment.

It wasn’t about secrecy now.

It wasn’t about hiding.

It was about quiet.

“That would be nice,” she said.

They went upstairs together and Kara packed a small bag.

Not hurried.

Not furtive.

Just tired.

***

Kara slipped out of Vanessa’s room just after eight in the morning.

The lodge was awake but subdued—low voices drifting from the common area, someone laughing too loudly and then apologizing for it. The air smelled faintly of coffee and something buttery from the kitchen.

She poured herself a cup and stood for a moment near the window, watching the light settle over the hills. It felt different this morning. Quieter.

She turned to head back upstairs.

The front door swung open.

Kara stopped short.

Di stood in the doorway wearing yesterday’s clothes, sunglasses perched on her head, hair slightly wild, expression unapologetic.

Kara’s mouth dropped open. “What is this? Where have you been?”

“Out,” Di said, stepping inside and closing the door behind her.

Kara narrowed her eyes. “Were you with a guy?”

“Yes, I was.” Di lifted her chin. “And I think you could guess who.”

Kara blinked. “Lárus?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“But you’re married,” Kara said with exaggerated outrage.

“Oh, come on.” Di rolled her eyes, already moving toward the stairs. “The divorce is nearly finalized. Come on, I need a shower.”

Kara followed her up the stairs, coffee in hand. “You are unbelievable.”

“You love me.”

They climbed in easy rhythm.

Di glanced sideways. “You stayed with Vanessa?”

Kara nodded once.

“Did you see Melanie last night, or—”

“She took an early flight home,” Kara said.

Di stopped mid-step. “You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“So that means,” Di said slowly, turning fully toward her, “you can finally be open with Vanessa.”

Kara hesitated. “Not really.”

“Why?”

“Because I still haven’t told anyone. James. Sarah.” She exhaled. “I’d like to tell people before they see us together.”

Di resumed climbing. “Oh, please. They’ll catch up soon enough.”

“Di, I’m serious.”

They reached Di’s door. She leaned against the frame and studied Kara for a long moment.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Then get a hotel.”

Kara blinked. “A hotel?”

“Yes. Get one in the city.” Di pushed her sunglasses up into her hair. “The wedding is over. We still have a few days here. Go. Be adults. Have fun.”

Kara scoffed. “Oh really.”

“Yes, Kara. We’re still young.” Di grinned. “Live a little.”

Kara looked down at her coffee, thinking.

A hotel.

Away from the lodge.

Away from empty rooms.

Away from the people who knew her.

“You’re serious,” she said.

“Completely.” Di reached for her door handle. “You’ve spent years managing other people. Try managing your own happiness for once.”

Kara let that settle.

“Go,” Di added, softer now. “Before you talk yourself out of it.”

Kara’s mouth curved slightly.

“Fine, I’ll do it.”

Di laughed as she disappeared inside. “Good, I’ll see you in a few days.”

Kara stood in the hallway a moment longer.

A hotel.

She could already imagine Vanessa’s face when she suggested it.

And for once, the idea didn’t feel reckless.

It felt… earned.

***

The room smelled faintly of clean linen and something citrusy—not perfumed, just fresh. Kara closed the door behind them and stood there for a moment, her hand still resting on the handle as the quiet settled.

No footsteps in the hall.

No familiar voices drifting through thin lodge walls.

Just the low hum of the city below and the steady sound of her own breathing.

Convincing Vanessa hadn’t taken much effort. In fact, Vanessa had practically packed Kara’s things herself—efficient, giddy. They’d been in the car within the hour, headed toward the city with the kind of momentum that felt suspiciously like freedom.

Kara had texted April once they arrived.

We’re staying in Reykjavík for a few days.

April’s reply had come almost instantly.

I approve!

The room was larger than she’d expected.

A king-sized bed anchored the space, white sheets pulled tight and deliberate, pillows stacked against a soft gray headboard. At the foot of it sat a narrow bench, untouched, as if waiting to hold something abandoned there later—a dress, a jacket, a decision.

Across from the bed, a television was mounted seamlessly into the wall. A slim console beneath it held only a folded hotel guide and the remote placed precisely in the center.

Nothing personal.

Nothing heavy.

Just a place to finally rest and recharge.

Kara stepped further inside.

Vanessa set her bag down and turned, watching her with a small, knowing smile—not impatient, not shy. Just present.

Kara exhaled, slow and deep.

“I didn’t realize how much I needed this,” she said, laughing.

Vanessa stepped closer, close enough to feel, not yet to touch. “Me too.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Honestly? I just want to lay down and watch TV with you. Is that crazy?”

Kara’s mouth curved. “No. That sounds perfect.”

They closed the space between them without hurry.

Vanessa’s lips brushed hers first—light, warm—and Kara answered by lifting her hands to her face. Her palms rested along Vanessa’s jaw, thumbs steady beneath her cheekbones.

They lingered there, foreheads touching, breathing the same air.

Kara pressed a kiss to her forehead—slow, certain.

Vanessa smiled softly, then slipped away, padding into the bathroom and flicking on the light.

“Okay,” she called lightly, taking it in. “This is very nice.”

Kara stepped further into the room and crossed to the window, drawing the curtain back an inch.

The city opened beneath her—pale rooftops, a distant spire, a slice of harbor caught in the light.

Vanessa slipped her shoes off and climbed onto the bed, settling against the pillows with a small, contented sigh.

“Wow. This place is gorgeous,” Kara said, taking it in.

“I know,” Vanessa murmured.

“I could stay here forever.”

Kara turned from the window, the city stretching pale and endless behind her.

She looked at Vanessa, a question pressing at her chest. She meant to hold it—to choose the right phrasing—but it slipped out before she could measure it.

“April mentioned you were thinking of moving.”

Vanessa’s brow furrowed. “She did?”

“Yes.” Kara crossed the room slowly and sat against the pillows opposite her, one corner of her mouth lifting. “That you want to leave home. Move to a city.”

Vanessa studied her for a moment—cautious, thoughtful—then nodded once.

“I don’t know where yet,” she admitted. “But yeah. I’d like to be somewhere with more happening. More… life.”

Kara reached out, brushing her thumb gently along Vanessa’s cheek.

“I get that,” she murmured.

Vanessa leaned into her hand instinctively, eyes softening.

They stayed like that in the quiet—no one knocking, no footsteps in the hall, no need to measure their voices. The kind of silence that didn’t demand anything from them.

Kara felt something inside her settle.

She hadn’t realized how tightly she’d been holding herself until now. The careful posture. The listening for raised voices. The constant awareness of who might be watching.

Here, there was nothing to brace against.

Her shoulders eased. Her breath deepened.

Vanessa’s fingers curled lightly around her wrist, holding it there.

“Would you consider moving?” Vanessa asked softly, looking up through her lashes.

Kara’s throat tightened just slightly. “I think I would,” she said. “I’d have to get a feel for a place first. But yes. I’d consider it.”

Vanessa’s expression shifted—relief, excitement, something warmer.

“Good,” she said, smiling. “That makes me very happy.”

Kara smiled back, slower.

“Let’s get into something comfortable,” she said.

Vanessa grinned. “Let’s.”

They changed into T-shirts and sweatpants—cotton soft against skin, the floor cool and smooth beneath them. Kara’s hair fell looser around her shoulders. Vanessa’s was pulled back simply now, no longer arranged for anyone else.
The room felt gentler like this.

Vanessa grabbed the remote and flopped onto the bed while Kara picked up the hotel guide from the console.

“Hungry?” Kara asked. “We could get room service.”

Vanessa’s eyes lit immediately. “Yes.”

Kara glanced down at the menu. “Pick something.”

Vanessa rolled onto her stomach, chin propped in her hands, feet kicking lazily behind her.

“Fries.”

Kara smiled faintly. “You sure you don’t want to try the lamb burger?”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Vanessa said. “Right now I just want a ridiculous amount of fries.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

Vanessa grinned. “Good. Then the biggest size they have. And chocolate cake.”

“We’ll get the biggest they have,” Kara said calmly. “And cake.”

She picked up the phone and dialed downstairs.

She ordered—fries with extra garlic aioli, chocolate cake, sparkling water, tea. Calm. Decisive. As if it were the most natural thing in the world to take care of both of them.

When she hung up, Vanessa was watching her like she’d just done something extraordinary.

Kara lifted a brow. “What?”

Vanessa shook her head, a faint blush climbing her cheeks.

“That was very Mommy of you,” she murmured.

Kara’s mouth twitched, but she didn’t comment.

Vanessa shifted closer on the bed, pressing into her side as she reached for the remote. Kara slipped an arm around her shoulders automatically, drawing her in without comment.

