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Foreword


This book is a part of the Coming Into The Light universe, but similarly to Her Miss Perfect none of Amy, Sarah, or Luisa from the main Coming Into The Light novels feature here.

Think of this story as running in parallel to those… same world, similar themes, just as much heat.

Some of the characters in this novel will feature in the main series (Solana already gets a few mentions in Burning Both Ends, as does Kelly), and who knows? Maybe they'll have a major part to play in future instalments.

But, for now, simply enjoy this story about Ellie and Becca.


Prologue


It started with a hand on Becca's arm.

Ellie came out of the restroom weaving her way between people, wiping her hands on the back of her jeans because the dryer was broken, already rehearsing in her head the complaint she was going to make to Becca about the state of the bathroom because it was precisely the sort of thing that would make Becca laugh... and then she stopped.

Becca was stood near the edge of the dance floor, not on it but close enough that the coloured lights caught her from time to time, and she was talking to a woman. A woman Ellie didn't recognise, dark-haired, cute… cute in a way that you’d notice across a room and then look back again. Seriously cute. The woman was stood close to Becca, closer than a stranger would normally stand, and as Ellie watched she saw the woman’s hand reach out and touch Becca’s forearm.

Not a brief touch, either… a lingering one, fingers trailing along the inside of Becca’s wrist before pulling away again.

Becca didn’t move back, didn’t avoid the contact, but then that was Becca through and through… she was warm with everyone, open, and could talk to anyone about anything and make them feel like they were the most interesting person in the room. It was what made her good at her job and it was one of the many things that Ellie loved about her. So, seeing her laugh at something this woman said, a genuine laugh where her head tilted back and her shoulders dropped, that was just Becca being Becca.

That’s what Ellie told herself.

But then she kept watching, and Ellie felt something stir inside. The woman's body language was unmistakable: she wasn't just being friendly, she was flirting, openly and confidently, and Becca didn't seem to mind. Ellie's stomach twisted and there was a hot, constricting feeling in her chest, like someone had reached inside her ribcage and squeezed. Her face felt warm. Jealousy, she thought. Obviously jealousy, what else would it be, watching some random woman openly hit on your wife in a bar while you were in the bathroom dealing with a broken hand dryer.

But still, Ellie didn't move.

What she should have done was one of two things… one, she could have walked over, slipped her arm around Becca’s waist, and smiled at the woman in the universal way of saying she’s mine, she’s claimed. Or two, go back over to their friends, get chatting, and ignore it.

Instead, she did neither. Ellie found a spot where she could see them clearly but they couldn't easily see her, half-hidden behind a group of friends-of-friends who were deep into an animated debate about whether Austin's food truck scene had peaked. She stood there and she watched.

The woman was good at flirting. Confident without being aggressive, leaning in when Becca spoke as if whatever Becca was saying was the most interesting thing she'd heard all night. Her hand found Becca's arm again, this time higher, just above the elbow, and stayed there while she said something that made Becca's smile widen.

Ellie knew her wife's body language better than her own. She could read Becca across a crowded room, could tell from thirty feet away whether she was having a good time or counting the minutes until she could leave. And right now what Ellie could read was this: Becca was enjoying herself. Being friendly, being Becca, but also, and this was the part that made Ellie's breath catch, not entirely averse to being on the receiving end of the attention.

Then Becca pushed her hair back behind her ear.

It was a tiny gesture… anyone else would have missed it. Anyone but Ellie. Ellie knew that gesture the way she knew the sound of Becca's feet coming through their front door. It was Becca's tell, the thing she did without realising when she was attracted to someone, when she was feeling a pull that she probably hadn’t even realised. Ellie had seen it directed at her a thousand times, had seen her do it with others too, just playfully, but tonight it seemed different… it seemed genuine.

Becca didn't even know she'd done it, Ellie was sure of that. It was involuntary, unconscious, the body betraying something the mind hadn't caught up with yet. And the sight of it, of her wife, who was friendly as can be but never seriously flirted with anyone, who had never given Ellie a single moment's doubt, doing that for a genuinely cute dark-haired stranger, hit Ellie somewhere she didn't have a name for.

The woman noticed it too. She smiled, a slow, knowing smile, and moved closer still, and now they were in each other's space properly, the proximity that only existed between people who wanted to be that close.

Ellie realised that her hands were shaking. Not a lot, just a faint tremor that she could feel more than see. Her heart was beating hard in her chest, a rhythm that didn't match the music coming from the dance floor. She was breathing faster than she should be.

Jealousy. That's what this was. She was jealous and she should go over there right now and…

Except it wasn't jealousy. Or rather, it was, but it was also something else, something that sat beneath the jealousy like a current beneath still water, and it was that something else that was making her hands shake and her breathing go ragged and her skin feel like it was running a fever.

She couldn't name it, couldn’t get close to knowing what it was. All she knew was that watching this woman desire her wife, watching Becca respond to being wanted, watching her come alive under someone else's attention, was doing something to Ellie that she didn’t understand and couldn’t control.

The woman said something and leaned in close to Becca's ear, close enough that her lips must have been almost touching Becca's skin, and Becca went still for just a second, the kind of stillness that meant she was really listening, absorbing what was being said. Then she laughed again but differently this time, more eye contact, and Ellie felt her whole body go hot.

She forced herself to move then, back to their group of friends, back to the table where their drinks were still sat half-full. She picked hers up, took a long sip, and tried to join a conversation about someone's weekend plans. She nodded in the right places, made the right noises, and all the while her eyes kept drifting back across the room to where Becca was still talking to the dark-haired woman.

She watched Becca's hand come up to touch her own collarbone, fingers grazing the thin gold chain of the necklace she always wore. Becca touched it the way she always did when she was thinking, an unconscious habit, and something about that small gesture, her wife's fingers on that necklace while another woman stood inches away, made Ellie's chest ache with something she couldn't understand.

Want. It might have been want. But want for what? For Becca to stop? For Becca to come back to her? For Becca to keep going?

She didn't know. She genuinely, honestly didn't know, and that was the most unsettling part of all of it.

And then, as if she'd sensed something, Becca looked up. Across the bar, past the dancers, through the gaps between bodies, her eyes found Ellie's and held her gaze. Just a second, barely that, but in it was the reassuring look, the one that said don't worry, I'm yours, I'm right here, I chose you, this is nothing. A small, sure smile to go with it, a warmth to her eyes. Then the dark-haired woman said something and Becca turned back to her, the moment gone.

It had always been enough before. Every time, without exception, that look had been enough.

This time, it made whatever the feeling she had worse. No, not worse she realised… stronger.

Ellie didn't understand why, couldn't have articulated it if she'd tried, but something about Becca reassuring her, confirming that she was Ellie's even while another woman's hand was on her arm, sent a thrilling shiver through her that had nothing to do with jealousy and everything to do with something she didn't have a word for yet.

***

A few minutes later Becca appeared back at the table, sliding into the seat next to Ellie, her thigh pressing against Ellie's.

"I’m back," Becca said, leaning over to kiss Ellie on the cheek, casual and affectionate.

"Who was that?" Ellie asked, keeping her voice deliberately light, like it didn't matter.

"Oh… she's a friend of one of my colleagues from the practice. We'd been introduced before apparently but I didn't remember." Becca picked up her drink and took a sip, her eyes smiling over the rim of the glass. "She was definitely hitting on me though. Like, not even subtle about it."

Ellie felt a wash of relief so strong it almost made her dizzy. A colleague's friend. Just someone being friendly who happened to be flirting. Becca hadn't sought it out, hadn't encouraged it, it hadn’t been a stranger… it was just Becca being Becca, warm, open, and this woman had read it as something more.

"You ok?" Becca asked, and Ellie realised she'd been quiet a few moments too long.

"Yeah, fine." Ellie smiled. It was a little forced, but only a little. "Bathroom's disgusting by the way. The hand dryer's broken."

Becca wrinkled her nose. "Charming." She settled back into Ellie, her body familiar and reassuring, and turned to join the wider conversation.

And that should have been it. Relief, and then forgotten. Just another Friday night out, a minor moment, a colleague's friend being a bit too forward, the kind of thing that happens and gets laughed about over brunch the next day.

Except the relief wasn't sitting right. It was there, on the surface, but underneath it something else was still there, quiet and persistent, the echoes of whatever that had been. Ellie had her explanation now, had the reassurance, had Becca warm against her side… and it should have been enough to close the book on whatever that feeling had been.

But it wasn't, and she didn't understand why.

Ellie took another drink and stared at the table, trying very hard and failing spectacularly not to think about the way Becca had pushed her hair back behind her ear.


Chapter 1


They left around midnight, earlier than usual but neither of them fought it when their friends started to thin out. Becca hugged everyone goodbye with her characteristic warmth, Ellie waved from behind her, and then they were outside in the warm Austin night, the noise of the bar falling away behind them as they started the ten-minute walk back to their apartment.

The air was humid for late winter, carrying the faint smell of food trucks along with whatever someone was smoking down a side alley they walked past. The streets around Rainey were still busy, clusters of people moving between bars, rideshares pulling up and pulling away, the distant thump of bass from somewhere further down the block. Above all of it the downtown skyline glowed, those newer towers that seemed to multiply every time Ellie looked, the Austin that was rapidly becoming something different from the Austin they'd moved to a year ago.

Normally they talked on the walk home. They talked about everything, always had. They were the sort of couple who could turn a ten-minute walk into a forty-minute conversation without noticing. But tonight Ellie was quiet and she knew that Becca could tell.

Ellie was trying to think and failing. Her body was still doing the thing it had been doing since the bar, the low hum of something new running through her, and every time she tried to put a thought together it scattered. She kept replaying the same fragments: the woman's hand on Becca's arm, Becca's hair pushed back behind her ear, that laugh, and each time she replayed them her stomach went tight, and her skin felt warm, and she was no closer to understanding any of it.

"You're being very quiet," Becca said after a couple of blocks. Her voice was gentle, careful. The voice she used when she suspected something was wrong but didn't want to push.

"Just tired," Ellie replied, and knew immediately that it was the wrong answer because Becca could always tell when she was lying.

Becca was silent for a few more steps. Then: "Is this about the woman at the bar?"

Ellie felt her jaw tighten. "No." Said with much more tension that she’d meant.

"Because if it is, I want you to know that she came up to me. I didn't seek her out. She was friendly and we talked, and yes she was flirting, and I probably should have shut it down sooner, but I didn't think it was a big deal. I'm sorry if…”

"You don't need to apologise."

"I feel like I do." Becca reached for Ellie's hand as they walked. Ellie let her take it but didn't squeeze back, not out of coldness but simply because she was concentrating on not saying something she hadn't figured out yet. "Ellie, I would never... you know I would never."

"I know."

"Then what's going on? Talk to me."

They walked in silence for another half a block. They were on a quieter stretch now, residential, the bars behind them, the sound of their footsteps on the sidewalk and the distant hum of Congress Avenue the only noise. A cyclist passed them going the other way. Somewhere a dog barked once and stopped.

Ellie tried to form her thoughts into something coherent. She tried three different opening sentences in her head and gave up on all of them because they all came across as too confrontational, and that really wasn’t it. The analytical part of her brain, the part that spent all day solving problems in clean logical sequences at work, was completely useless here. This wasn't a problem with a solution. This was a feeling she didn't have a clue how to name.

"I wasn't jealous," she said eventually, and it still came out wrong, too flat, like a statement read from a card rather than something she felt.

Becca looked at her. "You seem jealous."

"I know I do. I know it looks like that. But that's not..." Ellie stopped walking and Becca stopped with her. They were stood under a streetlight outside a new apartment building, moths circling above them, the light making Becca's face half bright and half shadow. She looked beautiful, patient, and a little worried, roughly in that order, which made Ellie feel worse because she wasn't giving Becca anything to work with.

"That's not what?" Becca asked softly.

Ellie opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. "I don't know how to say what I'm trying to say."

"Try anyway. I'll catch up."

That was such a Becca thing to say… the professional therapist in her, making space, but also the woman who had known Ellie since they were teenagers and had heard every clumsy, half-formed thought Ellie had ever had and loved her through all of them. Ellie felt a wave of gratitude and then, beneath it, that same heat from the bar, because even now, even standing on a sidewalk having an awkward semi-argument, Becca was the most gorgeous woman she'd ever seen and she wanted her in a way that felt heightened tonight, elevated even more than usual.

"When I saw her talking to you," Ellie started slowly, picking each word like she was crossing a minefield… not too far from the truth, she realised. “When I came back from the restroom and you were there with her and she was… she was into you, obviously into you, touching your arm, and you were…” She swallowed. “You were responding to it. My first reaction was jealousy. I felt it, I definitely did. But then I kept watching, and the jealousy was definitely there but there was something else too, something beneath it.”

Becca was very still. Listening in the way she listened, with her whole body, her eyes on Ellie's face.

"And the something else was..." Ellie felt her cheeks going red. "I don't know what the word is. I watched her want you and it made me want you. Not in a claiming way, not like I needed to go and take you back from her. More like... seeing you through her eyes. Seeing what she saw. This incredible, beautiful woman, and she wanted you so badly, and I could see you enjoying being wanted, and it..." She trailed off.

"It turned you on," Becca said quietly.

Ellie's face was on fire. "Yeah." She couldn’t believe she’d admitted to it.