The television flickered to life.

Kara noticed how different Vanessa looked here, washed in the clear, colorless light pouring through the window. The lodge had felt dim by comparison—filtered, shadowed. Here, nothing softened her.

She looked refreshed.

“Don’t expect me to know what I’m doing,” Vanessa said, scrolling lazily through the channels. “I’m just trying to find whatever looks cozy.”

“I’m up for whatever you want to watch,” Kara said easily. “Truly.”

She leaned down and kissed the top of Vanessa’s head.

A knock came not long after, and the tray arrived gleaming and fragrant, steam rising faintly from the bowl of fries. Kara tipped the server and closed the door again, sealing them back inside their small, borrowed world.

They dragged the tray onto the bed between them.

Salt warmed the air. Chocolate and fried oil mingled faintly in the room.

Vanessa didn’t wait long before reaching for a fry, dipping it generously into the aioli. Kara watched the way she leaned forward, intent, hair slipping over her shoulder, and felt something deeply settled move through her chest.

They ate slowly.

Fries disappeared one at a time. Vanessa licked a trace of chocolate from the fork before offering the next bite across the narrow space between them. Cake was shared without counting portions. Sparkling water hissed softly when Kara twisted the cap loose.

The television filled the quiet with the steady cadence of Icelandic voices. A crime series unfolded across the screen—a windswept coastline, a small harbor town, a detective moving carefully through gray light. The language rose and fell like weather. Subtitles flickered at the bottom as Vanessa fed them both.

Vanessa curled closer. They traded slow, absentminded kisses, Kara’s hand drawing lazy circles along her back. A blanket from the foot of the bed was tugged over their legs. The world narrowed to cotton and warmth and the soft glow of the screen.

Outside the tall windows, Reykjavík moved in miniature—buses stopping and starting, gulls cutting across the harbor, sunlight flattening the rooftops into muted gold.

Inside, time thinned.

Episodes blurred into one another. The detective grew quieter, more brooding. Storms rolled across the fictional coastline. Vanessa made exaggerated guesses about the killer, shifting every few minutes as if it were a game.

At some point, crumbs gathered in the crease of the sheet. Kara brushed them away absently. Vanessa’s head grew heavier against her shoulder. Her laughter softened into small hums of contentment.

They built a small nest without naming it.

Vanessa’s feet tangled with Kara’s beneath the blanket. Kara’s thumb traced idle patterns on Vanessa’s shoulder. The cake dwindled to a final forkful, which Vanessa insisted Kara take. Kara did, indulgent, and Vanessa smiled like she’d won something.

The television shifted from crime to a travel program—sweeping drone shots of glaciers and black sand beaches. The screen filled with expanses of blue and white and endless sky.

Vanessa tilted her face upward to watch, eyes reflecting the flicker of ice and ocean.

Kara watched her instead.

The room felt suspended. No calls. No expectations. No one waiting to interrupt.

Just the steady rhythm of Vanessa’s breathing and the quiet comfort of shared space.

By afternoon, the tea had gone lukewarm. The fries were finished. The chocolate plate bore only faint streaks of evidence.

Vanessa slid lower until her face nestled against Kara’s breast, her arm draped lightly over Kara’s stomach, eyes closed. Kara watched her breathing turn slow and even as sleep claimed her.

The city beyond the glass felt impossibly far away.

For those hours, they belonged only to each other.

And nothing—not the flight home, not Melanie, not the world waiting beyond the harbor—pressed its way inside.

***

The hotel pool was empty when they went down in the evening.

Blue light shimmered across the ceiling. The water lay still, reflecting the overhead lamps in long, trembling lines.

Vanessa was already walking toward the edge. She wore the same one-piece she’d bought for their shopping trip, peeling off the shorts and loose shirt she’d thrown over it for the walk down.

“I hope the water’s warm,” she called over her shoulder.

Kara paused only long enough to fold her robe neatly over the back of a chair. She wore a simple black tankini—practical, understated.

They moved toward the shallow end. Steam drifted faintly above the surface. Kara lowered herself first, taking the tiled steps carefully.

The pool room was all glass and slate—long, narrow, deliberate. Pale daylight pressed against the windows, turning the water a muted blue. Towels were stacked in clean white columns near the far wall. Chrome rails gleamed. Everything looked arranged on purpose.

It smelled clean—not sharp with chlorine, just warm water and something faintly mineral in the air.

Vanessa slipped in beside her with a soft gasp. “Oh—that’s perfect.”

They eased down together until the water reached just below Kara’s shoulders.

“Did my mom ever get back to you?” Vanessa asked.

Kara shook her head. She’d sent the text earlier, just after they’d woken from their nap.

Hey, did you get back home safely? Thinking of you.

“She hasn’t.”

Vanessa drifted closer, slow and unhurried, until their bodies aligned naturally in the long stretch of water.

“What are you looking around for?” she asked.

Kara hadn’t realized she was scanning the room—corners, ceiling, angles of glass.

“Uh. Nothing. Just… curious if there are cameras.”

Vanessa squinted upward, then around the room. “Huh. I don’t see any.”

She splashed her.

Kara’s mouth fell open. “Did you just splash me, young lady?”

“Wasn’t me.”

Kara pushed through the water toward her. Vanessa shrieked, backing away, laughing.

Kara caught her easily and turned her in her arms.

“You splash me and you get bounced.”

“Bounced?” Vanessa blinked, alarm flickering behind her smile.

“Yes,” Kara murmured, her mouth close to Vanessa’s ear.

Kara slid one arm behind her back and the other beneath her knees, lifting her cleanly from the water. She plunged her gently up and down, always careful as to not let her face dip beneath the surface.

Vanessa laughed in that unrestrained way—full-body, breathless, head tipped back.

Kara stopped bouncing but didn’t set her down. She just carried her, drifting through the warm water.

Their laughter faded.

They looked at each other.

Vanessa’s hand came up, fingers brushing Kara’s cheek. She pulled her in.

The kiss was soft at first—testing—then certain.

Kara pulled back instinctively, her gaze flicking to the empty deck, the sweep of glass above them.

“Hey,” Vanessa said gently, moving into her view. “Kara. I looked it up. We’re okay here.”

That made Kara laugh—soft, startled.

Kara lowered her carefully until her feet found the tiled floor. They drifted toward the edge of the pool and rested their hands along the cool stone. Kara lifted her other hand to Vanessa’s cheek.

“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

Then she kissed Vanessa again.

This time she didn’t rush it. Vanessa let out a small hum into her mouth.

When they pulled back, Vanessa’s eyes stayed on hers, warm and unguarded. She smiled—small, like she couldn’t quite help it. She took Kara’s hand from her face and held it beneath the water, fingers threading together.

“I love you,” Vanessa whispered.

“I love you,” Kara murmured back.

They wrapped their arms around each other and lingered there a moment longer.
Kara pulled back slightly, smiling, her nose nearly brushing Vanessa’s.

“I think it’s time we get our hair wet.”

Vanessa grinned and pinched her nose.

They counted down together—three, two, one—and dipped beneath the surface.

The world shifted to warmth and quiet and blue.

When they rose again, slick-haired and blinking, everything felt lighter.

More open.


Chapter Seven: As If Nothing Changed

Back in the hotel room, the quiet wrapped around them again.

Vanessa shut the door behind them and leaned back against it, damp hair over one shoulder, skin still wet from the water.

Kara crossed the room and pulled the curtains a little wider, letting the pale evening light spill in. Vanessa came over and sat on the bed and Kara came over to meet her there.

“You’re cold,” Kara said, touching her arm.

“I’m fine,” Vanessa replied automatically.

Kara didn’t argue. She just brushed her knuckles lightly over Vanessa’s arm, then took her hand and led her toward the bathroom.

The shower filled the small space with steam almost immediately.

They didn’t rush.

Vanessa stood beneath the water first, eyes closing as Kara reached for the soap. Her movements were unhurried—slow hands over shoulders, down arms, across her back. Tender and attentive.

“You’re quiet,” Vanessa murmured.

“I’m just thinking,” Kara said softly.

“About?”

Kara pressed her lips to Vanessa’s ear.

“How good you looked in the water.”

Vanessa smiled without opening her eyes.

Kara tilted her chin gently upward to rinse shampoo from her hair, fingers combing through the strands carefully. “Stand still,” she said, not sharp—just firm.

Vanessa did.

When they stepped out, Kara reached for a towel first and wrapped it around Vanessa before drying herself.

“You don’t have to do that,” Vanessa said quietly.

“I know, baby. I want to.”

She dried Vanessa’s hair with steady hands, then pressed a kiss to her temple. “Would you like to go out for dinner?”