The silence that followed was long enough for a car to pass them, headlights sweeping across Becca's face and revealing an expression that Ellie couldn't read. That was rare. Ellie could almost always read Becca, but right now her wife's face was doing something complicated, several things at once layered on top of each other.

"Say something," Ellie whispered.

Becca took a breath. "I'm not sure what you want me to say."

"Anything. Tell me I'm being weird. Tell me it's fine. Tell me you think I need therapy." A weak attempt at humour that didn't land because Ellie's voice was shaking slightly.

"You don't need therapy," Becca said, and a smile broke through. "Or if you do, not for this." She stepped closer and took both of Ellie's hands. "Can I be honest with you?"

"Please."

"When she was talking to me... when she was flirting with me... I liked it." Becca held Ellie's gaze. "I feel terrible saying that but I liked it. Not because I wanted her, or not only because of that. It was more like... I haven't had that in so long. Someone new finding me attractive, that tension of not knowing what's going to happen next. We got together so young, El. I've never experienced that as an adult. And tonight, for just a few minutes, I did, and it felt..." She searched for the word. "Electric."

Ellie nodded because her throat was too tight to speak.

"But here's the thing," Becca continued. "The whole time she was talking to me, the whole time I was enjoying it, part of me was thinking about you watching. I didn't know you were, but I was imagining that you were. I kept thinking, where’s Ellie? I want her to see this, to be part of this. What would Ellie think if she could see me right now? And that thought, you seeing me like that, that was what made it electric. Not her. When I saw you watching, when I smiled at you, I loved that.”

They stood there under the streetlight, hands held between them, looking at each other.

"That's fucked up, isn't it?" Becca said with something that was half a laugh and half something else.

"Maybe," Ellie replied. "But I was watching. And I couldn't stop."

Becca stepped closer still and kissed her. It started soft, reassuring, but within a few seconds it changed… Ellie felt it when Becca’s grip on her hand tightened, when Becca pressed her body closer, in the way that the kiss deepened and then deepened even more until Ellie’s back was against the glass window of a closed store and Becca was kissing her like they were nineteen again and had just discovered that their mouths could do some very fun things indeed.

They broke apart, breathing hard.

“Home,” Ellie said. “Now.”

***

Their apartment was on the sixth floor of a building just south of Lady Bird Lake, modern, floor-to-ceiling windows, two bedrooms and a large living area, too nice for a couple their age but which Ellie’s tech salary made possible.

They barely made it through the door. Becca's mouth was on Ellie's before the lock clicked, her hands pulling at Ellie's shirt, and Ellie responded in kind, pushing Becca back against the hallway wall with a force that surprised them both. This wasn't their normal way of doing this. Their normal way was good, it was loving and considerate, and they knew exactly how to make each other feel incredible, but it was rarely this desperate, this immediate, this fuelled by something other than simple desire.

Ellie kissed down Becca's neck while Becca's head fell back against the wall, her breath already coming in short gasps. Ellie's hands went to the hem of Becca's top and pushed it up, feeling the warm skin of her stomach, her ribs, the underside of her bra.

"Bedroom," Becca breathed. "I need you in bed."

They left a trail of clothes along the hallway, Becca's top, Ellie's shirt, a shoe each, stumbling through to their bedroom where the lights were off and the glow of downtown Austin came in through the windows, painting everything in yellows and blues.

Ellie pushed Becca back onto the bed and climbed over her, kissing her passionately while Becca's hands worked to undo Ellie's jeans, pushing them down far enough for Ellie to kick them off. In the dim light Becca was breathtaking, her eyes luminous, her lips parted, her dark hair a mess already, and Ellie felt that same disorienting double-vision from the bar… seeing Becca as herself, as the woman she loved, but also as a stranger might see her, as someone staggeringly desirable who could belong to anyone.

That thought, could belong to anyone but belongs to me, sent a surge of heat through her that was so intense she had to pause, her hands braced on either side of Becca's head, just breathing.

"What?" Becca whispered, reaching up to touch Ellie's face.

"Nothing. Just looking at you."

"Look at me later," Becca replied, pulling Ellie down into another kiss.

They found their way out of the rest of their clothes and when they were naked Ellie took her time, kissing down Becca's throat, across her collarbone, lower, her mouth following a path she knew by heart while Becca's breathing grew heavier and her hands reached for Ellie's hair.

Ellie kissed between Becca's breasts, took one nipple in her mouth and felt Becca push towards her, a gasp escaping her lips. She kissed lower, across Becca's stomach, feeling the muscles tense under her lips, and then lower still, settling between Becca's legs, kissing along the inside of her thigh and feeling Becca's hips move towards her impatiently.

When Ellie's mouth found her, Becca let out a long, slow moan that filled the bedroom. Ellie knew exactly what to do here, knew Becca's body as well as she knew her own, knew the pace and pressure, the precise angles that would take Becca apart but slowly, not too fast. She settled into the rhythm of it, the taste of her, the small sounds Becca made that guided her, and she could feel Becca starting to build.

And then, into the silence of the room, Becca spoke.

"Her name is Sara."


Chapter 2


Ellie's tongue faltered for half a second, her heart slamming against her ribs, and then she kept going. She didn't look up, didn't speak, just kept going, because stopping would have broken whatever was happening and she desperately needed to know what came next.

Becca's hand was in Ellie's hair, not guiding her exactly but holding, connecting to her. Her voice was slightly breathless, almost conversational in a way that made it more intimate, not less.

"She told me while we were talking. Sara. She asked if I wanted to get out of the bar, go somewhere quieter. I said no, obviously. But I liked her, we had a spark. If I didn’t have you, I’d have said yes."

Ellie's breathing was unsteady now, her pulse loud in her own ears. Becca was doing this unprompted. Ellie hadn't asked, hadn't hinted, hadn't done anything except go down on her wife the way she'd done hundreds of times before, and Becca was narrating, her voice raw in its honesty.

"If I'd said yes I think she’d have taken me to her place. Somewhere close I reckon, walking distance, a small apartment, stylish, low lighting. She would close the door and put her hands on my hips, moving them over me, discovering my body. And I’d have done the same. She’d feel different. We’d kiss, hard, hands all over each other.” Another gasp as Ellie’s tongue found the right spot. “Not like you kiss me. Different. Harder maybe, or softer, I don’t know, just… different. The way you kiss someone new and you’re working each other out.”

Ellie was trembling in her excitement, a fine vibration running through her that she couldn't have stopped if she'd tried. She pressed her tongue firmer against Becca and heard her wife gasp, felt Becca's hips lift.

"We wouldn't talk much. We wouldn't need to. She'd pull my top over my head, undo my bra, and I'd do the same to her, and we'd be stood there with our hands all over each other's bodies, feeling skin we'd never felt before, and it would be like a kind of hunger, El, this frantic need to touch everything at once."

Becca's voice was catching now, the words coming out slower, and Ellie could feel her body tensing, her thighs tightening, knew she was close.

"She'd push me back onto her bed and get on top of me. She'd grind herself against me, put her centre against mine, and I’d feel how turned on we both were. I’d know how much she’d want me, and her mouth would be on me, claiming me, her hands pinning my wrists above my head. She’d be rougher than you. Less patient. She wouldn’t ask, she’d take, and I’d gasp her name.”

Becca moaned, and a tremor ran through her whole body.

“Sara, I’d say… Sara… fuck me, Sara. And she would.” Another moan. "Then she'd go down on me. She'd get between my legs and she wouldn't be gentle about it, she wouldn't tease me the way you do, she'd just put her mouth on me and go." Becca's hand tightened in Ellie's hair as she gasped. "And she'd be good at it. Different to you but good, she'd figure out what I needed fast because she'd be hungry for it, hungry for the taste of me, and I'd lie there letting this woman I'd just met eat me out and I'd be grabbing her hair, pulling her into me, my legs over her shoulders, giving her everything…”

Becca's orgasm hit her mid-sentence, cutting her off with a sound that Ellie had never heard her make before… a sudden, violent cry, her whole body convulsing, her hips lifting off the bed and grinding against Ellie's mouth. Ellie stayed with her, didn't pull back, kept her tongue moving through the aftershocks while Becca shook and gasped above her.

As the first wave receded Becca's hand loosened in Ellie's hair, and Ellie slowed but didn't stop. She eased the pressure of her tongue, longer, caring strokes, much less pressure, feeling Becca's body still shaking with sensitivity, and she waited.

After a minute Becca's breathing started to steady, her body settling back down into the mattress, but Ellie could feel she was still wound tight, still running hot. She knew Becca's body. She knew there was more.

"Keep going," Becca whispered above her, confirming it. "I'm not nearly done."

Ellie smiled against her and started to build again, slowly this time, drawing it out, listening to the small sounds that told her where Becca was. And after a moment, Becca's voice came back, quieter now, rawer, stripped of any reserve.

"After I came Sara wouldn't stop. She'd keep going the way you're keeping going right now and I'd be so sensitive it would almost hurt but I wouldn't want her to stop because I'd want more, I'd want everything, I'd want to feel what it was like to cum again and again for someone new."

Ellie was so aroused it was actually painful, a deep, longing ache between her own legs that she was ignoring because this moment wasn’t about her, it was about Becca, about what was pouring out of her wife in the dark of their bedroom.

"She'd use her fingers too. Inside me, two fingers, curling up while her tongue kept going, and I'd grab her hair and hold her there and I'd be loud, so loud, I wouldn't care because it would feel so good to let go with someone who didn't know any of my rules, any of my routines, someone whose body was a mystery to me and mine to her..."

Becca's voice was fragmenting, the sentences coming apart as her body took over from her mind. "And then I'd cum again... I'd cum so hard on her mouth... oh fuck, El, right there, don't stop, exactly like that... I’d scream, actually scream…”

The second orgasm was different, slower to arrive but deeper, rolling through Becca in long waves that Ellie could feel against her mouth, and Becca's cries turned to screams that filled the room, louder than the first time, less controlled, her body arching up and her legs shaking, the hand in Ellie's hair gripping hard enough to hurt.

Ellie brought her down slowly, easing off as the climax subsided, kissing Becca's inner thighs while her wife lay there breathing hard, one arm thrown across her face.

Then Ellie lifted her head and crawled back up the bed, but she didn't lie down. She sat up, looking down at Becca. Becca moved her arm and looked back, her eyes unfocused, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted. She looked wrecked and beautiful.

"My turn," Ellie said with intent. She swung her leg across Becca's body, positioning herself above Becca's face, facing the headboard. Becca's hands came up immediately to hold Ellie's hips, and when Ellie lowered herself down and felt Becca's mouth on her she let out a deep moan.

She was so aroused that Becca didn't need to do anything except be there, the lightest touch of her tongue sending shockwaves through Ellie's body. Ellie gripped the headboard and let herself feel it for a minute, just the sensation, Becca's mouth on her, Becca's hands on her hips, the familiar incredible warmth of it.

Then she started talking.

"I would have watched from across the room." Her voice sounded different to her own ears, like she was listening to herself narrating. "I would have seen you leave the bar with her, followed you, found somewhere I could watch without you knowing."

Becca moaned against her and the vibration made Ellie gasp.

"I would have seen her push you against the door and kiss you. Seen your hands go into her hair. Seen you kiss her back like you meant it, not performing, not pretending, actually wanting her." Ellie's hips rocked slightly, pushing herself against Becca's mouth. "And I would have been so aroused watching it, the same way I was so aroused watching her flirt with you tonight."

Becca's tongue was moving with intent now and Ellie had to pause, her grip on the headboard tightening as a wave of pleasure rolled through her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw that one of Becca’s hands had started playing with herself… Becca never did that, what the hell was happening? That was insane. Very, very good insane. Becca moaned against her again, and Ellie smiled to herself.

“I’d have watched her undress you. Watched her take off your top and your bra and seen her hands on your breasts, another woman's hands where mine go, touching you the way I touch you but differently, and I’d have seen your face, the way you look when someone touches you there, the face I thought only I got to see..."

Her breathing was ragged now, her thighs starting to shake. Becca was finding the perfect rhythm the way she always did, and Ellie's fantasy was tumbling out of her with no filter, no editing.

"She'd go down on you and you'd be on your back, your legs over her shoulders, and she'd be between your legs the way I was just between your legs, and I'd watch her make you cum, watch you grab the sheets, watch you arch your back and scream for her, and I'd see everything, every expression, every sound, my wife coming on another woman's tongue..."

Becca made a sound beneath her, a desperate, muffled moan, and her tongue pushed harder against Ellie. Ellie was close, dangerously close, the combination of Becca's mouth and her own words, not to mention the memory of the bar, all crashing together.

"And then you'd turn her over. You'd get on top of her, your mouth between her legs while she kept going on you, the two of you in a sixty-nine, and I'd watch you tasting another woman while she tasted you, both of you moaning into each other, lost in it, and I'd be stood there watching you, so turned on I could barely breathe, watching you do things with her that you do with me, watching your tongue on her, and she’d be cumming, and…”

Her orgasm ripped through her with no warning, no gradual build, just a sudden detonation that turned her vision white and made her cry out so loudly she'd have been embarrassed if by then she'd had any capacity left for embarrassment. She ground down against Becca's mouth, Becca's hand that wasn’t busy elsewhere holding her hips firm, and she came in waves that went on and on until her arms buckled and she had to lean against the headboard to stay upright, and she was vaguely aware that Becca was cumming for a third time too, her moans simply adding to the sensation.