“I’d love to.”

Kara caught her eye in the mirror, her expression sharpening into something quietly devious before she reached for her own towel.

Back in the room, Kara sat on the edge of the bed, pulling lotion from her bag. She rubbed some into her own arms first, saw Vanessa looking then patted her knee.

“Come here.”

Vanessa went without hesitation, stepping between her knees.

“That smells good,” Vanessa said.

“Would you like some?” Kara asked looking up at her.

“Sure.”

Kara worked the lotion slowly into her arms, then down her thighs, then along her calves. Her touch was gentle. Rooted. Knowing.

“You always buy the expensive stuff,” Vanessa murmured. “You take such good care of yourself.”

Kara gave a small shrug as she smoothed her palm down Vanessa’s thigh.

“I just buy what I like.”

She hesitated, drawing in a small breath. “I just want to say something.”

Vanessa blinked. “Okay.”

“You’ve really done well,” Kara said. “With everything.”

“With what?”

“With your mom. The constant criticism. The way she doesn’t accept you the way she should.” Kara’s thumb pressed gently at the inside of her wrist. “You’ve stayed steady. You’ve kept going. School, work… all of it.”

Vanessa swallowed. “I don’t feel steady.”

Kara smoothed her hand over Vanessa’s stomach before looking up.

“You are,” she said softly. “Even when you don’t see it.”

Kara rose, closing the space between them until their skin met fully.

Vanessa’s breath caught. Her gaze dipped briefly between them.

Kara lifted her hand to Vanessa’s cheek, steady and assured, and guided her face back up. She held her eyes for a long beat before drawing her into a kiss that lingered exactly as long as Kara allowed it to.

When she finally pulled away, Vanessa touched her own lips, still a little dazed, as Kara stepped past her and moved to her suitcase.

Vanessa placed hers on the bed and unzipped it, fabric loosening and tumbling forward in soft folds.

Across the room, Kara slipped into her underwear and bra. She stepped into a pair of burnt orange trousers, the fabric falling in a clean, tailored line from her hips to her ankles. The high waist sharpened her silhouette. She fastened her belt with a quiet click.

Then she pulled on a soft knit sweater—warm sand in color, the lapel folding open just slightly at the collarbone. It draped effortlessly but still looked intentional, sleeves pushed once at the wrist.

She glanced at herself in the mirror, smoothing a hand down the front.

Behind her, Vanessa exhaled sharply. She’d put on a bra but was flipping through her clothes in uneven bursts, fabrics spilling onto the bed.

“I don’t know what to wear,” she said, her voice thinner than usual.

Kara turned, taking her in—the open suitcase, the half-made mess, that familiar crease between her brows.

“Want help?” she asked calmly.

Vanessa hesitated, then nodded. “Please.”

Kara stepped closer, eyes scanning the options. She reached into the suitcase without rushing, fingers brushing thoughtfully over fabric.

“This one,” she said, lifting a soft blouse. “And the dark jeans.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “That simple?”

Kara’s mouth curved. “You don’t need complicated.”

She held the blouse open.

“Arms up.”

Vanessa obeyed.

Kara guided it over her shoulders, smoothing the collar into place with careful fingers, adjusting it like it mattered.

“There,” she murmured.

She reached for Vanessa’s underwear from the bed and held them open.

“Step.”

Vanessa did, heat rising to her cheeks as Kara slid them into place.

“Good girl,” Kara said softly.

Vanessa’s breath left her in a slow exhale.

Kara picked up the jeans next, kneeling without ceremony. Vanessa stepped into them, steadying herself with a hand on Kara’s shoulder as Kara drew the denim up over her hips, fastening the button with deliberate care.

Then came a soft sweater—Kara eased it over her head, smoothing it down along her sides, brushing her palms over her hips to settle the fabric. She tucked a strand of hair behind Vanessa’s ear and tipped her chin gently upward.

“There,” Kara said. “Beautiful.”

She stepped back.

Vanessa turned toward the mirror.

Her eyes warmed. “It looks good?”

“Yes. You look amazing.”

“You do, too. You have such good taste.”

Kara chuckled and drew her in for a slow kiss.

“I like to shop,” she said lightly. “We could go out tomorrow. Just wander a little. If you’re up for it.”

“I’d love that.”

Kara’s phone buzzed nearby. She turned toward the bedside table and picked it up.

A few texts.

One from April—a photo attached.

She opened it.

She and Stefan had gone to Croatia for their honeymoon.

The photo opened to stone walls glowing warm against the sea. April and Stefan stood close along the edge of a cliff path, the wind catching April’s dress as the light turned everything soft and rich.

Dubrovnik at golden hour 💛

Kara’s mouth curved faintly.

Another text.

From Melanie.

Yes, I’m back. Thanks for checking in. Look out for Vanessa for me.

Kara stared at it a second longer than she meant to.

Then she typed back.

Of course. Will do.

Vanessa’s voice drifted toward her. “Everything okay?”

Kara crossed back toward the bed and held the phone out. “Your mom made it home.”

Vanessa leaned in, reading.

“And?”

“She wants me to look out for you.”

Vanessa’s expression shifted—soft, almost amused.

“Well,” she said lightly, “I think you’ve been doing that.”

Kara didn’t smile this time.

Her eyes lingered on the message.

Look out for Vanessa for me.

It felt different, somehow.

The radiator ticked faintly. Somewhere down the hall, a door shut.

“I just…” She swallowed. “Maybe we should have been honest from the start.”

Vanessa’s head snapped up. A look of genuine horror crossed her face before she cleared her throat.

“Look, there is no right way to handle my mother,” she said quickly. “I know you think there is and I know you’ve put so much energy over the years in trying. You could have done everything to a T. She’s still going to explode when she finds out. No matter when or how.”

Kara stared at the phone screen, its light cool against her palm. “I don’t know.”

“You keep wanting the perfect way to tell people about us but…” Vanessa trailed off.

Kara turned toward her, reaching for her arm, thumb rubbing slowly over the soft sleeve of her blouse.

“But?” Kara asked quietly.

Vanessa met her eyes.

“For my mom especially, it’s better to just do it. Whether she sees it or you say it plainly. You can’t pad the truth for her like you do. You just have to be out with it.”

Outside the window, the sky hovered in that endless northern dusk. The city felt suspended.

Kara looked down, thoughtful. Her jaw tightened slightly.

“Have you thought about how you’ll tell her now?” Vanessa asked gently.

“I was planning to go over to the house when we’re back. Sit down with her. That way she’s at home.”

Vanessa shook her head.

“I don’t think you should wait that long.”

Kara’s gaze lifted.

“I think you should let her know now.”

“You want me to call her?”

Vanessa shook her head again.

“You should text her. Everything.”

That threw Kara off. Her brows drew together.

“Vanessa, no. This is too delicate.”

“I know texting isn’t always the right way,” Vanessa said carefully. “But what I’ve learned about my mom is that writing is the only way to get it all out. If you talk, she’ll interrupt. She’ll tear you down before you finish a sentence.”

Kara’s thumb stilled against her arm.

“Just think of it as a letter,” Vanessa added. “It’s the only way I tell her hard things. It’s how I first came out to her.”

The words settled between them.

“I just don’t know,” Kara admitted.

“You don’t have to do it tonight,” Vanessa said softly. “But consider it?”

Kara held her gaze.

“I will.”

“Promise?”

“I promise I’ll consider it.”

They moved quietly after that, the tension shifting into something steadier. Jackets were pulled from the backs of chairs. Kara slipped into hers first, fastening the buttons and smoothing her hand down the front absentmindedly.

“Where are we going?” Vanessa asked as she zipped her coat.

Kara hesitated only a second, fingers combing her hair back.

“Wherever we want,” she said, a hint of a grin tugging at her mouth. “Let’s just walk and see what we find.”

Vanessa’s smile spread slowly. “Ooh. Spontaneous. I like it.”

Kara stepped closer, brushing a soft kiss over her mouth before pulling back, her gaze lingering, intent.

“Do you,” Kara murmured, voice low, her thumb brushing lightly along Vanessa’s jaw.

Vanessa’s gaze flickered over her face, breath shallow now, color blooming across her cheeks. “I do.”

The elevator hummed as it carried them down. The mirrored walls reflected them side by side—close, but not touching. Kara kept her eyes on the descending numbers instead of their reflection. She let her eyes wander to the image of them for a fraction of a second and found Vanessa turned toward her, gaze fixed and unguarded.

She’s not even trying to hide it.

Kara fought the smile that tugged at her mouth.

When the doors opened, cool evening air slipped in as they stepped outside.

The street was alive but unhurried. Soft light pooled in café windows. A group laughed somewhere across the road. The sky glowed faintly blue, refusing night.