When it finally subsided she half-climbed, half-collapsed off Becca and lay flat on her back next to her, staring at the ceiling, her chest heaving. For a long time neither of them spoke. The sounds of Austin at night filtered in through the windows… distant traffic, a siren somewhere, the faint bass thump of a bar across the road.

Then Becca started laughing. A quiet, disbelieving laugh… the sort of laugh that you do when something so unexpected has happened that laughter is really the only response.

Ellie turned her head to look at her. Becca turned her head too. They lay there side by side, naked, completely spent, looking at each other from inches away on the pillows.

"What the fuck was that?" Becca said, grinning.

Ellie started laughing too. "I have absolutely no idea."

"That was the best sex we've ever had."

"By a mile. By several miles."

"By a continent," Becca said. She reached over and took Ellie's hand, lacing their fingers together. "That thing you were describing, watching me with her... El, I came again from listening to you say that. Three times, El. Three.”

"I noticed," Ellie replied. She was still catching her breath, still shaking, her body not quite believing what it had just experienced. She stared at the ceiling and tried to organise the chaos of her thoughts into something coherent.

She couldn't. What she could do was feel. And what she felt, underneath the physical afterglow, was something that seemed important. Something had opened up between them tonight, some door she hadn't known existed, and through it she could see a room she'd never been in before. A room that contained Becca being desired by someone else and Ellie watching and both of them being more turned on by it than by anything they'd ever done in their comfortable, loving, wonderful, familiar sex life.

That should have been scary. Maybe it would be, tomorrow, when the haze cleared and the analytical part of her brain booted back up.

But right now, lying in their bed with Becca's hand in hers and the taste of her wife still on her lips, it wasn't scary at all.

"I love you," Ellie said. "Whatever tonight was, whatever this is, I love you."

Becca rolled onto her side and kissed Ellie softly on the mouth. "I love you too. More than anything." She settled her head onto Ellie's shoulder, her breath warm against Ellie's skin. "Whatever this is."

They lay there quietly, tangled together, and Ellie listened to Becca's breathing slow and deepen as she drifted towards sleep. But Ellie didn't sleep. Not yet. She lay staring at the ceiling with both hands resting on Becca's back and replayed the whole night from the beginning… the bar, the woman, the walk, the bed. Every time she got to the part where Becca said her name is Sara she felt that same jolt, that same insane arousal, and she knew with a certainty that went beyond thought that something had changed between them tonight, some tectonic plate deep in the foundation of their marriage, and she wasn't scared.

She was exhilarated.


Chapter 3


They'd met in the dining hall at Stanford on the third day of freshman year, which Becca always said was fate but Ellie reckoned was simply because she needed pasta.

The pasta bar was Ellie's thing. She'd found it on day one and had been back every meal since, partly because the food was good and partly because she was eighteen, far from home for the first time, and it was comfortingly familiar. She was stood loading up a bowl of spaghetti when someone reached past her for the parmesan. “Sorry, can I just…” and Ellie turned to see Becca for the first time.

She’d told Becca once, years later, that the first thing she’d noticed was her eyes. That wasn’t strictly true… the first thing she’d noticed was her own body and her own mind doing something they’d never done before, a kind of hyperaware skip of excitement, and her immediate thought wasn’t about Becca’s eyes, it was quite simply oh no.

Because Ellie had known she was gay since she was fourteen but had never done anything about it beyond quietly panicking in her bedroom in Portland, and suddenly here was this beautiful girl with brown eyes she could get lost in and a shy smile that made her melt. She realised right then that her careful plan to figure herself out slowly at college, to slowly reconcile her sexuality to her public persona, was in serious jeopardy.

Becca, for her part, had noticed Ellie right away too. She’d told Ellie later that she’d noticed her the day before, across the quad, and had spent twenty-four hours trying to work out if the cute girl with the dark hair and the serious expression was gay or simply from the Pacific Northwest, two things that could easily be confused at a distance.

They'd eaten dinner together that night and every night after for the rest of the week, then the week after that, and by the end of the first month they were inseparable friends… studying together, eating together, staying up until three in the morning talking about everything and nothing. Like thousands of other eighteen-year-olds finding their feet at college, but there was an undercurrent that neither would have recognised.

Their first kiss happened on a bench by the Oval on an October Tuesday night. Becca kissed Ellie, not the other way around, because Ellie would have waited another six months from sheer, terrified indecision and Becca could see that. It was clumsy, quick, and after they sat looking at each other in stunned silence, their friendship changed forever.

“That was ok, right?” Becca asked.

“Do it again.”

Becca did, and they never looked back… by spring they were saying I love you and by the end of freshman year Ellie couldn't remember what her life had felt like before Becca was in it, nor did she want to.

That was seven years ago. They’d been together all through Stanford, through Ellie’s computer science degree and Becca’s psychology major, through Becca’s masters and Ellie’s first job at a start up in the Bay Area that worked her hard but at least paid off after a while. They’d got engaged at twenty-two, married at twenty-three in a ceremony in Becca’s parents’ backyard in Connecticut that made just about everyone cry, and moved to Austin a year ago when Ellie got an offer from one of the big tech companies that was making the migration south.

The necklaces they both wore came from their first anniversary. Nineteen, broke and wildly in love, Ellie had found a jeweller near campus who made simple gold chains with a tiny pendant… nothing fancy, nothing expensive, but Ellie had bought two identical necklaces and given one to Becca on the exact date of their first kiss.

Becca denied to this day that she’d cried, but she had. Ellie had too, also denied. They’d put them on each other that night and neither had taken them off since save to sleep. They’d dulled slightly over the years, the chains had been replaced twice, but they were the most important possessions either of them owned, more even than their wedding rings.

***

Austin had suited them. Inevitably it had taken them a few months to find their feet, leaving behind friends and the familiarity of the Bay Area. But by now, a year in, it felt like theirs. Their apartment downtown had more space than they needed, two bedrooms, the open plan living area, the floor-to-ceiling windows. They even had a small balcony where Becca kept some plants and Ellie kept meaning to put some chairs.

Ellie's job was demanding but she was good at it, a product engineer working on systems that she couldn't easily explain at parties but that paid her enough that they didn't worry about money. She liked the work, enjoyed the problem-solving, got a lot of satisfaction from building something that worked. It was a different kind of creativity to Becca's but it scratched the same itch.

Becca's practice was growing. She worked three days a week at a group practice in the city, seeing her own clients under supervision as she accumulated the hours she needed to be fully licensed, and was starting to pick up private referrals on top of that. Ellie thought that she seemed born to be a therapist… she listened, she noticed, she asked the question you didn’t know needed asking. Her clients seemed to love her, as did her supervisors, and Ellie loved seeing her come home at the end of the day buzzing from how she’d helped untangle something that had seemed impossible.

Their routines were comfortable. Coffee together before Ellie left for the office, a run along Lady Bird Lake on mornings when they both had time, takeout on the sofa on Fridays watching whatever series they were into, friends over on weekends, brunch at their regular place on South Congress, even though the wait was always too long, because the migas were always worth it.

They were happy.

Not in an uncomplicated way, because no couple who'd been together since they were eighteen was uncomplicated, but in a real way, a way that had survived the ordinary stresses that wear at relationships and come out stronger each time. They argued occasionally, of course, the usual things, but they made up quickly because neither of them could stand being at odds with the other for long. They had sex regularly and it was good, genuinely good, the sort of deep familiarity that meant they knew exactly how to make each other feel incredible.

All of which was why what had happened that Friday night was so confusing.

***

They didn't talk about it the next morning. They talked about everything else over coffee, anything but that, neither of them quite ready to pull the thread in the sober light of a Saturday.

It was there though, absolutely, sitting just beneath their Saturday morning routine. She caught Becca looking at her across the kitchen with an expression she didn’t recognise. She caught herself looking at Becca while she did yoga in the living room, watching her body move through the poses, and thinking not about how beautiful she was, although she always though that, but about someone else thinking it. Someone else watching her. Someone else touching her.

That evening, after dinner, they were on the sofa, Becca's legs draped across Ellie's lap, both of them reading with music on in the background, and Becca said without looking up, "I've been thinking about last night."

"Me too."

"And?"

Ellie put her book down. "And I don't really know what to do with it."

Becca put her book down too and looked at her. "Do we need to do anything with it? Can't it just be a thing that happened? A really hot thing that happened that we can repeat sometimes in bed?"

"It can be that."

"But?"

Ellie smiled. "You always know there's a but."

"There's always a but with you. You're a big-but person." Becca grinned at her own joke and Ellie rolled her eyes, but the lameness of the joke felt good, it felt like them.

"The but," Ellie said, choosing her words carefully, "is that I haven't been able to stop thinking about it. Not just the sex, which was..." She searched for the right word but made do with grinning. "I mean, you know. But also the feeling at the bar. Watching that woman with you. I've thought about it a hundred times since Friday and every time it does the same thing to me."

Becca was quiet for a moment. Then she swung her legs off Ellie's lap and turned to face her, cross-legged on the sofa, her expression changing to the one where she was listening intently. Not quite her therapy face, but something adjacent to it. The expression she wore when she was about to say something she'd been thinking about carefully.

"Can I share something with you?" she asked. "From a professional perspective, sort of, but also not really?"

"That's reassuringly vague."

"I know, sorry. What I mean is… what we experienced on Friday night isn't unusual. It's not common, but it's not unusual either. There's a lot of research on arousal through what's called 'mate-value recognition’. The idea that seeing your partner desired by someone else triggers a heightened attraction response. Your brain essentially re-evaluates your partner as a sexual being independent of your relationship, and that novelty produces a spike in desire."

"So I'm not broken."

"You're not broken. Neither am I. We're experiencing something that has an actual psychological basis, and honestly? In couples who’ve been together as long as we have, who got together as young as we did, it makes a lot of sense. We've never had the experience of competing for each other. We went from meeting to together in weeks.” She laughed. “Arguably minutes. We skipped the part where you see the person you want with someone else and have to deal with that."

Ellie thought about that. "Until Friday."

"Until Friday. And our response to it was intense because we're experiencing something for the first time at twenty-five that most people experience as teenagers."

"You've looked this up."

Becca smiled. "I've looked this up. I looked it up this morning while you were in the shower, and I've been thinking about it all day."

Ellie smiled too. “And what's your considered academic conclusion, Dr. Becca?”

"My conclusion is that what happened on Friday, the bar, the walk home, what we did in bed, was the hottest night of our marriage and I would very much like to not overthink it into oblivion." She paused. "I think we should just let it be what it is for now. If it happens again, we enjoy it. If it doesn't, we had one incredible night. No pressure, no analysis, no need for a plan."

“Happens as in we talk about it in bed? Or happens as in you get someone chatting you up?”

“Why not both?”

Ellie looked at her wife, sat cross-legged on the sofa in an old Stanford t-shirt with her hair in a messy bun and no makeup, and felt an almost overwhelming love for her. This was the woman. This was always going to be the woman.

"I love your brain," Ellie said.

"Just my brain?"

"Everything. But especially your brain right now." She reached for Becca's hand. "Ok, no overthinking. We let it be what it is."

"Good." Becca laced her fingers through Ellie's and smiled. "Although, if you wanted to take me to bed and let me tell you about what would happen when I bump in to Sara at the gym, I wouldn’t say no.”

Ellie was pulling her off the sofa before she'd finished the sentence.

***

The next week they went to a friend's birthday drinks at a rooftop bar overlooking the river, over-priced but more than made up for by the spectacular sunset view. They were stood at the railing with drinks, talking to another couple they knew through Ellie's work, when Ellie noticed a woman across the bar looking at Becca.

It wasn't the same as last Friday. The woman wasn't approaching, wasn't flirting, was just... looking. But she was really looking, checking Becca out, the way you look at someone beautiful in a bar when you think no one is watching.

Ellie noticed though, and noticing was stirring up those same feelings as the week before. She didn't say anything. She watched the woman watch Becca for a minute, then the woman looked away, but fifteen minutes later she saw her looking again, and there was something in her expression that told Ellie that the woman was thinking thoughts about Becca that it wasn’t normally considered polite to think about someone else’s wife.

Later, in bed, when they were lying in the dark Ellie said, "There was a woman at the bar tonight. She was checking you out."

Becca was silent for a moment. "Was she cute?"

"Yeah. Very feminine. Hot.”

Another silence. Then Becca rolled over and found Ellie in the dark, her hand on Ellie's stomach, her mouth close to Ellie's ear. "Tell me about her."

And Ellie did. And it wasn't Becca in charge of the narration this time, it was Ellie, describing what she'd imagined while she watched this stranger watch her wife, and it was different from their other night because Ellie was the one in control of the story, she was the one choosing what happened and when and how, and the power of it, of being the one who decided what Becca did in this imaginary encounter, added something new and very hot to the mix.

Ellie came twice while she narrated, Becca between her legs for the first time, the two grinding into each other, Ellie on top as usual, the second. The intensity was off the scale… it was insane.

Afterwards, still breathing hard, Becca said, "That was different."

"Different good?"

"Different very good. You leading the narration instead of me. That was..." She trailed off and Ellie could tell she was smiling in the dark. "I liked you being in control of the story."

Ellie filed that away. In control of the story. She liked the sound of that.


Chapter 4


It happened in little increments, like turning up a dimmer switch very, very slowly so that you don’t notice the room getting brighter until suddenly everything is bathed in light.

Becca started properly flirting.

Not with Ellie, because she’d always flirted with Ellie, they flirted like they breathed, a constant low-level trickle of teasing and touching, of looks that said things that there was no need to vocalise. This was different. This was Becca flirting with other women, and Ellie was pretty sure she wasn’t imagining it.

It was subtle at first. A work happy hour at a bar on West 6th where Ellie arrived late and found Becca deep in conversation with one of her colleagues’ friends, a pretty blonde woman who was laughing harder than necessary at whatever Becca was saying. Becca wasn’t doing anything wrong, she was being Becca, funny, engaging, but there was something beneath it now, an edge that was familiar after that Friday night… the flirting ramped up when she saw that Ellie had arrived, a tiny but unmistakable shift in her body language. She leaned in a fraction closer, she touched the blonde’s arm to make a point, and she pushed her hair back behind her ear.

The tell.

Except… was it now? Becca now knew exactly what that gesture did to Ellie, and she was doing it anyway, and when she glanced over at Ellie from across the bar there was a flicker of something in her expression… amusement? Satisfaction? The pleasure of a shared secret?

All of them probably. And did it matter? Because if it was genuine, then Ellie had a name for it now and it was thrilling. And if it wasn’t, then Becca was doing it to flirt with Ellie directly, which was also thrilling.

That night when they got home the sex was outstanding. Neither woman needed to narrate. The image of Becca leaning in towards the blonde, touching her arm, pushing her hair back, that was enough. It was fuel, it was kindling, and they burned through it together.

***

The next time was at a house party thrown by friends. A Saturday night, a sprawling place out in the suburbs with a backyard and broad mix of people from Austin life. Ellie was talking shop near the cooler with a colleague who was there when she looked up to see Becca on the other side of the yard, leaning against the fence, talking to woman that Ellie didn’t recognise.

The woman was straight. Ellie would have bet a lot of money on it… there was something about the way she held herself, the way she laughed at Becca, the slight bewilderment in her expression that said that she wasn’t entirely sure why this conversation felt different from other conversations she’d had that night but wasn’t complaining.

Becca was in a summer dress that Ellie loved, one that showed off her shoulders and fell to just above her knee. She looked effortlessly gorgeous, even though Ellie knew it took twenty minutes and a very expensive moisturiser to keep on looking that way.

She was being charming, Ellie thought, that was the word for it. Not flirting in a way that anyone watching would have identified as flirting, just being more charming than was strictly necessary, giving this woman the full force of her personality. The woman was responding the way that everyone responded to Becca when she turned it on: slightly dazzled, a little off-balance, but not remotely able to look away.

Ellie watched for ten minutes, maybe fifteen. She watched Becca touch the woman's wrist when she laughed at a joke. She watched Becca tilt her head in that listening way she had. She watched the woman lean in closer, unconsciously drawn, the way a plant leans toward the sun.

And Ellie felt it. The same thing she'd felt at the bar that Friday night, the same thing she'd felt at the rooftop, the same heat, the same ache, the same confusing jumble of jealousy and arousal.

The difference was that this time she wasn't confused by it. This time she recognised it immediately, let it wash over her, let it do what it was going to do, and when Becca eventually wandered back to Ellie's side and slid her arm around her waist with a casual "Hey, you," Ellie knew that Becca could tell how turned on she was.

Becca didn't say anything. She just smiled, a small private smile that was only for Ellie, and kissed her on the temple.

They left the party ten minutes later.

***

It didn’t become a pattern, more a rhythm to their nights out where Becca would talk to other women, never when it was just the two of them, only when Ellie had other company to talk to. She'd be friendly, funny, open, the way she always was, but with that extra edge now, that conscious deployment of her charm. She'd flirt with lesbian women who flirted back, with straight women who didn't realise they were being flirted with, and occasionally with someone who fell in between. Ellie would watch from wherever she'd stationed herself and feel the slow, delicious build of something she was learning to crave.

They never talked about it explicitly. That felt important, though Ellie couldn't have said why. If they talked about it, they'd have to name it, and if they named it they'd have to decide what it was, and if they decided what it was then it would become a thing they did rather than a thing that happened to them. The distinction mattered. This wasn't a project or an arrangement. It was organic, instinctive, two people who knew each other so well that they could do this safe in the knowledge that if either of them didn’t like it they’d say and that would be it.

Becca knew that Ellie was watching. Ellie knew that Becca knew. Becca knew that Ellie knew that Becca knew. A hall of mirrors that they both found endlessly exciting.

Ellie watched all of it and said nothing, because saying something would have changed the nature of it. She just watched, and wanted, and took Becca home afterwards, and fucked her with a desperate intensity that was fed by everything she'd seen that night.

***

At home, the fantasies continued to evolve.

They'd settled into a kind of equilibrium… sometimes Becca narrated while Ellie went down on her, sometimes Ellie narrated while Becca did the same, sometimes they traded back and forth, hands on each other face-to-face, building the story together, and the sex was consistently the best they'd ever had.

But the content was evolving. Early on, the fantasies had been hypothetical, tentative, other than Sara populated by unnamed women doing vague things in unspecified places. Becca would say "she would" and "someone might" and they both made the scenarios deliberately hazy, safe in their abstraction.

Now, though, the fantasies were getting specific. Concrete. The women had faces, usually whoever Becca had been flirting with that night. The scenarios had locations, logistics, series of events that spoke to the amount of time both of them were spending imagining this when they weren’t together.

Always, without fail, Becca was the one they fantasised about as the participant, Ellie as the watcher. Always.

And the language was changing too. Becca was no longer saying "she would”. She was saying "I want her to”. The shift from hypothetical to declarative was seismic, a tiny grammatical change that altered everything, and the first time Becca said while Ellie's mouth was between her legs and her hands were gripping the sheets "I want her to fuck me while you watch”, the desire that Becca showed did something very good to Ellie.

Becca wanted this. Not in theory, not as a fun thing to talk about in bed. She wanted it.

And Ellie, watching Becca's face as she came to those words, watching the way her body responded to the idea of it, feeling how aroused her wife got when she imagined another woman's hands on her, Ellie wanted it too.

***

One morning, a few weeks after the night at the bar that had started all of this, they were sat at the kitchen island having coffee before Ellie left for work. Becca was reading something on her phone, scrolling slowly, a slight crease between her eyebrows that Ellie had always found adorable… her concentrating face, Ellie called it.

"What are you reading?" Ellie asked.

"An article. Well, a research paper. About compersion."

"About what?"

"Compersion. It's..." Becca looked up and Ellie could see that she was being cautious in how she described it. "It's a term from polyamorous communities. It describes the feeling of joy you experience from seeing your partner happy with someone else. The opposite of jealousy, essentially."

“Polyamorous?” Ellie took a sip of her coffee, studiously trying to look entirely cool with her use of that word. "And you're reading about this because...?"

"Because I was curious whether what we've been doing has a name. Or at least a framework." Becca put her phone down. "I'm not suggesting we're polyamorous, before you panic. We're definitely not. But the emotional dynamic that's been happening between us, you watching me get attention from other women and finding it arousing, that sits somewhere in this territory. Or at least in the neighbourhood. It's been studied. It's a real thing that real couples experience."

"I wasn't panicking."

"You had your panic face on."

"That's my I need coffee face. You know they're similar." Ellie smiled and Becca smiled back. "So, compersion. Is that what I'm feeling?"

"Maybe. Or something adjacent to it. The research says it's most commonly reported by people in secure attachment relationships, couples who trust each other deeply and don't have anxiety about the stability of the bond.” She grinned. “I think that’s us."

Ellie turned that around in her head. It made sense, in the same way that Becca's earlier explanation about mate-value recognition had made sense. These were frameworks, maps of territory that they were already travelling through, and having the map didn't change the territory but knowing that it was a thing made it less frightening.

"It's also associated with heightened sexual satisfaction in primary relationships," Becca added, almost casually, going back to her phone. "Which, I mean, we can certainly confirm."

Ellie laughed. "No argument there."

They were quiet for a minute, Ellie finishing her coffee, Becca scrolling. Then Becca said, without looking up, "There's another term I came across. Cuckquean." Becca was blushing, which looked adorable cute.

"Cuck-what?"

"Cuckquean. It's the female version of cuckold. A woman who derives sexual pleasure from watching her partner with someone else." She looked up from her phone, blushing harder now. "Sound familiar?"

Ellie felt herself blush too, which was absurd given what they'd been doing and saying to each other for the last few weeks. "Maybe."

"And the partner, the one being watched, is sometimes referred to as a hotwife." Becca was smiling now, clearly enjoying their mutual discomfort. "I quite like that one actually."

"Of course you do."

"Hotwife." Becca said it slowly, tasting the word. “Hot. Wife.” She laughed. “Accurate?”

They left it there, Ellie heading to work with the word cuckquean rattling around in her head. She wondered whether it really applied to her, but she liked that there was a whole vocabulary for this type of thing. Her inner scientist, she realised… if something has a name then it must be respectable.

But more than the word cuckquean, what stayed with her was the look on Becca's face when she'd said hotwife. Not just amused. Intrigued. The look of someone who'd found a door with her name on it and was wondering what was on the other side.

***

Neither of them said anything more about it. The research, the terminology, the frameworks… all of it got filed away. They didn't sit down and have a conversation about next steps, or boundaries, or what they ultimately wanted. They didn't need to. The unnamed thing between them was working, evolving at its own pace, and forcing a structure onto it would have been like trying to stop a river with a fencepost.

Instead, they just kept living. Kept working, kept running by the lake, kept eating migas at brunch, kept going out with friends on weekends and watching whatever they were watching on the sofa on Fridays. Kept having sex that was better than it had ever been, powered by an engine that neither of them had known existed a few weeks before.

And beneath all of it, quiet but growing stronger with each passing day, was the feeling that they were heading somewhere. Not rushing, not forcing it, but moving, pulled by a current that they'd both chosen to stop fighting.

Wherever it took them, they'd get there together. Ellie was sure of that.

She just didn't know yet that it would happen sooner than she expected.


Chapter 5


It happened on a Saturday night, and it happened entirely by accident.

They were out with three of their closest Austin friends, Hannah, Leah, and Sophie, all single, all queer, all perpetually on the hunt for a good night and more than willing to drag the married couple along for the ride. They'd started at a place on East 6th that they'd been to a few times before, a place that they’d had some epic nights out, but the vibe that night wasn’t quite there… a crowd who were a little too self-important, a DJ who was a bit too desperate to force their set on people who were looking for something different.

Ellie was half-expecting someone to call it, in all honesty looking forward to her bed after a long week at work, when Hannah said, “We should go to Cheer Up Charlie’s.”

Becca looked at Ellie and raised an eyebrow. They'd been to Cheer Up's once or twice before, a bar with a big outdoor area, live music, a queer-friendly vibe that tipped into something more outright on certain nights. Ellie liked it, Becca liked it, it wasn't their usual spot but it wasn't unfamiliar either.

"I'm down," Becca said, and looked at Ellie.

"Yeah, why not," Ellie replied. She could sleep Sunday after all.

Twenty minutes later they were there, and the energy was different, much looser and funner, compared to the bar they'd left. Busier, louder, younger. A DJ had replaced the live act and the outdoor area was packed, string lights overhead and the warm night air carrying the smell of the food trucks nearby and someone's weed. Inside was darker, even more crowded, the music heavy enough to feel like it was resonating deep down in your soul.

Their group found a spot near the bar and settled in with fresh drinks. Ellie was talking to Leah and Hannah about some disaster Leah had had on a dating app, a woman who'd seemed perfect online and turned out to think that their date was only really about trying to sell her a crypto scam in person, when she felt Becca's hand on her arm.

"I'm going to go explore," Becca said close to Ellie's ear, loud enough to be heard over the music. She squeezed Ellie's arm and disappeared into the crowd.

Ellie watched her go, catching the unspoken subtext straight away. Becca was wearing a white top that sat just off her shoulders with dark blue jeans and the kind of low sandals she wore when she wanted to be comfortable but still look good. Her hair was down, loose around her shoulders. She looked beautiful, even more than usual, and Ellie knew she’d get noticed as she walked through this crowd in particular.

She went back to her conversation with Leah but kept an eye out for Becca, spotting her a few minutes later at the far end of the bar ordering a drink, then losing her in the crowd, then catching a glimpse of her near the edge of the outdoor area talking to someone.

Inevitably, a woman.

Ellie felt the familiar surge of adrenaline, the involuntary response that she’d stopped trying to fight and learned to embrace weeks ago. She moved a little so that she could see better, half-listening to Leah while the rest of her attention funnelled towards Becca.

The woman was about Becca's height, maybe a little shorter but barely anything in it, with honey-blonde hair and tanned skin that seemed to glow even in the dim light. She was wearing a dress that showed off a figure she clearly wasn't shy about, a figure that you couldn’t help but take a second then a third look at. Pretty didn’t quite capture it… she was gorgeous, in an easy, confident, Texas-sunshine way that was distinct from the carefully curated urban cool of most Austin bar-goers. If Ellie had to bet on it, she’d say that the woman had grown up in Texas rather than migrated as an adult, she just had that look. She was smiling at Becca and Becca was smiling back, and even from across the room Ellie could see the thing that made this different from the other times.