Vanessa’s hand brushed Kara’s.

Just brushed.

Kara felt it—the instinct to pull back, the old habit rising like muscle memory.

Instead, she turned her palm over.

Vanessa slid her fingers between hers.

They looked at each other.

Kara had never held a woman’s hand in public before.

This time, she tightened her grip.

They started walking.

***

They wandered until the wind off the harbor pushed them toward a narrow doorway tucked between stone buildings, a small brass plaque beside it and soft light spilling through tall windows.

Inside, the air was warmer—low amber light, wood tables, slate floors. Candles burned in smoked glass. The hum of conversation moved gently through the room, intimate but not intrusive. Coats were taken without fuss. No one asked for a reservation.

It felt warm and contained.

A table near the back—half-sheltered by a wooden divider—gave them privacy without isolation.

Kara ordered red wine before she could overthink it.

Vanessa glanced at her, then at the server. “I’ll have the same.”

“This is actually our first date, isn’t it?” Vanessa said once they were alone again.

Kara considered it, lips curving. “It is, isn’t it?”

“First of many.”

Kara reached across the table and took her hand. “Yes. Agreed.”

The wine came deep and warm, catching the candlelight in the bowl of the glass. Kara wrapped her fingers around it, inhaled once, and took a slow sip.

Vanessa watched her, smiling, then looked away.

The food arrived gradually.

First, roasted oyster mushrooms—thick and lacquered, edges caramelized dark. Steam lifted faintly when Vanessa cut into one. It gave easily beneath her knife.

She lifted the fork.

Kara watched without meaning to.

Vanessa’s mouth parted slightly as she took the bite. She chewed slowly, eyes closing for a second in appreciation. When she swallowed, the candlelight caught the soft line of her throat.

Kara’s fingers tightened subtly around her glass.

“Good?” she asked, her voice quieter than intended.

Vanessa smiled, covering her mouth. “Really good. You sure you don’t want some?”

Kara shook her head lightly. “I don’t like mushrooms.”

Next came fresh figs split open, their centers blushing deep rose against creamy goat cheese, honey drizzled over the top and crushed pistachio scattered like confetti. They gleamed in the low light.

Kara picked one up with her fingers.

The honey caught briefly at her lip when she bit into it.

Vanessa noticed.

Heat crept into her cheeks as she watched the slow movement of Kara’s mouth, the deliberate swallow. Kara reached for her wine afterward, letting the red linger on her tongue before tipping her head back slightly to finish it.

The restaurant blurred at the edges.

Conversation softened to a low murmur. Glassware chimed faintly somewhere behind them. None of it touched the small circle of light at their table.

Vanessa was staring again.

Kara felt it in her periphery—that steady gaze. Her eyes flicked toward her once, then away. Then back again.

“You’re staring,” Kara murmured, though there was no accusation in it.

“Am I?” Vanessa replied, finally dropping her gaze, a smile tugging at her mouth.

Kara leaned forward just enough to brush her thumb at the corner of Vanessa’s mouth, catching a trace of goat cheese.

“There,” she said softly.

Vanessa’s breath caught.

The wine loosened something in Kara. Not recklessness.

Permission.

She leaned back again, studying her openly now.

“You look very pretty tonight, Vanessa,” she said.

Not whispered. Not hidden.

Vanessa held her gaze. “Thank you.”

Under the table, Kara nudged Vanessa’s leg lightly with her foot.

Vanessa bit her lip, cheeks warming deeper this time. She reached for her water, taking a sip.

“You okay?” Kara asked, glancing down at her hands and back up.

“Yeah,” Vanessa said, clearing her throat. “It’s just… very warm in here.”

The candle flickered between them.

Kara smiled faintly. “We can go if you’d like. Get some air. We could take an entrée back to the hotel.”

Vanessa answered too quickly. “Yes. Yes, let’s do that.”

Kara’s gaze on her darkened slightly—amused, understanding.

She caught the server’s eye and gave a small nod.

A moment later, they were ordering food to go.

***

Kara stepped inside first and reached for the switch, warm light filling the room. The curtains were already drawn, the city reduced to a faint glow at the edges.

Vanessa slipped out of her coat, folding it over her arm before setting it down. When she turned back, there was something quieter in her posture—not distant, just… uncertain.

Kara noticed.

She crossed the space between them and smoothed a hand gently over Vanessa’s hair, taming where the wind had lifted it.

“Tired?” she asked softly. “We could go to bed. It’s actually later than it looks.”

Vanessa shook her head.

Instead, she stepped closer and began unfastening Kara’s coat, fingers careful at each button. She slid it from her shoulders slowly, like she was taking her time on purpose. When it was free, she draped it neatly over the chair beside her own.

Then she came back.

There was a brief pause—just long enough for Kara to wonder.

Vanessa reached up, hesitated, and then kissed her.

Soft.

Shy at first.

Kara didn’t move right away. She let it happen—let Vanessa lean in, let her hands settle at her waist.

Only then did Kara lift her own hands, one resting at the back of Vanessa’s neck, the other steady at her hip.

The room was warm.

The world outside felt very far away.

“You look breathtaking tonight,” Vanessa murmured, her voice almost timid. “I really mean that. I can’t stop looking at you.”

Kara caught Vanessa’s hand and lifted it to her mouth. She kissed each knuckle slowly, as if sealing something there.

Vanessa's breath caught in her throat.

After a moment, Vanessa's hands found the hem of Kara's sweater. She drew it upward slowly, carefully, her fingers brushing against Kara's sides as she pulled it over her head and dropped it to the floor.

Then she leaned in, pressing kisses to Kara's neck, her collarbone, the dip between her ribs. She lowered herself to her knees, tracing the line of Kara's stomach with her lips.

Her fingers found Kara's belt, worked it free, then moved to the button of her pants, easing the zipper down with unhurried precision.

Kara reached for her, hands gentle but firm on Vanessa's arms, pulling her back up to standing. Their mouths met again, deeper this time.

Kara led them toward the bed, guiding Vanessa to sit. She reached for the hem of Vanessa's sweater, lifting it over her head, then worked the buttons of her blouse free one by one. When that joined their growing pile of clothes on the floor, she helped Vanessa out of her jeans.

They settled back against the pillows, hands tracing over each other’s curves as their kisses deepened, the warm light of the room wrapping around them like another layer.

Kara shifted to lay on her side and Vanessa moved to mirror her, the soft glow of the lamp warming the space between them. Kara reached around Vanessa's back, her fingers finding the clasp of her bra with practiced ease. The soft sigh of fabric came as she unhooked it, then slipped the straps down Vanessa's shoulders, letting it fall away.

Vanessa's breath hitched, and she shifted slightly, a flicker of vulnerability crossing her face. Kara noticed.

She didn't speak.

Instead, she smoothed her hands over Vanessa's sides, then upward, cupping the weight of her breasts with reverent care. Her thumbs circled the sensitive skin, drawing a soft sound from Vanessa's throat.

Vanessa's fingers wound into Kara's hair, gathering strands like silk threads as Kara lowered her head. Her breath ghosted across Vanessa's skin before her lips met her breasts—soft, seeking, tender. She moved slowly, worshiping the slope and curve, mapping the landscape with her mouth as though committing it to memory. When she finally closed her lips around a nipple and sucked, Vanessa's body responded instinctively, arching upward, offering herself fully.

A sigh escaped Vanessa's lips, breathy and unguarded, as Kara's tongue began to move—slow, wet circles that sent heat radiating through her veins, pooling low in her belly. Vanessa's back curved, lifting her breasts higher.

Kara answered with her whole attention, her mouth working one breast while her free hand found the other, closing to cup the weight with tender possessiveness. Her palm kneaded gently, rhythmically, in counterpoint to the attention of her tongue and lips. Vanessa trembled beneath her, fingers tightening in Kara’s hair.

Kara let her gaze rise, measured, until it caught Vanessa’s. Her breath came in shallow bursts as she watched Kara's movements, her lips slightly parted in wordless pleasure.

Vanessa arched upward one last time before Kara drew back slowly, leaving her breasts glistening in the warm light, the skin flushed from Kara's attention. Vanessa's breathing was unsteady as she reached for Kara, her fingers finding the clasp of Kara's bra. She worked it free with gentle determination, then eased the straps down Kara's arms.

“Lay back,” Vanessa whispered, guiding her down against the pillows.

She leaned over Kara, her hair falling in a dark curtain around them as she lowered her head. Her lips were soft, exploring the curve of Kara's breast before taking her nipple into her mouth. The suction was gentle at first, then firm, her tongue moving in patterns that made Kara's hips lift from the bed.