Chemistry. Genuine, electric chemistry.

This wasn’t the mostly one-sided flirtation that Becca usually attracted, not the casual attention of a stranger who found her cute and wanted to try their luck. This was mutual, visible, electric. This woman was into Becca and Becca was into her, and Ellie could tell because she knew Becca so, so well.

Becca's posture had changed. She was leaning in, not out. Her weight was on her front foot, tipped slightly toward the woman, and her hands were animated in a way that they only got when she was genuinely engaged. She was laughing her real laugh and the woman was laughing with her, and they had that look, that unmistakable look, of two people who were surprised by just how much they were enjoying each other’s company.

Then Becca pushed her hair back behind her ear.

Ellie felt it hit her and do funny, gloriously funny, things to her inside. She’d seen Becca do the tell a handful of times over the past weeks, always directed at women she was casually flirting with, always conscious and deliberate, always something about it that made it a performance for Ellie's benefit even if the other woman didn't know it.

This time it wasn't deliberate. Ellie was sure of it, the way she'd been sure that first night at the bar near Rainey Street when this whole thing started. Becca didn't know she'd done it… Ellie didn’t know how she knew, but she knew with the same certainty that she knew the sun would rise in the morning. Becca’s body was reacting to this woman on its own, bypassing whatever conscious control Becca usually exercised, and the involuntary nature of it, the authenticity, made Ellie stir in her seat, that feeling of something casual suddenly getting real.

She watched for another few minutes. They were deep in conversation now, the woman's hand touching Becca's hip at one point as she leaned in close to make a point, Becca not pulling away, the gap between them shrinking with each exchange. At one point the woman said something and Becca threw her head back laughing, and the woman watched her laugh with an expression that Ellie recognised because she'd worn it herself a thousand times. The expression of someone who was thinking: God, you're gorgeous.

Ellie's heart was hammering. The unnamed thing that had been building for weeks, the watching, the fantasies, Becca's flirting, the slow escalation that neither of them had tried to name or control, it was all converging on this moment, funnelling toward a point, and Ellie could feel it happening like she was in a dream, unable to stop it but also unsure whether she wanted to anyway.

Because the thing was this woman wasn’t just hot, although she certainly was. No, this was more. She was exactly the woman from Ellie’s fantasies, from both their fantasies: the woman who didn't exist until five minutes ago but who now, suddenly, impossibly, was standing right there talking to Becca in a queer bar in East Austin on a Saturday night. Feminine, confident, beautiful in a way that was relaxed and genuine rather than artificial, the kind of woman who could plausibly be Becca's girlfriend in a parallel universe, the kind of woman who made Ellie think what if she prefers her? and feel that thought spark something deep and red hot inside her.

And because of where they were, in this bar, on this night, this woman was interested. She wasn’t a straight woman enjoying the attention without understanding the subtext, not someone who'd laugh it off and go back to her friends. She was here, at Cheer Up Charlie's on a Saturday night, flirting with Becca with clear intent, and she was viable in a way that no one in the past few weeks had been.

The thought hit Ellie before she could stop it:

Tonight.

Not a question. Not a maybe. A certainty, coming from somewhere below her conscious mind, bypassing her usual analysis and logic, landing in her head with a weight that left her reeling. She gripped her drink tighter and tried to breathe normally but failed.

She needed to talk to Becca. Now.

"Leah, sorry… I need to go find Becca for a second."

Leah waved her off without breaking stride in her story about the crypto evangelist, and Ellie moved through the crowd towards where she'd last seen them. She was walking fast, weaving between people, her heart going so hard she wondered if it was visible through her clothes.

When she got close enough she caught Becca's eye and gave her a look… not the casual glance of a wife checking in, but something with more intent, more urgency. Come here.

Becca understood immediately. She said something to the woman, an apology, a just-a-minute, and came over to where Ellie was standing near a pillar, slightly away from the worst of the crowd.

"You ok?" Becca asked, searching Ellie's face. Up close she was flushed, her eyes bright, her lips slightly parted. She looked the way she looked after they'd been making out for ten minutes, that shade of arousal that Ellie knew as well as she knew her own reflection. Becca was buzzing, and so was Ellie.

"I'm fine," said Ellie. "Who is she?"

"Her name's Kelly. She's from out in the hill country, she's in Austin this weekend for a friend's birthday. She's..." Becca paused and Ellie watched her choose her words carefully. "She's really fun, El. We just got talking and it kind of... clicked."

"I could see that. The chemistry looks insane.”

“It is…” Becca started to say, then caught herself. Her expression changed, reading something a few seconds too late in Ellie's tone. "I wasn't going to let it go anywhere. I was just talking to her, it was just…”

"I know." Ellie took a deep breath. She could feel the words building inside her head, could feel the recklessness of what she was about to say, and she didn't care. The weeks of watching, the fantasies in bed, Becca's voice narrating what Sara would do to her, what a stranger would do to her, all of it had been leading here, to this exact moment, to Ellie standing in a loud bar with her wife's perfume mixed with the smell of mezcal and night air, her hands shaking the same way they'd shaken that first night at the bar near Rainey Street.

"Tell her about me," Ellie said. "About us. Tell her that you're married and that I'm here and that I know you're talking to her."

Becca stared at her. "El…”

"And see if she's still interested."

The noise of the bar seemed to recede. Becca's eyes were locked on Ellie's, wide, searching, her lips slightly parted in surprise. Ellie could see her processing… the therapist's brain working fast behind those brown eyes, assessing, evaluating, trying to look dispassionate, but also something else beneath, something less controlled, something that looked a lot like excitement trying very hard not to show itself.

"You're serious," Becca said. Not a question, a statement.

"I'm serious."

"This is... El, this is a big step. This isn't watching me talk to someone across a bar, this is…”

"I know what it is."

Becca was quiet for several seconds, looking at Ellie with that intense, unreadable focus. Then she said, very carefully, "What are you asking me to do?"

"I'm asking you to be honest with her. Tell her the situation. If she walks away, fine, we go home and have an amazing night together like we always do. If she doesn't walk away..." Ellie forced her voice to stay steady even though her insides were not. "Then we see what happens."

"See what happens meaning...?"

"Meaning whatever you want it to mean. I trust you. I trust us. You take it as far as you want to.”

Becca reached for Ellie's hand and held it tight. She was trembling slightly, or Ellie was, or maybe they both were. It was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.

"You're sure?" Becca asked, and this time there was no playfulness in it, no teasing, no flirty banter. This was Becca the therapist, Becca the wife, Becca the woman who had loved Ellie since they were eighteen, asking a serious question and needing a serious answer.

"I'm sure."

“What if I take it very far indeed?”

“I want to see that. If you want to do that.”

“All the way?” Becca asked, eyebrow raised in a question.

Ellie took a deep breath. “If you want to do that, yes.”

Becca looked at her for one more long moment. Then she did something that Ellie would remember for the rest of her life.

She reached up to the back of her own neck, unfastened her necklace, the one Ellie had given her when they were nineteen, the one she hadn't taken off except to sleep in seven years, and held it in her palm for a second, looking down at it. Then she stepped close to Ellie, reached around the back of Ellie's neck, and fastened it alongside Ellie's own.

Two pendants now resting against Ellie's collarbone. Identical. Side by side.

Becca didn't explain. She didn't need to. Ellie understood it instantly and knew what Becca was saying without a single word: I'm yours. Hold this while I go. I'll come back for it.

"Keep those safe," Becca whispered, and kissed Ellie on the lips, brief but tender and full of love. Then she turned and walked back through the crowd towards Kelly.

Ellie stood by the pillar and watched her go, her fingers touching the two pendants at her throat, her heart beating so fast she swore she could hear it over the music. She watched Becca reach Kelly and saw Kelly's face light up at her return. She watched Becca lean in close and start talking, and she saw the exact moment that Becca gestured back towards where Ellie was standing.

Kelly followed the gesture. Across the bar, through the crowd, her eyes found Ellie's.

And Kelly smiled. Not the surprised or awkward smile of someone who'd just been told the woman she was flirting with had a wife watching from across the room. A warm smile, interested, playful, maybe a little amused. She gave Ellie a small nod, respectful, acknowledging her presence, and then turned back to Becca.

She was still interested.

Ellie exhaled a breath she hadn't known she'd been holding and went to get herself another drink, because she had a feeling she was going to need it.

***

She found a spot at the bar where she could watch them without being obvious about it, perched on a stool with her back against the wall and a fresh drink in her hand, both necklaces reassuring against her skin.

Becca and Kelly were talking differently now. Whatever Becca had said, the truth, the real situation, had changed the dynamic. Before, there’d been a flirtatious uncertainty to their interaction, the will-they-won't-they tension of two strangers who didn't know where the conversation was heading. Now that tension had been replaced by something else, something that had direction and intent.

Kelly knew. She knew Becca was married, knew Ellie was watching, knew the context, and she was still there, still engaged, still smiling at Becca with that warm, interested expression. If anything, the knowledge seemed to have relaxed her… Ellie could see it in her posture, the way she'd settled more comfortably into the conversation, as if the removal of ambiguity had freed her to be more herself.

Becca, meanwhile, was doing something Ellie had never seen before. She was flirting with genuine purpose. Not the casual, playful, semi-conscious flirting of the past few weeks… this was Becca with the handbrake off, fully committed, directing the full force of her charm, her beauty, and her intelligence at this one woman with the explicit knowledge that her wife was watching and wanted her to.

It was extraordinary to watch. Ellie had spent seven years being the recipient of Becca's attention, and she knew how overwhelming it could be, how Becca could make you feel like you were the only person in the world when she focused on you. Watching her do that to someone else, seeing Kelly respond to it, watching Kelly's body language open up, watching her lean in closer, touching Becca's hand, then her arm, a hand on Becca’s lower back that she let linger, it was like watching a master at work and feeling simultaneously proud, terrified, and turned on beyond all reason.

Ellie sipped her drink and watched. She felt both necklaces against her throat and tried to memorise every detail of what she was seeing because she knew, with a certainty that went beyond logic, that this night was going to be one she'd remember forever.

After about twenty minutes, Becca glanced over at Ellie. Not the reassuring glance from weeks ago, the don't worry, I'm yours look. This was different. This was a look that asked a question and made a statement at the same time, Becca's eyes bright, her cheeks flushed, and her expression carrying a mix of arousal and vulnerability that told Ellie all she needed to know: this was going somewhere, and fast.

Ellie nodded. She didn't know what exactly she was nodding to, but she nodded, trusting in Becca’s judgment, and Becca smiled, a quick, private, radiant smile, before turning back to Kelly.

A moment later, Kelly took Becca's hand and they started moving towards the indoor dance floor.

Ellie finished her drink, put the glass down on the bar, and followed.


Chapter 6


The dance floor was darker than the rest of the bar, the lighting dropped to almost nothing except for the occasional wash of colour from overhead rigs that swept across the crowd in slow, lazy arcs. The music was heavier in here, a deep electronic pulse that Ellie could feel in her bones, and the air was warmer, thicker, dense with bodies and perfume and sweat.

Ellie found a spot near the wall where she could see without being in the way, leaning against a pillar with her arms folded across her chest, trying to look like someone who was just watching the crowd and not like someone whose entire nervous system was on fire.

She found them quickly. Becca and Kelly were maybe fifteen feet away, already dancing, and the sight of them together hit Ellie hard, harder than she’d anticipated even after weeks of fantasising about exactly this.

They looked good together. That was the first thing, the most basic thing, and it was absolutely undeniable. Two beautiful women moving to the music, finding a natural rhythm with each other that spoke to the chemistry she’d noticed before. Kelly danced with confidence, nothing too showy, just a natural comfort with how her body moved that drew Ellie's eye. Becca matched her energy, the two of them mirroring each other without seeming to try.

And the eye contact… God, the eye contact. Ellie may as well have been sat at home watching them on TV for all that she figured in their world right then, in fact the whole dance floor might as well have been somewhere else. Their eyes were locked on each other, intense, and Ellie could see the hint of a smile on both women’s faces. Nothing else existed, and seeing Becca desired like that, seeing Becca desire someone else like that too, it did something very, very carnal to Ellie.

The gap between them was closing. Ellie watched it happen in increments… a step closer, a hand on a hip, bodies nearly touching, then touching, then Becca turning so that her back was to Kelly and Kelly's hands settling on her waist, pulling her gently backwards until there was no gap at all.

Ellie's mouth went dry. She was watching her wife dance with another woman, pressed together, Kelly's hands on Becca's hips and Becca leaning back into her, her head turned to say something that made Kelly grin, and it looked like something out of every fantasy they'd shared in the dark of their bedroom except it was real, it was happening, it was fifteen feet away from her in a bar in East Austin.

Becca turned around to face Kelly again and they were close now, inches apart, Becca's hands resting on Kelly's shoulders, Kelly's hands still on Becca's waist. They were looking at each other with an intensity that made Ellie feel like she was intruding on something private, even though this was happening in a room full of people, even though she was supposed to be watching, even though Becca had handed her the necklace and walked into this with Ellie's explicit agreement and encouragement.

The kiss, when it came, was gentle.

That surprised Ellie. In her fantasies, in Becca's narrations, the kiss was always hungry, desperate, two mouths colliding. In reality it was almost tentative… Kelly leaned in slowly, giving Becca every chance to pull back, pausing for several seconds just in case, and Becca didn't pull back. She met Kelly halfway, and their lips touched, and it looked soft, almost hesitant, and then it deepened and Becca's hand moved from Kelly's shoulder to the back of her neck, and Kelly pulled Becca closer by the waist, and Ellie forgot how to breathe.

Her wife was kissing another woman.

Her wife… her Becca, the woman she'd been with since they were eighteen, the woman she'd married, the woman she fell asleep next to every night… was kissing someone else, and it wasn't a performance for Ellie's benefit, it was genuine and mutual, not to mention getting more intense by the second. Ellie could see Becca's fingers in Kelly's hair, could see Kelly's hand slide from Becca's hip to the small of her back, pulling her in, and the kiss went from tentative to deep and from deep to the kind of kiss that makes the people around you either look away or stare.

Ellie stared.

The jealousy hit her in a rush, sharp and breathless, and right behind it, so close it was almost simultaneous, the arousal… equally sharp, equally breathless, swallowing the jealousy whole the way it always did when they fantasised, consuming it and transforming it into something that felt like a desperate, pure, physical, aching need.

They kissed for a long time. Long enough that the song changed twice. Long enough that Ellie's legs started to feel weak and she pressed harder against the pillar to stay upright. Long enough that when they finally broke apart, Becca's lips looked swollen, and her chest was rising and falling fast, and Kelly was looking at her with an expression that Ellie could only describe as lustful hunger.

They danced some more, but differently now. There was absolutely no pretence that this was casual anymore. Kelly's thigh was between Becca's legs at one point, the two of them grinding slowly against each other, and Becca’s head dropped to Kelly's shoulder and Ellie saw her mouth moving, saying something into Kelly's ear that made Kelly's grip on her tighten.

Then Kelly took Becca's hand and led her off the dance floor, Becca going with her willingly without even a glance towards Ellie who realised that that was what handing over the necklace had meant: while I’m not wearing this I’m hers, not yours.

Ellie followed, her heart slamming against her ribcage, weaving through bodies, keeping them in sight. They were heading toward the far corner of the indoor space, away from the bar and the dance floor, where the lighting was dimmest and a row of deep booths lined the wall, most of them occupied but one, the furthest back, the darkest, empty.

Kelly slipped into the booth and Becca followed after her on the same side of the table. Before Ellie could even find a vantage point they were kissing again, passionately this time, Kelly's hand on Becca's face, Becca's hand on the bare skin of Kelly's thigh.

Ellie found a spot against the wall, close enough to see but not right in their line of sight because of the angle and the darkness. Her hands were shaking. Both necklaces felt heavy against her skin, as if they were carrying the weight of whatever the hell this was that was happening.

In the booth, things were escalating fast. Kelly had moved her mouth to Becca's neck and Becca's head was tilted back, her eyes half-closed, her lips parted in an expression that Ellie had seen a thousand times in their bedroom but never like this, never caused by someone else, and the sight of it was so intensely erotic that Ellie felt a throb of arousal between her own legs that almost hurt.

She glanced around, worrying suddenly that they might get seen, that security might throw them out, but she needn’t have worried. Two of the other booths were taken up by people in similarly passionate embraces, and the staff were nowhere to be seen. She wondered, in a moment of clarity, whether they generally turned a blind eye to what went on back here, before she returned her focus to Becca and Kelly.

Kelly's hand moved from Becca's face lower, to Becca's white top, and Ellie could see her fingers moving over the fabric, tracing down to Becca’s breasts. Becca gasped, Ellie couldn't hear it over the music but she could see it, the sharp intake, the way her body pushed toward Kelly's touch, and then Becca's own hand on Kelly's thigh started sliding upward.

This was far more than just kissing now. Both of them were really into it in this dark corner of the bar where nobody was looking except Ellie.

Kelly's hand moved down from Becca's top to between Becca's legs, pressing against the seam of her jeans, and Becca's hips shifted forward into the contact. At the same time Becca's hand found its way between Kelly's thighs and Ellie watched, barely breathing, as they mirrored each other, both of them touching each other through clothes, the movements small, delicate, nothing to draw attention from anyone who wasn't already looking for them.

But Ellie was looking. Ellie could see everything. The way Becca's fingers were working against Kelly through her dress. The way Kelly was pressing the heel of her hand against Becca in a slow, rhythmic grind. The way they were kissing through it, messy and urgent now, breaking apart only to gasp or to shift position or to look at each other with expressions that made Ellie's stomach lurch.

She saw the moment Kelly's free hand moved to undo the button on Becca's jeans, saw Kelly's fingers slip inside, and Becca's whole body went rigid for a second before she let out a breath that Ellie could see from her vantage point… a long, shuddering exhale, her head falling back from their kiss, her mouth open.

Becca's hand was still working between Kelly's legs but under the dress now, her movements more urgent and much more obvious, and Ellie watched them find a joint rhythm, the two of them touching each other in the dark booth with the music pounding around them, and the crowd oblivious, and Ellie the only witness to what was happening.

Then Becca turned her head.

Across the dark space, past the booth's edge, through the dim light, her eyes found Ellie's.

And there it was. The look. The one Ellie had been chasing since that first night at the bar near Rainey Street, the one she'd fantasised about, the one she'd tried to imagine and never quite got right because imagination could never capture the reality of it.

Becca's face was flushed, her lips moist from kissing, her eyes glassy and struggling to focus with her arousal, and in her expression Ellie could see everything: the pleasure, the vulnerability, the disbelief, the gratitude, and below all of it a connection so fierce and direct that it felt like Becca was touching Ellie from across the room, reaching through the space between them and holding her.

Can you see this? the look said. Can you see what's happening to me? Are you still here? Do you still want this? Then something else. I want this… can I have your permission?

Ellie held her gaze and nodded, and she saw Becca’s expression change. Relief, a little smile of gratitude, and then surrender, letting herself go completely.

Kelly's hand was moving faster inside Becca's jeans. Becca's eyes stayed locked on Ellie's as her body responded, her hips rocking, her free hand gripping the edge of the booth seat, and Ellie could see it building the way she'd watched it build a thousand times before… the flush deepening across Becca's chest and neck, the way her breathing went from fast to ragged to almost stopped, the way her body started to shake.

Becca came with her eyes on Ellie.

Not looking at Kelly. Not with her eyes closed, lost in sensation. She came looking directly at Ellie across the depths of a dark, crowded bar, and the expression on her face as her orgasm hit was the most beautiful and illicitly erotic thing that Ellie had ever seen… a silent cry, her mouth open, every muscle tensing, and through it all her gaze never breaking from Ellie's, a connection so intense it felt physical.

Ellie felt her own body respond with a sympathetic shudder that left her weak-kneed, gripping the wall behind her, her own arousal so acute that she was fairly sure she could climax from watching alone if it lasted another thirty seconds.

But she stayed still. She watched. This was Becca's moment, and Ellie's role was to bear witness.

Seconds later Kelly shuddered too, her mouth dropping to Becca's shoulder, Becca's hand still moving between her legs, and Ellie saw Kelly's body tense and then release, a tremor rolling through her that Becca held her through, her arm coming up around Kelly's shoulders, pulling her close, the two of them breathing hard against each other in the dark booth.

For a long few moments they stayed like that, holding each other, catching their breath. Then Becca gently withdrew her hand and Kelly did the same, and they sat back, both of them looking slightly dazed. Becca said something close to Kelly's ear that made Kelly smile weakly and nod.

Becca leaned over and kissed Kelly once more, briefly, and then slid out of the booth.

Ellie watched her walk towards her, weaving through the edge of the crowd, her gait slightly unsteady, her cheeks burning, her eyes still carrying that brightness, and when she reached Ellie she didn't say anything. She just stood in front of her and took both of Ellie's hands in hers, and they looked at each other. The noise of the bar, the music, the crowd all fell away and it was just them.

"Hey,” Becca said, barely audible over the music.

"Hey,” Ellie replied.

"That just happened."

"Yeah, it did."

Becca let out a breath that was halfway to a laugh. "I need about sixty seconds to remember how my legs work. You ok?”

Ellie looked at her for a long few moments. “Yeah. Yeah… I’m… yeah.”

Becca grinned and Ellie grinned back. “That was mad.” She hesitated. “You want to meet her?”

Ellie felt her eyebrows rise. “Meet her? Like, now?”

“Yeah.” She was nodding. “If you’d like. We could see if this goes further.” She gave Ellie’s hands a squeeze. “Or if not that’s fine. If you want you and me to just get a drink now, that’s fine. If you want me to rush you home and show you just how much I love you, that’s fine. Whatever you want.”

Ellie took a deep breath and tried to collect her thoughts… she’d just watched Becca with another woman, being pleasured by another woman, pleasuring another woman. What did she want now? Everything sounded appealing, but so did nothing.

“What do you want to do?” she replied eventually.

“Meet her,” Becca answered without hesitation. “If what just happened is going to be about both of us, both you and me, then you need to meet her. She needs to meet you. We're not strangers in this, El. All three of us. And…” She smiled. “I’d like to see how far this goes.”

Ellie nodded. Becca was right, of course she was right. Whatever happened next, whether anything even happened next, couldn't be built on Ellie being a shadow in the corner. If Kelly was leaving with them, and when she asked herself Ellie knew that she wanted that with every fibre of her being at that precise moment, then it had to start with the three of them looking each other in the eye.

“I’ll go get her.”


Chapter 7


Ellie watched, heart hammering, as Becca walked back to the booth where Kelly had been studiously doing everything but look their way… a little thing but Ellie appreciated that she had the sense to give them a few moments of space. Kelly had composed herself, dress smoothed down, hair pushed back, a slight flush still visible on her cheeks and neck but otherwise poised. She looked at Becca, then at Ellie, her expression was warm and open but also cautious, a woman trying to read a situation she'd presumably never been in before.

When Becca held out her hand she took it and let herself be led over until her and Becca were stood in front of Ellie. She couldn’t help but notice that neither woman had let go, their hands still held, and Ellie felt that increasingly familiar jolt of jealousy followed by something far, far hotter. That’s my wife, followed by, fuck you look good together.

Up close, Kelly was even prettier than she'd seemed from across the room. Blue eyes, bright and a little wild, a scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks that her deep tan didn't quite hide, and a smile that was wide and genuine yet also more than a little conspiratorial, as if she was perpetually on the verge of telling you something equal parts hilarious and scandalous. She had the kind of face that made you want to lean in and hear whatever she was about to say, and Ellie felt an immediate, instinctive liking for her that had nothing to do with the sexual charge of the evening and everything to do with the fact that Kelly seemed like genuinely good company. She could see why Becca had reacted to her the way she had.

"Nice to meet you Ellie," Kelly said, and her voice had a warmth to it that matched the rest of her, a Texan drawl that marked her out as a long term local. She was grinning, not smiling… actually grinning, a grin you couldn't fake. "I have to tell you, when Becca explained the situation I nearly fell off my seat."

"In a good way or a bad way?" Ellie asked.

"In a very good way." Kelly shook her head slightly, still grinning. "I'm not new to this kind of thing, me and my boyfriend have an arrangement, we play with other people from time to time, but I've never had someone's wife come up and essentially say 'I’m into you, she’s into watching, let's go.' That's a first. And believe me, I have had some firsts."

“Shall we get a drink?”

“I’ll get… you two talk,” Becca said, letting go of Kelly’s hand and disappearing before either woman could object.

They stood in silence for a few moments, looking at each other, then Kelly grinned again and Ellie couldn’t help but grin back. It was so good to hear that Kelly wasn't just willing, she was excited. More than that, she understood the terrain. She'd done things not a million miles from this before, she’d know the dynamics, the etiquette, some of the minefields. That changed everything.

"You have a boyfriend?" Ellie asked, not judgmentally, just wanting to understand.

"Colt. And yes, that's his real name." Kelly rolled her eyes affectionately. "He's back on our place in the hill country this weekend. He knows I'm out, he knows I might meet someone. We've been doing this for a couple of years, women only if he’s not there. No secrets, no drama. I have to tell him, though. After.”

Ellie nodded, pretending she understood when Kelly had just described the sort of open relationship that was a million miles from her and Becca’s lived experience. “This is our first time doing this,” she admitted.

“Becca told me.” She smiled reassuringly as she said it, and Ellie felt relief wash over her. They'd stumbled into the best possible version of this scenario: a woman who was attracted to Becca, experienced with non-monogamy, in a relationship where this was apparently explicitly permitted, and who seemed to find the whole thing genuinely thrilling rather than weird.

Becca came back over with three beers and handed them round. Ellie was grateful that they were chilled, it really was warm tucked away in the depths of the bar like this.

"So," Kelly said, leaning forward to make sure she was heard over the music, her blue eyes bright. "Are you sure about this? Because what just happened in that booth..." She glanced at Becca and Ellie saw her cheeks flush. "That was intense. And Ellie, I'm very attracted to your wife. Very. I want to be really clear about what I'm walking into, because I'm the type who goes all in when I go in, and I don’t think y’all are done with me tonight, are you?”