“That feels so good, baby,” Kara murmured, breathing deep, her fingers tangled in Vanessa’s hair, while her thumb stroked slowly across her brow. Kara squeezed her thighs together against the building pressure.

Vanessa shifted against Kara, humming softly as their bodies met, each touch electric. The warmth of her over Kara felt right—like coming home.

Her hands found Vanessa's shoulders, fingers tracing gentle patterns as Vanessa's mouth worked with renewed purpose. The devotion in Vanessa’s touch made Kara’s heart ache.

Kara watched her through heavy-lidded eyes, mesmerized by the way Vanessa's lips moved, the way her cheeks hollowed slightly as she suckled, the way her tongue danced around the sensitive peak before taking it deeper into the heat of her mouth. Each pull sent jolts of pleasure through Kara's body, her own breath catching.

Kara's fingers came up again and tightened in Vanessa's hair, not to guide, but simply to hold on, to anchor herself.

Vanessa drew back slowly, leaving Kara's breast glistening in the warm lamplight. Her fingers remained, kneading gently, massaging the pliant skin with loving pressure. She watched her own hands work, a soft moan escaping before shifting her attention to Kara's other breast, her mouth finding the nipple with the same devotion as before.

“Look at me,” Kara breathed, her voice low. “Vanessa, look at me.”

Vanessa lifted her head slowly, releasing Kara's breast with a soft popping sound. Her lips were swollen and wet, her eyes slightly unfocused as she met Kara's gaze. A string of moisture connected her mouth to Kara's breast for a moment before breaking.

Kara reached up, her fingers finding the curve of Vanessa's jaw. She traced the soft line of it, her thumb lingering at Vanessa's mouth, pressing gently against her lower lip. The pad of Kara's thumb moved slowly, feeling the fullness there, the slight tremor that passed through Vanessa at her touch.

Kara's own lips parted as she looked at her, her teeth catching her bottom lip for a moment, a gesture so small it was barely visible, but there. Her body pulsed as she licked her lips.

Kara shifted, the movement deliberate, rolling Vanessa gently until she lay on her back. Their eyes remained locked as Kara's hand slid down, fingers tracing the curve of Vanessa's hip before delving beneath the elastic of her panties. The touch was intimate, a loving claim, cupping her heat as Vanessa's breath hitched, her cheeks flushed in the warm lamplight.

Then Kara eased onto her side, propping herself on one elbow as she looked down at Vanessa.

“Want to try something new?” she murmured, the words barely a whisper against the quiet hum of the city beyond the window.

Vanessa nodded, her answer coming out as a soft breath. “Sure.”

Kara's fingers hooked into the waistband of Vanessa's panties, drawing them down slowly, her knuckles brushing against sensitive skin. She removed her own with equal care, throwing them to the side. Vanessa remained on her back, her body relaxed, waiting.

Kara guided Vanessa's leg over her hip, positioning them until Vanessa's backside pressed against her lower stomach. Her thigh slid between Vanessa's legs, pressing gently against her.

“Grind your pussy against my leg,” Kara murmured, the instruction gentle but clear.

Vanessa took a moment to adjust, finding purchase with her feet before she began to move, lifting her hips in a slow, tentative rhythm. Her breath caught at the sensation, a soft sound that was quickly swallowed by the quiet room. As her grinding grew faster her breasts began to bounce.

Kara took one in her hand, cupping its weight as she pressed kisses along the sensitive skin of her neck and shoulder. Her fingers worked with practiced ease, kneading and rolling, pinching the nipple just enough to make Vanessa gasp. As Vanessa began circling her hips against Kara's thigh, Kara shifted slightly, pressing her own body against Vanessa's leg.

Vanessa responded without hesitation, adjusting her position until her thigh was pressed firmly against Kara's heat. They moved together now, a rhythm building—soft grinds and breathy moans filling the space between them. Kara licked up Vanessa's neck, her hands grew bolder, her touch rougher as she rolled Vanessa's nipples between thumb and forefinger, coaxing more sounds from Vanessa’s mouth until her head lolled to the side, her breath coming in soft pants. Her grinding grew more insistent and Kara knew she was close. Kara's mouth returned to the sensitive skin of her neck, teeth grazing just enough to make Vanessa gasp.

Kara hummed against her skin, driving her thigh firmly against Vanessa's heat.

Vanessa responded by turning to face her, her hand finding Kara's breast, fingers closing around it with unexpected boldness. The earlier shyness had evaporated, replaced by a raw, unapologetic hunger. Her movements grew more deliberate, more demanding, more urgent.

Kara shifted, withdrawing her thigh slowly, drawing a frustrated sound from Vanessa's throat. Her fingers replaced the thigh, parting folds before rubbing her clit. The first touch made Vanessa's back arch, her legs falling open in instinctive invitation.

But Kara had other plans.

She sat up, gently closing Vanessa's legs and rolling her onto her side. Vanessa complied, pushing her ass back against air, her breathing ragged. Kara leaned down, her face close to Vanessa's heat. Her fingers parted the sensitive folds, circled the wet skin of her clit, then pushed two fingers inside with agonizing slowness.

Vanessa cried out, her hands moving to her breasts, cupping and squeezing as Kara's fingers began to move within her. Her chest was flushed, nipples tight and begging for attention as she chased her pleasure with single-minded focus.

Vanessa's unrestrained moans filled the space between them, erasing all silence.

“Oh, fuck... oh, fuck.”

Her hips rocked against Kara's hand, her body searching for more as Kara's fingers moved inside her, her thumb circling the sensitive bundle of nerves above. Vanessa’s fingers bunched into the sheets, her knuckles white.

“Right there... Kara, right there, Ooooooooh!”

Vanessa gasped, her hands moving back to her chest. Her fingers found a nipple, rolling it between thumb and forefinger before tugging it upward. She dipped her head, her tongue darting out to flick against herself, her mouth closing around the hardened peak.

Kara watched, transfixed, as Vanessa suckled her own breast, the sight sending a jolt straight through her. Her own orgasm built rapidly, tightening her belly as waves suddenly washed over her. She bit her lip, muffling her moan as she shuddered, her fingers never stilling inside Vanessa.

Vanessa's back arched, her nipple slipping from her mouth as she cried out, her voice raw and unguarded. Her inner muscles clenched around Kara's fingers, pulsing as her release washed through her. The sound filled the room, louder than any Kara had heard from her before, a beautiful, uninhibited cry of pleasure.

Kara draped her body over Vanessa, as she pressed soft kisses along Vanessa's face and neck. Their skin was slick with sweat, their breathing still ragged. Vanessa’s hand came up to stroke Kara’s cheek as Kara continued pressing soft kisses across her skin. With each fading pulse around Kara’s fingers, Vanessa's breath caught.

She looked up at Kara, lids heavy and lips parted. Kara pulled out of her slowly, carefully, before wrapping Vanessa in her arms and pulling her close. They settled back against the pillows, their limbs tangling together naturally.

Kara kissed the crown of Vanessa's head, inhaling the scent of her hair. Vanessa shifted slightly, her mouth finding Kara's breast, her lips closing around her nipple. It wasn't a kiss of passion this time, but something gentler, a way to soothe herself in the aftermath.

“You're perfect,” Kara murmured into her hair, her fingers grazing Vanessa's cheek as she continued to nurse.

Kara took a deep breath, letting Vanessa suckle until she seemed satisfied. When Vanessa finally pulled away, Kara's nipple was tingling, oversensitive. Vanessa's gaze shifted to the other breast, and she moved there, her mouth closing around its peak. Kara closed her eyes and traced lazy circles along Vanessa’s back, content to let the time slip by.

When Vanessa finally lifted her head, she sat up. Kara followed, their mouths meeting again.

“Wrap your legs around me,” Kara instructed softly, her voice calm and sure.

Vanessa complied, her thighs settling around Kara's waist as they faced each other. Kara leaned in, capturing Vanessa's mouth in a deep kiss. Vanessa circled her tongue over Kara’s, her hands coming up to cup Kara's face. When they parted for air, Vanessa ducked her head, her lips finding the sensitive skin of Kara's neck. Kara moaned softly as Vanessa's teeth grazed her, leaving a faint mark behind.

Without thinking, Kara brought her mouth to Vanessa's throat. They explored each other's necks simultaneously, kissing, sucking, licking, soft sounds of pleasure escaping them both.

Their kisses grew hungrier again, hands wandering over familiar territory with renewed curiosity. Fingers traced the lines of collarbones, the curves of hips, the sensitive skin of inner thighs.

After a while, they shifted slightly as Vanessa’s hand reached down to touch herself.