Ellie appreciated the directness. She appreciated that Kelly wasn't being coy or deferential, that she was asking the question that needed to be asked and looking Ellie in the eye while she did it.

"I'm sure," Ellie said. "What I watched just now was..." She paused, searching for the honest answer, the one that was true rather than the one that sounded right. "It was everything I'd imagined and more. I want to see where tonight goes. All three of us. Me watching you two.”

“You don’t want to join in? Because I’m down.”

Ellie saw Becca’s sharp intake of breath, watched her expression tighten as she looked at Ellie. Ellie just smiled though… she knew that Becca absolutely did not share the same desire to watch her or share her, nor did Ellie have any desire to do anything with anyone who wasn’t Becca. This was a one way thing and it worked precisely because of that. “No. I think you’re stunning, but I watch. That ok?” She saw Becca exhale, a little smile signalling her gratitude.

Kelly looked at her for a beat, then at Becca, then back at Ellie. The grin came back, wider this time. "I get to have your gorgeous wife all to myself? Then I am having the best Saturday night of my entire life right now and I need y'all to know that."

Becca leaned closer. "We were thinking somewhere more private. Our place. But we need to leave separately from our friends, they don't know about any of this." She looked at Ellie. "Can you go and tell them we're heading out? I don't feel well, you’re taking me home, whatever works."

"What about Kelly?"

"Kelly leaves five minutes after us and meets us down the street. There's a taco place on the corner of 6th and Congress, we'll wait for you there?" She looked at Kelly, who nodded.

"That works, I know the place. Give me your number and text me when you're there."

Becca pulled out her phone and they swapped numbers. Ellie watched this small, practical transaction, two women swapping contacts so they could coordinate a hookup, and felt a surreal mix of amusement and arousal at the mundanity of it, the banality of the logistics of desire.

"One thing," Ellie said, and both women looked at her. "Add me to the chat too. In case we text after, all three of us are on the thread. No private messages, no side conversations. Everything in the open."

Kelly looked at Becca, then back at Ellie. "That's fair. Completely."

Becca reached across and squeezed Ellie's hand. "I'll set up the group chat now. Kelly, give us ten minutes and then head out."

Kelly smiled at both of them. "Ten minutes. I'll be there."

***

Ellie went back to find their friends while Becca waited near the entrance. Hannah, Leah, and Sophie were on the outdoor patio by now, deep in conversation with a group of women they'd met, the night clearly going well for at least one of them based on the body language Leah was directing at a redhead in a denim jacket.

"Hey, we're going to head out," Ellie said, leaning in so Hannah could hear her. "Becca's not feeling great, I think the mezcal caught up with her."

Hannah looked concerned. "She ok?"

"Yeah, just tired and a bit nauseous. Nothing dramatic. You guys stay, have fun."

"Tell her to drink water," Sophie said without looking up from her phone, a very Sophie response to any problem.

Ellie hugged them each and slipped away, finding Becca by the door. They walked out into the night air, cool and clean after the heat of the bar. Ellie took a deep breath and felt her head clear slightly.

They started walking towards the rendezvous without speaking. Ellie could feel Becca’s excitement next to her… not literally, but the energy coming off her was palpable, a mix of excitement, nervousness and residual arousal that Ellie could almost taste in the air between them.

After half a block Becca said, "That went well."

"The part where you came on another woman's fingers in a bar, or the part where I lied to our friends about you being nauseous?"

Becca burst out laughing, the sort of full, unguarded laugh that Ellie loved most, and Ellie started laughing too. For a moment the enormity of what was about to happen receded and they were just a married couple cracking up on a sidewalk on a Saturday night.

"Both," Becca said when she'd caught her breath. "Definitely both."

They reached the taco place on the corner and waited outside, Becca texting the group chat to say they were there. The street was busy enough to give them anonymity but quiet enough that they could talk, and they stood close, holding hands, waiting.

"She's nice," said Ellie.

"She is. She's really nice. And El..." Becca turned to look at her, and her expression was that same complicated mix from the booth, arousal, vulnerability and love all tangled together. "Looking at you while she was... while that was happening... that was the most connected I've ever felt to you. That sounds insane but it's true."

"It doesn't sound insane. I felt it too. Where I was standing, I felt it."

Both of their phones buzzed. A message from Kelly on their group chat:

Leaving now. Be there in five. x

They glanced at each other, and Ellie felt her pulse quicken again, the laughter of a minute ago giving way to the reality of what was about to happen.

"Last chance to change your mind," Becca said softly.

Ellie reached up and touched the two necklaces at her throat. She could feel them both, warm from her skin, the twin pendants resting side by side.

"Not a chance," she said. “Same for you?”

“Not a chance.”


Chapter 8


Kelly appeared around the corner a few minutes later, walking with a bounce in her step that made her honey-blonde hair swing, her phone in one hand and her jacket in the other. When she saw them she broke into a grin so wide it was practically luminous.

"Ok, I have been speed-walking for three blocks trying not to look like a crazy person and I need you to know that I texted Colt and he said, and I quote, 'hell yes, go have fun, send photos.'” She paused and looked at them. "Obviously I am not going to send photos. Unless you're into that. Are you into that? I'm getting ahead of myself."

Ellie started laughing, and next to her Becca was laughing too. The tension that had been building since the booth broke like a wave and for a moment they were just three women laughing over a joke on a warm Austin night.

"No photos," Ellie said, still laughing. "But I'm glad Colt approves."

"Colt approves of basically everything I do. It's either his best or worst quality, I can never decide." Kelly looked between them, still grinning, then held up her phone. "Ok, but one photo. Just us on the street, nothing scandalous. He'll lose his mind if I don't at least send him this. At least let him see who I’m hanging out with.”

“Ok, that can’t hurt,” Becca said, and Ellie shrugged her agreement.

Kelly squeezed in between them on the sidewalk, held her phone out at arm's length, and said, "Smile, ladies." Ellie heard the shutter sound and Kelly turned the phone around to show them… three women grinning on a sidewalk, Kelly in the middle with an arm around Becca, all of them looking happy and like they were about to do something they really shouldn't. Kelly typed something quickly and hit send. "There. That'll keep him happy. Now he gets nothing else until I'm home."

She pocketed her phone and shook her head. "Seriously though. This night. I came out for my friend's birthday, which was boring as hell by the way, she left at like ten thirty, and then I figured I'd check out Cheer Up's because I'd heard it was fun, and now…” She gestured at the three of them. "This. Life is wild."

"Our place is about ten minutes' walk," Ellie said. "Is that ok?"

"Lead the way. I'm all yours." She paused and looked at Becca. "Well mostly yours, I guess."

***

They walked three abreast when the sidewalk allowed, Becca in the middle, and Kelly talked enough for all three of them, which Ellie was grateful for because it filled the space that might otherwise have been loaded with a nervous silence.

Kelly, she discovered quickly, was great company. She was twenty-five, worked in commercial real estate out in the hill country, which sounded boring until she described a deal she'd closed involving a historic dance hall and a very stubborn county board, and Ellie realised she was both funnier and sharper than she'd initially seemed. She lived on a small ranch with Colt, who she'd been with for years and who she described with an offhand affection that reassured Ellie that their relationship was solid and happy.

"We started playing with other people about two years ago," Kelly said, as casually as if she were describing a new hobby. "It was his idea first but I took to it faster than he did. We’ve had threesomes, if I play with a man on my own or he plays with a woman the other one has to be there. A woman on my own I’ve done a bunch of times without him and he’s fine with it. It works because we talk about everything and neither of us is the jealous type." She glanced at Ellie. "Although I hear jealousy is kind of the point for you?"

Ellie felt her cheeks redden. "Becca told you that?” She saw Becca blush while Kelly nodded. “She’s right I guess,” Ellie conceded.

"That's cool. Honestly, that's really cool. I've heard of it but never been part of something like this." Kelly's enthusiasm was genuine and infectious, and Ellie found herself far more relaxed than she’d expected. It wasn’t just that this was familiar territory, at least in part, for Kelly. She was enthusiastic, open, completely un-weird about the whole thing in a way that kept Ellie from confronting the weirdness of the situation.

At one point on the walk Kelly's hand found Becca's, and they walked like that for half a block, fingers interlaced. Ellie noticed their hands and felt the familiar jealousy-arousal loop spinning up, but she said nothing. Then Becca's other hand found Ellie's, and for a moment the three of them were connected, walking in a chain.

It felt both absurd and exactly right.

***

Their apartment seemed weirdly different to Ellie’s eyes as the three of them walked in, as if the context that night had moved everything around a bit. Everything was the same of course, the same windows with the skyline beyond, the same framed wedding photo on the table by the door, but all of it recontextualised by what was about to happen.

"Holy shit, this view," Kelly said, walking straight to the windows. "You can see the whole city."

"Ellie's salary, not mine," Becca said with a smile, dropping her keys in the bowl by the door.

"Something to drink?" Ellie asked, heading to the kitchen. "We've got wine, beer, I think there's some champagne somewhere..."

"White wine would be amazing," Kelly said. "I'm already buzzed but what's one more, right?"

"Same for me," Becca added.

Ellie poured three glasses, taking her time, letting the mundane action settle her nerves. When she took them through to the living area, Becca and Kelly were stood on the balcony, Kelly pointing at something in the skyline and Becca leaning close to see, their shoulders touching. Becca turned and took two glasses from Ellie, handing one to Kelly.

They stood in a loose triangle, drinking, and it was Kelly who steered the conversation to the thing none of them had said yet.

"So." She took a sip of wine and looked at Ellie, then Becca, with an expression that was equal parts excitement and genuine curiosity. "I kind of asked this at the bar but now we're here and it's real I want to make sure. What do y'all want tonight? What does this look like for you?"

Becca looked at Ellie, deferring, and Ellie said, "I want to watch. I want to watch you and Becca together. I want to see her with you, see how she responds to you, see her enjoy herself. And I want to see you respond to her too. That's what this is about for me." She surprised herself with how definite her response was, not realising until then how clear this all really was in her mind.

"And you’re sure you won't be joining?" Kelly asked. “More the merrier.”

Ellie grinned. “Not tonight. Tonight I watch."

Kelly smiled back and nodded, then turned to Becca. "And you? Same question."

Becca toyed with her wine glass as she thought. “I want you," she said to Kelly, her voice steady and sure. "I want tonight with you, and I want Ellie to see it. I want her to watch you do things to me and me do things to you that I normally do with her. And I want her to see us do things that are different to what we normally do. I want her to see all of it.”

Kelly held Becca's gaze, then said, "Ok. I like both your answers. Now let me tell you what I want." She drained the last of her wine and put the glass down. "Ellie, I want to have an incredible time with your gorgeous wife while you watch. I want to make her feel things. Becca, I want you to make me feel so, so good. And I want to know that when I leave later, y'all are going to promise me that you have the best night of your marriage when I’m gone because of what happened here. That's what I reckon gets me off about this. The whole picture." She paused and flashed that grin again. "Plus, you know, Becca's really hot. That helps."

Becca laughed, her eyes fixed on Kelly, almost hungrily Ellie thought.

"Then come here," Becca said, putting her own glass down.

Kelly walked over to her and they stood facing each other by the window, the skyline behind them. Ellie stepped away, taking a seat on one of the stools at the kitchen counter, settling down to watch. Kelly reached up and pushed a strand of Becca's hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear, the tell, performed by someone else's hand, and the sight of it sent a jolt through Ellie that she felt in deep inside.

Then Kelly kissed her, and this time it didn’t start off tentatively. It was the kiss of a woman who had been given permission and knew exactly what to do with it, confident and thorough, her hands on Becca's waist pulling her close, and Becca responded immediately, her arms going around Kelly's back, her body pressing forward, and Ellie watched from a few feet away and felt the world tilt.

***

They kissed for a long time by the open door to the balcony, their hands starting to explore, and Ellie sat on the stool and watched. She felt both necklaces against her throat, and let the jealousy and the arousal do their familiar dance, each feeding the other, each making the other more intense. Like the times before but a hundred times greater.

Kelly's hands slipped under Becca's white top and pulled it slowly up and over her head. Becca lifted her arms to help and the top came free. Kelly's hands moved to her bare hips, her fingers tracing shapes on Becca's skin. Becca reached for Kelly's dress and Kelly helped by unzipping at the back while Becca pulled the fabric forward off her shoulders, the dress falling at Kelly's feet. Ellie saw Kelly's body properly for the first time: tanned, athletic, a body that spoke to outdoor living, work on the ranch, maybe horse riding, something physical. She certainly didn’t just spend her days sat behind a desk, that was for sure.

Kelly stepped back and looked at Becca with an expression that was openly, almost greedily appreciative, and Becca looked back at Kelly with the same. Ellie made herself see her wife through Kelly's eyes for a moment: the slim waist, the tanned skin, the way the dim light from the windows caught that magical curve where her neck met her shoulders, and felt that disorienting, addictive experience of seeing someone you know completely as if for the first time.

"Bedroom?" Becca asked, eyes locked on Kelly’s.

"Show me the way.”

Becca took her by the hand and led her towards the spare room. As she passed Ellie she paused and looked at her, and in her eyes was everything… love, excitement, nervousness, desire, gratitude… compressed into a single glance that lasted not even two seconds but communicated more than any words could.

"You too.” she said to Ellie. “You’re the most important person here.” Not an invitation to join. An invitation to witness.