Vanessa circled her clit, biting her lip. “I want to watch you touch yourself, Mommy. Let's watch each other.”

Kara reached down, already throbbing.

For a moment their eyes remained locked.

A moan escaped Vanessa's lips as her head tipped back, nearly pushing Kara over the edge. Her attention drifted lower: Vanessa's chest rose and fell with ragged breaths, her breast shook as her arm worked, her stomach clenched and released, her fingers moved quickly over her own pussy, hips lifting to meet her touch.

Kara watched, her focus unwavering, her own fingers matching Vanessa's rhythm.

Vanessa came first, her body tensing, hips rolling, a cry escaping her lips. Kara followed, her own orgasm ripping through her as she watched Vanessa come undone.

They fell back against the pillows, bodies spent and sated, ending up tangled in the sheets. They kissed softly as their breathing gradually evened out.

“You okay?” Kara murmured against Vanessa’s mouth.

Vanessa nodded.

“That was amazing,” Vanessa whispered, “I’ve never had an orgasm like that.”

Kara smiled as she kissed Vanessa’s forehead.

Vanessa’s fingers traced slow patterns along Kara’s shoulder, her breath warm between them. After a long silence, she spoke—quiet, almost hesitant.

“I’ve been nervous to say this, but… I really want to buy a strap-on.”

Kara shifted slightly, lifting her head to look at her. The lamplight caught the uncertainty in Vanessa’s eyes.

“Why nervous?” Kara asked softly, her fingers drifting down Vanessa’s arm.

Vanessa hesitated. “Because some people think it’s…” She let out a small breath. “Like it means you’re not really a lesbian. Because of what it looks like.”

The thought lingered between them.

Kara thought of Melanie’s voice—sharp, dismissive. Why use toys shaped like that? It’s ridiculous. Just… grow up.

Her jaw tightened for a second before she pulled Vanessa closer.

“It doesn’t mean anything except that you like what you like,” Kara said quietly. “Toys are just tools. They don’t define us. They don't need to be gendered.”

Vanessa searched her face.

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to try something,” Kara continued. “It doesn’t make you less gay. It doesn’t make us less anything.”

The tension slowly left Vanessa’s shoulders.

“I’m glad you think so,” she said. “I just… I want us to explore. Together.”

Kara pressed a kiss to Vanessa’s hairline.

“We will,” she murmured. “If that’s what you want.”

Vanessa smiled against her skin, eyes closing.

“It is.”


Chapter Eight: The Consequence

The last two days in Iceland passed with an ease that felt unfamiliar to Kara—almost suspicious in its gentleness—but deeply needed. She caught herself checking her phone more than once, expecting another message from Melanie. An accusation. A question. Something sharp.

Nothing came.

The quiet could have unsettled her.

Instead, it felt like space—and Kara carried that quiet with her into the next morning when she and Vanessa woke later than usual. The hotel room was pale with thin blue light, Reykjavík muted beyond the glass. They showered together and lingered in the steam, moving slowly in a way that suggested neither of them wanted to rush the day.

The coffee in the room surprised them.

“It’s actually not bad,” Vanessa said, taking another sip like she was testing it.

Kara arched a brow. “Good hotel coffee? That’s unheard of.”

Vanessa laughed and carried her mug to the window.

They dressed simply and headed into the city without much of a plan. The day unfolded in pieces—cafés tucked into side streets, both of them piling clothes into fitting rooms, Kara pretending not to enjoy watching Vanessa twirl in front of mirrors.

At one point, as they walked between shops, Vanessa hooked her pinky around Kara’s.

It was subtle. Sweet.

Kara glanced down at their hands, something soft loosening in her chest.

“That’s cute,” she murmured.

Vanessa squeezed her pinky once. “I know.”

Kara didn’t pull away.

They walked like that for a while, unhurried, before eventually heading back to the hotel just after lunch, bags in hand, cheeks flushed from the wind.

Comfy clothes replaced structured outfits—oversized sweaters, soft socks. Vanessa flopped onto the bed and grabbed the remote.

“What are we watching?” Kara asked, settling beside her.

“I want to see what happens next on that detective show. Do you remember what it was called?”

Kara blinked. “No.”

Vanessa stared at her. “Goddamnit. I have no way of finding it.”

“Search Icelandic detective shows,” Kara said, handing her phone over.

Vanessa rolled onto her stomach, scrolling and typing.

A beat passed.

Vanessa gasped softly. “Oh! This is it.” She tapped the screen and flipped the channel. “It’s a marathon!”

Kara smiled, something tender settling in her chest at Vanessa’s quiet triumph.

They ordered room service—burgers, steamed potatoes dusted with herbs, cappuccinos with delicate art across the foam. They ate cross-legged on the bed, arguing lightly about plot twists, Vanessa insisting she’d predicted everything while Kara refused to grant her that victory.

Their night landed softly.

It was filled with soft kisses and whispered reassurances, the kind spoken in the dark when defenses are low.

“I’m here,” Kara murmured against Vanessa’s ear, brushing her thumb over her wrist.

“I know,” Vanessa whispered back, voice small.

In the dim light, their eyes locked. Kara sat against the headboard with Vanessa's back to her. Their lips met as Kara massaged Vanessa's breasts and she touched herself, moaning into Kara's mouth.

Kara's hand came down to splay across Vanessa's belly, feeling it tense.

The thumb of her other hand stroked slowly along the back of Vanessa’s neck. Vanessa turned her head, looking up at her.

“Will you always stay with me? Forever?” Her voice was gentle, almost unsure.

Kara held her gaze. For a moment, she didn’t answer—not because she hesitated, but because she understood what was being asked.

“Yes,” she whispered.

They kissed as Vanessa's hips bucked, she broke away shuddering.

As Vanessa’s breathing steadied, Kara’s hand drifted lower until it rested over hers. She pressed kisses down Vanessa’s neck until her breathing steadied.

They lay down, and Kara fell asleep to Vanessa’s fingers tracing delicately over her face.

Morning came quickly.

Their final full day required practicality.

They needed bigger bags—more room for the sweaters, jewelry, and small treasures Kara insisted they couldn’t leave behind.

“I refuse to pay airline fees,” Vanessa declared, dragging Kara toward a luggage shop.

Kara rested her hand at her back, warm and steady. “I’ll pay them, sweetheart.”

They bought two inexpensive duffels and then wandered without urgency. A small art museum caught Vanessa’s attention—abstract pieces, quiet rooms, paintings that felt more emotional than literal.

Kara stood beside her in front of one canvas streaked with muted blues and gold.

“What do you see?” Vanessa asked.

Kara studied the painting a moment longer before answering. “Relief.”

Vanessa shifted her gaze from the canvas to Kara instead. “You seem much more relaxed now.”

Kara turned toward her, a faint crease forming between her brows. “You think?”

She let the thought settle instead of brushing it aside as the day carried.

That night, back at the hotel, Kara ran a bath.

The water steamed up the small bathroom quickly, mirrors fogging as they slid in. Vanessa reached for a facial mask from the side of the tub, one of the many little luxuries they’d picked up, and twisted the cap open.

“It’s supposed to reset your skin barrier,” she said confidently.

Kara smoothed the cool cream over her face.

A beat passed.

“Oh that burns,” Kara said flatly.

Vanessa laughed. “It goes away. Try to keep it on—it starts to feel good.”

“It does not start to feel good.”

“It will.”

They sat there, knees touching beneath the water, both smiling at one another through the tingling.

Later, wrapped in hotel robes, they sat on the bed. Kara brushed Vanessa’s hair slowly, section by section, the ritual soothing in its repetition.

Vanessa was quiet for a long moment.

Then, softly, “I’m nervous for the flight.”

Kara didn’t stop brushing. “I know, honey. I’ll be right there with you.”

“I’ve been thinking…” Vanessa hesitated. “I might just go to my dad’s when we land. I can’t see my mom right now.”

The brush paused mid-stroke.

Vanessa looked down at her hands. “Does that make me a terrible person? I can’t stand her lately. It’s only been getting worse.”

Kara set the brush gently on the nightstand.

“No. It doesn’t make you terrible.”

“This trip was so much better after she left.”

Kara stayed quiet.

Vanessa turned to face her fully. “I know that’s hard to hear. Trust me, I wish I had someone kind for a mom. Someone who cared about me without making it complicated.” Her voice softened. “I don’t think she’s a villain. She’s just… selfish.”

Kara nodded slowly.

Vanessa hesitated again. “Can I ask you something that might make you upset?”

“I won’t be upset,” Kara said evenly. “I promise, Vanessa. You can ask me anything. What is it?”

“I used to wonder why you tolerated her. I always thought maybe… maybe you once had feelings for her.”

Kara blinked, genuinely surprised.

She considered it carefully—not defensively, not dismissively. She ran back through years of memory. Laughter. Loyalty. Fierce protection. But attraction?

Never.

She shook her head. “No. I haven’t.”

Vanessa searched her face, then accepted it without argument.

A moment passed.

Vanessa shifted and lay back against the pillows. “Another question.”

Kara smiled faintly. “Yes?”

“Do you think she’s ever had feelings for you?”

That made Kara’s back straighten.

She hadn’t considered it.

Melanie had only ever spoken about men. Openly. Loudly. Consistently.

Kara searched her memory and came up empty.

“Honey,” she said slowly, “I don’t think so. We were just friends. Best friends. I always had her back.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “But did she ever have yours?”

Kara thought of high school hallways—not cruel exactly, just sharp in the way teenagers can be. Offhand comments about her being a hippie. Jokes about how tall she was. The way boys stared a second too long at her chest. Someone once whispering about her hands, as if size alone meant something.

And Melanie snapping back without hesitation.

Shutting it down.

Standing just slightly in front of her when she needed to.

“In her own way,” Kara said quietly, “she has.”

Vanessa nodded, accepting that too.

The conversation drifted after that, less heavy. Softer.

They lay side by side, the lights dimmed.

“Last night in Iceland,” Vanessa said, almost disbelieving.

“I can’t believe it’s already been ten days,” Kara replied.

“A lot has happened.”

“Yes,” Kara said. “It has.”

She flipped off the light and wrapped an arm around Vanessa, pressing a gentle kiss to her cheek.

“Is the alarm set?” Vanessa whispered.

“It is,” Kara said.

“Sleep well, Kara,” Vanessa murmured.

“Sweet dreams.”

Vanessa murmured something indistinct as she drifted and soon fell asleep, breath evening out against Kara’s collarbone.

Kara stayed awake.

Her mind wandered—not to catastrophe, not to worst-case scenarios.

To the art museum.

To pinkies hooked together on a sidewalk.

To water lapping quietly at the edge of a public pool while she held Vanessa close and didn’t retreat.

She breathed in and somehow fell asleep, even though her mind raced.

***

In the dream, Kara was seventeen again.

The year 2000. Late summer. The fair on its final night, washed in golden hour light. Kara shook her head, windswept hair falling back into place as she adjusted her sunglasses.

She stood beside Melanie beneath strings of lights, both of them pulling at a cloud of pink cotton candy that Kara held between them.

“Ugh, it’s hurting my teeth but I can’t stop,” Melanie groaned, plucking another piece.

“I know,” Kara laughed, her tongue brushing over her teeth before she spoke. “Carpe diem.”

Melanie paused mid-bite and raised a brow at her. “What?”

“Seize the day,” Kara translated easily, looking down at her over the rim of her sunglasses.

Melanie squinted at her for a second, then shrugged. “Yeah, okay. Whatever that means. Hand me some more.”

They were weeks away from senior year. The future still abstract. College applications not yet urgent. For now, the fair was enough.

Colorful rides spun behind them. Kara pointed toward the swinging ship.

“That one.”

“It looks terrifying,” Melanie said immediately.

“The UFO?”

“No.”

“The swings?”

“Absolutely not.”

Melanie squinted toward the carousel. “Okay. That one I can do.”

“You want to ride a horse in a circle? Really?” Kara grinned.

“Yes, I do. Come on.”

Kara followed after her.

Even though Melanie was shorter, Kara moved more loosely, longer strides, less urgency. She wore a sleeveless black shirt and ripped black jeans, comfortable in her own body in a way she didn’t yet realize was uncommon.

As they crossed the midway, a girl—probably their age—in denim shorts, a thin camisole, and long black hair caught Kara’s eye. She lifted her hand in a subtle wave, her smile dipping into something mischievous.

Kara grinned back, letting her gaze drift lower as she took her in, biting her bottom lip before she could stop herself.

Melanie walked ahead, unaware.

No one noticed.

But other girls like that always seemed to.

They reached the carousel line.

“Where’s Eve and Ricky?” Kara asked.

Melanie turned, looking up at her.

“Over there.” She pointed toward a carnival game. “He’s trying to win her a bear. They’ve been there forever.”

“He’s not going to win,” Kara scoffed. “That thing’s rigged.”

Melanie nudged her. “Come on! You’re not even going to try? I really want that flamingo.”

Kara laughed, hand moving to Melanie shoulder. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll buy you a flamingo from the store.”

Melanie’s mouth curved, pleased—though Kara didn’t clock the way her eyes lingered just a second too long.

They handed over their tickets and climbed aboard.

Kara let Melanie choose her horse first.

Melanie mounted awkwardly, legs angled carefully to one side. She wore a skirt—pale pink and definitely not school appropriate.

Kara swung onto the horse slightly in front and to the side of hers, turning to look back as the ride jerked to life.

Melanie’s face went pale.

“Kara, help,” she whispered urgently.

Kara hopped down immediately. “What’s wrong?”

Melanie leaned closer, voice low and panicked. “I’m about to flash everyone my coochie.”

Kara blinked, then stepped closer without hesitation. “Okay. Put your hand on my shoulder.”

Melanie did.

Kara stood steady, as Melanie leaned on her, keeping a hand on her back. Melanie adjusted her skirt carefully, smoothing it down as she shifted her leg over the saddle properly.

“All set?” Kara asked casually, tapping her thigh once with an easy grin.

She hadn’t named it then—but in the dream, she could see it clearly.

Melanie looked breathless.

Her eyes lifted to Kara’s face, then dropped to Kara’s hand resting on her thigh. Something flickered there. Something unsure. Wanting.

She nodded, collecting herself.

Kara returned to her horse.

As the carousel turned, music tinny and bright, Kara kept glancing back, laughing. Every time she did, Melanie was already looking at her.

Shy. Hopeful. Slightly stunned.

Kara never questioned it.

The carousel music swelled as it picked up speed.

“Okay, I have to admit, it’s kind of fun!” Kara called back, laughing.

A moment later the ride slowed, the painted horses dipping gently as it came to a stop. Kara stepped off.

When she turned to help Melanie down, she was gone. The horse sat motionless, saddle empty.

Kara walked toward the exit, her smile fading, scanning the crowd for the long blonde braid, the petite cherry-print shirt, the pink skirt.

Nothing.

She found Eve and Ricky still at the game booth.

“Have you guys seen Melanie?” Kara asked.

“Yeah,” Ricky said, barely looking up. “She said she wasn’t feeling well. I think she went home.”

Kara frowned. “She was fine a minute ago.”

“You can hang with us, we’ll eventually go on some rides,” Eve murmured.

“I’m working on it, baby,” Ricky said, turning dramatically.

“Uh, no that’s alright. I’ll see you guys later.”

Kara left, weaving through the fair alone, looking for that braid one more time.

The next day at school, Melanie was different. Quieter.

“You okay, Mel?” Kara asked, stepping up beside her locker and leaning one shoulder against the wall.

Melanie looked at her for a long moment, her lower lip wavering before she masked it with a small scoff.

“Yeah. I think that cotton candy got to me. I just came home and went to bed.”

Kara accepted that answer.

She always did.

The image became fuzzy and faded.

Kara woke in the dark.

The hotel room was still. The city quiet beyond the glass.

Vanessa had rolled away in her sleep.

The dream clung to her.

How had she forgotten that night?

How had she never read into it?

Because within days, Melanie had a new boyfriend.

Because Melanie always had someone.

Kara sat up slowly and reached for her phone, stepping into the other room so she wouldn’t wake Vanessa.

She sat on the edge of the tub and opened Melanie’s message thread.

Stared at it.

Closed it.

There’s no way, she thought.

Her mind replayed things she had buried.

Ugly fights.

Sharp laughter.

Melanie taking everyone’s boyfriends without hesitation—just to prove she could.

“Di wouldn’t put out,” Melanie had whispered once, smiling. “That’s what he told me after, you know.”

The laugh.

Kara’s anger. “What the fuck? I can’t believe you would do that, Mel.”

“What? It was almost too easy.”

Kara had taken space.

But she had always come back.

Loyalty mistaken for obligation.

Before she could spiral further, her fingers hovered over the keyboard in Melanie’s thread.

She imagined typing everything. Years of things unsaid. Blocking her.

Instead, she closed it.

Opened her notes app.

And began to type.

***

Kara jolted awake before the alarm at four a.m.

Their flight was in three hours.

She caught her breath and reached for her phone.

The message was already written.

All she had to do was copy it into Melanie’s thread and press send.

The first draft had been long—years of small resentments, choosing loyalty to a fault, of ways Melanie had leaned too heavily and taken too much. She’d cut it down before finally going to bed a few hours earlier.

Now, in the blue pre-dawn quiet, she dimmed the brightness and sat up.

She cut it down again.

There is no easy way to tell you this, so I’ll just say it. I’m gay. I always have been. Vanessa and I recently started dating. I’m happy to talk more when I get back. I understand if you don’t want to speak to me again.

She read it twice.

Highlighted it.

Copied.

Pasted.

Her thumb hovered over the send button.

She inhaled slowly.

And pressed it.

The message disappeared up the screen.

Kara sat there a moment, mouth slightly open, staring at nothing. Trying to comprehend what she had just done.

Then a faint smile tugged at her lips—the decision still stunned her, but it loosened something tight in her chest.

Relief didn’t roar.

It settled.

She couldn’t go back to sleep.

She circled the bed quietly and unzipped the bag holding her laptop. In the bathroom, she laid a folded towel in the empty tub and sat there, logging into her workspace.

She scanned her workload for the week. Answered two emails. Cleared a small task.

Time slipped.

Her phone buzzed.

Her heart thumped.

Just an email.

She exhaled sharply.

No. She wasn’t going to spend the day staring at the screen.

She sent a quick text to April, letting her know her phone would be off and to reach out to James and Sarah if anything urgent came up.

Then she powered it down.

The silence felt like the right choice. She nodded to herself as she set it aside.

She kept typing until it was time to get ready. When she rose from the bathroom and returned to the bedroom, the sky beyond the curtains had shifted from blue to deep gray.

Kara slipped back into bed, spooning Vanessa gently, pressing a kiss to her cheek.

“Morning, Vanessa. Time to get up,” she said softly.

“What?” Vanessa groaned, her voice rough with sleep. “Did the alarm go off?”

“No. I turned it off. It’s five. Can I turn the lamp on?”

A pause.

“Sure.”

The room filled with soft yellow light.

Vanessa squinted, pushing herself upright slowly. Kara sat beside her for a few quiet minutes while she fully woke.

Kara leaned in slightly. “You alright?”

“Yeah,” Vanessa said, rubbing at her eyes. “I just hate early mornings.”

She reached for her robe, sliding it on, then put on her glasses before padding toward her bag. They’d packed most of it the night before, outfits already laid out for travel—sweatpants, hoodies, comfort over presentation.

They brushed their teeth side by side. Afterward, Kara brushed Vanessa’s hair in long, steady strokes.

They packed the remaining items in near-silence.

Vanessa seemed subdued.

“You okay?” Kara asked gently.

“Yeah,” Vanessa said after a moment. “I think I just had a bad dream.”

Kara didn’t press.

Instead, she fastened her watch around her wrist—a substitute for the phone now dark in her bag.

She checked the room twice before they left.

***

The airport was louder than the city had been.

Wheels rolling across tile. Announcements weaving between languages. The shuffle of departure lines.

Kara moved through it with steady focus.

Vanessa stayed close, their shoulders brushing as they navigated the queue. When the line stalled, Vanessa’s fingers slipped into hers without comment.

Kara tightened her grip.

Security passed in rhythm. Shoes off. Shoes on. Laptops out. Laptops returned.

At the gate, James and Sarah were already seated near the windows.

Sarah waved when she spotted them.

Vanessa slowed slightly.

Kara glanced at her, then to the nearby row of chairs. “Would you mind sitting right here? I’ll be right back.”

Vanessa searched her face for a beat, then nodded taking a seat.

Kara placed her suitcase beside Vanessa’s and walked toward James and Sarah.

James stood.

“Ready to head home?” he asked warmly.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Sarah smiled. “April texted. They went to a waterfall. That country looks unreal.”

Kara laughed softly. “She’s wanted to go since high school. I’m glad she finally did.”

A small pocket of normal conversation passed—honeymoon details, flight delays, the strange stretch of Icelandic daylight.

Then Kara cleared her throat.

“There’s something I need to tell you both.”

James and Sarah exchanged a glance.

James’s mouth curved. “Tell us what?”

Kara narrowed her eyes. “Why are you smiling like that?”

He looked to Sarah.

Sarah leaned in gently. “I know about you and Vanessa. I saw you the morning of the wedding. At sunrise.”

Kara felt her shoulders drop. “You saw us?”

Sarah nodded. “I couldn’t sleep.”

James shrugged lightly. “It’s alright, Kara. It’s really not a big deal.”

Kara blinked. “It’s not?”

They both shook their heads.

“Does anyone else know?” she asked.

“We haven’t told anyone,” James said.

A quiet settled—not awkward. Just acknowledging.

“It wasn’t something I planned,” Kara said softly. “It just… happened a few weeks ago.” She hesitated. “I told Melanie over text.”

A faint smile ghosted her mouth. “Incredibly mature, right?”

James let out a low breath, almost stunned. “That’s incredible. What did she say?”

“I don’t know.” Kara’s tone stayed steady. “My phone’s off. I’ll deal with it when we get home.”

“That’s smart,” he said. No judgment. Just reassurance.

Sarah reached across and squeezed Kara’s hand. “You deserve to be happy.”

Kara nodded once. “I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone else.”

And for the first time since pressing send, she felt something stronger than fear.

The ground beneath her felt solid.

When the conversation tapered off, Kara smiled one last time and returned to Vanessa.

Vanessa had her hood up, head tilted toward the window, eyes closed.

Kara sat down and Vanessa startled awake. She placed a hand on Vanessa’s shoulder and rubbed lightly along her back.

“God, I cannot stay awake,” Vanessa muttered.

“There’s a café right there,” Kara said gently. “Want me to grab you a coffee?”

Vanessa shook her head. “No. I want to sleep on the flight.” A pause. “Can I use your phone? I want to play a game.”

Kara opened her mouth—then stopped.

“Actually… my phone’s off.”

Vanessa frowned slightly. “Dead?”

“No. I turned it off.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to deal with it today,” Kara said evenly.

“Fair enough,” Vanessa replied.

But her tone had flattened.

Kara felt it immediately—that subtle shift. Had she misstepped? She considered asking again, but boarding began before she could.

They gathered their bags and moved toward the gate.

The flight felt quieter than the one in. Fewer guests returning—many had left the day after the wedding.

They took their seats.

Kara lifted their luggage into the overhead compartment. The row remained empty except for them. Sparse flight. Extra space.

Vanessa stared out the window.

Kara reached for her hand.

Vanessa pulled it away.

Not sharply. Just instinctively.

Kara didn’t react. She didn’t push.

Instead, she reached down for her laptop and headphones.

Then she heard it.

A small sniffle.

Vanessa’s head dipped into her hand.

Kara’s chest tightened.

She leaned closer, touching her shoulder lightly. “Vanessa. What’s wrong?”

Vanessa looked up, tears already spilling over. “We’re just going back and everything will be the same. We’ll have to hide. Pretend. And I just can’t do that anymore. I can’t. You’re never going to—”

“Hey.” Kara turned toward her fully, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Hey, listen to me.”

Vanessa’s breathing hitched.

“I already did it,” Kara said quietly. “I already told her.”

Vanessa blinked at her through tears. “You what? When?”

“This morning,” Kara said, a small smile breaking through. “I couldn’t sleep. I texted it, like you suggested.”

Vanessa’s breath came faster. Almost panicked.

The flight attendant’s voice crackled overhead, preparing the cabin for takeoff.

Kara took her hand firmly this time.

“Breathe,” she murmured.

Vanessa tried. A shaky inhale. Another.

Kara traced slow circles along her back, her hand drifting upward to tuck Vanessa’s hair gently behind her ear.

The plane began to move, engines humming beneath them.

They leaned forward until their foreheads touched.

“I told her,” Kara repeated softly. “It’s done.”

Vanessa’s hands came up to her face, then fell again as she exhaled hard.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Kara pulled her close, Vanessa’s head resting just beneath her collarbone as the plane lifted into the air.

Outside the window, Iceland fell away beneath them.

Inside, something else had already shifted.
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Kara didn’t turn her phone on until she was inside.

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

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

For a moment, she simply stood there.

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

There hadn’t been one.

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

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

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

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

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

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

She exhaled slowly and bent to unzip her suitcase.

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

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

It still held a trace of Vanessa’s perfume.

Kara paused there.

Not just perfume.

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

Kara could still feel the ghost of that grip.

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

Then continued.

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

Only then did she retrieve her phone from her purse.

It remained dark in her hand for a long moment.

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

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

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

She pressed the power button.

The screen lit up.

It vibrated once in her hand. Then again.

Notifications bloomed across the glass.
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