Ellie smiled, stood and followed.

***

The spare room had a large bed against one wall, a small sofa opposite, and a chair by the window. Ellie turned on the two bedside lamps, figuring she should make herself useful, and the warm, low light it cast was perfect. Enough to see by without the harshness of overhead lighting. She then went over to the sofa and sat down, angling herself so she had a clear view of the bed. Becca and Kelly stood next to it, facing each other, and for a moment nobody moved.

Then, suddenly, it was as if someone had fired a starting gun… their lips met again, fiercely, passionately, and their hands were on each other. Ellie was sat a few feet from them and she stifled a gasp of her own when she saw Becca’s hand move to Kelly’s ass, holding her, and she saw Kelly grin into the kiss as her own hands reached around to Becca’s back and undid her bra.

They didn’t break the kiss as Becca slipped it off, and it was her turn to gasp when Kelly’s hands went to her chest, her fingers brushing her nipples, hard already, showing how excited she was. Becca followed suit, undoing Kelly’s bra, and Ellie thrilled to see the two women naked from the waist up, pushing up against each other. That’s my wife, she reminded herself incredulously, and she, no, they look magnificent.

They moved to the bed. Kelly took the lead, guiding Becca down onto her back before she climbed over her, straddling her waist, and leaned down to kiss her again while her hands continued to explore. Becca's hands were on Kelly's back, pulling her down. Ellie watched them together on the white sheets and felt like she was seeing something sacred and profane, but also so, so hot, at the same time.

Kelly kissed down Becca's neck, her collarbone, lingering where Becca's necklace usually sat, the bare skin there seeming to draw her, then lower, her mouth finding Becca's breast, her tongue circling one nipple while her fingers toyed with the other.

Becca pushed into the contact and Ellie sat up a little straighter at the sound she made… recognisably Becca, yet different. Not dramatically different from the sounds Becca made with her, but subtly distinct… a higher pitch, a different cadence, the sound of a body responding to unfamiliar stimulation, nerve endings firing in patterns they hadn't learned yet. It was the novelty of it, Ellie realised. Kelly's mouth was new. Kelly’s tongue was new. Kelly's touch was new. And Becca's body was responding to that newness in a way that routine, no matter how loving, couldn't replicate.

The jealousy hit hard suddenly, harder than at the bar, harder than on the dance floor or in the booth, a sledgehammer realisation of that's my wife, those are sounds she should be making for me, that I want to make her make, that's my place. It lasted maybe five seconds before the arousal consumed it, transformed it, alchemised it into something that felt much more like fuel. The jealousy didn't disappear, it was still there, but the arousal wrapped around it and used it, the way a fire uses oxygen.

Kelly was kissing lower now, down Becca's stomach, her fingers fumbling at the button of Becca's jeans. Becca lifted her hips to let Kelly pull them down and off, taking her underwear with them in one movement. Becca was naked on the bed now, her wife's body fully exposed to another woman for the first time, and Ellie gripped the arm of the sofa, forcing herself to breath and watch… it was the most beautiful and terrifying thing she had ever seen.

Kelly settled between Becca's legs, kissing her inner thighs, taking her time. Becca's hand found Kelly's hair and held it loosely, just like she always did with Ellie, and then she turned her head to look at the sofa.

There it was again.

The look.

The same look from the booth but closer, more intimate, more complex because now they were in Ellie and Becca's home, in the room next to their bedroom, and the stakes were higher, the emotions were bigger, and Becca's expression carried all of that.

I love you. Are you ok? Can you see how good this feels? Is this what you wanted? Truly, do you want this as much as me?

Ellie met her eyes and nodded, and Becca smiled, a small, breathless, radiant smile, and then Kelly's mouth found her and Becca's eyes fluttered closed, the smile dissolving into something else entirely.

And Ellie sat there, and watched Kelly go down on her wife.

She watched the movements of Kelly's head, the way her hands held Becca's hips, the way she explored first, tentatively, searching for what worked, and then found her rhythm and committed to it. She watched Becca's body respond, the subtle shifts and sounds that told Ellie exactly how it was going, everything that Ellie knew so well. The way that Becca's toes curled, the way her stomach muscles tensed, the way her hand tightened in Kelly's hair when Kelly did something that worked particularly well.

It was different from doing it herself.

Fundamentally, viscerally different, in ways she’d not fully appreciated until now. When Ellie went down on Becca she was inside the experience, feeling and tasting and adjusting, too immersed to really observe and rightly so. Now she was outside it, watching the whole picture, Becca's face, Becca's body, the other woman between her legs, and the perspective was revelatory. She could see things she'd never seen before: the exact expression Becca made when pleasure built past a certain point, a kind of focused blankness, her brow slightly furrowed, her lips parted, that she never normally saw; the way her breathing went from almost inaudible to gasps and moans that she could hear across the room; the way her whole body was writhing, so much more active than Ellie had thought.

Kelly was good. There was a moment, a specific moment, when she did something with her tongue that made Becca cry out suddenly and grab the sheets with both hands. Ellie didn't know what it was, she couldn't see the specifics from where she was sat, but whatever Kelly had done it was something new, something Ellie hadn't done, and Becca's reaction to it was volcanic.

Part of Ellie thought that that should have hurt. How dare this other woman make my wife feel something like that instead of me? Yet it didn’t, or rather it did, but the hurt was so entangled with the arousal by now that Ellie couldn't separate them, and didn't want to separate them. Kelly was giving Becca something that Ellie hadn't. That was a fact. And the fact of it was exhilarating rather than devastating because Ellie was here, watching it happen, and later she could learn it, bring it into their own bed, make it theirs.

Kelly did the tongue thing, making Becca cry out again, and Ellie found herself smiling, happy that Becca was feeling something amazing. Becca was close. Ellie knew it from the flush of her skin, the sound of her breathing, the way her whole body was coiling tight like a spring. Then Becca's hand shot out sideways, reaching toward the edge of the bed, reaching toward Ellie.

Ellie didn't think. She stood up from the sofa, crossed the room to the bed, and took Becca's hand.

Becca's fingers laced through hers and gripped hard, and Ellie knelt beside the bed holding her wife's hand while Kelly continued between her legs. It was the most intimate she had ever felt with Becca, more intimate than any sex they'd had, because Becca was choosing in this moment to reach for Ellie, to pull her in, to make her part of what was happening even from the sideline. This was them having sex with Kelly, not just Becca. Them.

Kelly kept Becca close, very close, but oh so slowly she let the orgasm crest, reading the pace perfectly, drawing it out, and when it finally arrived Becca's grip on Ellie's hand became crushing, her back arching off the bed, a long, raw moan that broke into something primal. Ellie held on and watched her wife's face as pleasure consumed her. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever witnessed.

Through it all, even at the peak, Becca held on to Ellie's hand. She didn't let go until the last tremor had passed and her body went limp against the sheets, her chest heaving.

Kelly lifted her head and looked up at Becca with a satisfied, slightly awed expression, then noticed Ellie kneeling there, hand clasped in Becca's, and smiled… not awkwardly, not jealously, but warmly, the smile of someone who understood what she was seeing and thought it was beautiful.

Ellie smiled back, let go of Becca's hand, kissed her wife's knuckles once, and went back to the sofa.


Chapter 9


They weren't finished. Not even close.

After a few minutes of lying together, kissing slowly, Becca sat up and looked at Kelly with an expression that Ellie recognised, an expression that did funny things to Ellie whenever she was the recipient… determined intent, dressed up as playfulness. Now Kelly was going to have some fun.

"Your turn," Becca said.

Ellie thought she knew what Becca could do, but she was in for a surprise. It wasn’t just about Becca performing an act of pleasure, it was about seeing Becca give, seeing her instincts and her skill directed at someone else's body, and realising that her wife was an extraordinarily generous and intuitive lover, even more than she’d already thought.

Becca kissed her way down Kelly's body with complete confidence. There was no hesitation, no tentativeness, no looking to Ellie for permission. Becca's hands and lips moved over Kelly's breasts, her stomach, her hips, with the assurance of someone who knew exactly what a woman's body wanted because she lived in one, loved another, and had spent seven years learning what really, really worked.

When Becca settled between Kelly's legs, Kelly let out a long, loud gasp and Becca went to work with an attentiveness that Ellie found almost unbearably erotic to watch.

Kelly was vocal, of course she was. Much more vocal than Becca or Ellie, which was saying something as neither of them were silent. But Kellie talked (“right there”, “don't stop”, “oh my God, your mouth") and moaned loudly, grabbing at the sheets and at Becca's hair, and at one point she said, "Where the hell did you learn to do that?” with a kind of breathless wonder that added pride to the jealousy-arousal loop in Ellie’s mind.

Ellie sat on the sofa and watched her wife take another woman to insane levels of pleasure, and the arousal she felt was layered in a way that she was only beginning to understand. There was the straightforward eroticism of watching two beautiful women together, of course. There was the voyeuristic thrill of seeing this private act laid out in front of her. There was the jealousy, duller now but still present, still feeding the fire. And underneath all of it, that deep, profound pride: price in Becca, in her generosity, in her courage, in the way she was giving herself to this experience fully and holding nothing back.

Kelly came loudly, body shaking, her hips jerking, and Becca stayed with her until the last wave passed, then crawled back up and kissed her deeply, their tongues playing against each other, and then they lay together catching their breath. Ellie watched them and felt so full of want and love and, she realised with a grin at knowing the word, compersion that she thought she might burst.

***

They went on for another hour.

Ellie would remember it later as images in her mind rather than in a sequence: Kelly on top of Becca, straddling her thigh, grinding against her while they kissed and Becca held her hips, both of them gasping. Becca on top of Kelly, their bodies pressed together, Becca's hand between them, Kelly's legs wrapped around her. The two of them side by side, facing each other, legs intertwined, hands between each other's legs, a slow mutual build that ended with them climaxing within seconds of each other, mouths pressed together, swallowing each other's sounds.

Through it all Ellie watched from the sofa, sometimes the chair, once from the foot of the bed. She didn't touch herself despite the temptation, didn't participate physically. She watched, and she felt. She held both necklaces in her hand when the intensity got too much, feeling the pendants bite into her palm, grounding herself.

Then came the moment that would stay with Ellie longer than any other.

Kelly was behind Becca, sat back against the headboard, her arms around Becca, her hand between Becca's legs. Becca was sat back against Kelly, and from Ellie's vantage point on the sofa she could see everything… Kelly's fingers sliding slowly in and out of her wife, glistening erotically, the movements slow and unhurried, and Becca's body responding to each stroke, her hips rocking gently, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.

But Becca wasn't looking at Ellie. For the first time all night, there were no glances at her, nothing.

Her head was turned back toward Kelly, their mouths finding each other in messy, breathless kisses that broke apart and reformed, Becca's hand reaching behind her to touch Kelly's face, her neck, her hair, pulling her closer. Kelly was whispering something between the kisses, her lips against Becca's ear, and whatever she was saying was making Becca gasp and nod before kissing her harder. Becca's other hand had found Kelly's thigh behind her and was gripping it, pulling Kelly's body tighter against her back, wanting more contact, more closeness, more of her.

They were completely absorbed in each other. Ellie might as well have not been in the room. She might as well have not existed. The world had contracted to the two of them on that bed… Kelly's fingers inside Becca, Becca's mouth on Kelly's, their bodies pressed together, whispering and insanely intimate. Ellie was outside all of it, invisible, forgotten.

It was the most explicit thing she had seen all night and also the thing that drove the jealousy-arousal loop off the charts. It wasn’t the acrobatics of what had come before but this, the quiet intimacy of it, the way Becca was completely Kelly’s given her full attention, full focus, full self. For the first time there was nothing performative in it, nothing angled for Ellie's benefit by either woman. This was two women lost in each other, and Ellie was simply watching two beautiful people do insanely pleasurable things as if the rest of the world had vanished.

She was transfixed.

The jealousy was there, hot and undeniable, but it was so thoroughly braided into the arousal by now that pulling them apart was impossible, and she didn't want to anyway. She watched Kelly's fingers sliding in and out of her wife with a steady rhythm that was accelerating now, watched Becca's fingers dig into Kelly’s thigh, watched them kiss and break apart as Becca moaned against Kelly’s mouth, and felt a kind of awe at the sheer, undeniable completeness of Becca's surrender. Her wife had given herself to this woman, not partially, not conditionally, but totally, so completely that Ellie had ceased to exist for her in that moment, and the evidence of it was right there in front of her, Kelly's fingers deep inside Becca, Becca's body pulling her in, their mouths and hands and whispers creating a private universe of two.

Ellie could see the orgasm building. She knew the signs so intimately that she could track it like a countdown even from outside: Becca's breathing going ragged, the flush deepening across her back and shoulders, the way her toes curled, the way her grip on Kelly's thigh became white-knuckled. Kelly's rhythm was faster now, more insistent, and Becca was pushing back against her hand, chasing it, wanting it, needing it, her moans muffled against Kelly's mouth.

When Becca came she broke the kiss and cried out, literal cry after cry of pleasure, her whole body shaking while Kelly held her tight, fingers still moving, her other arm wrapped tight around Becca's chest, her mouth pressed against Becca's hair, whispering things that Ellie would never know.

It went on for a long time. Wave after wave, Becca's body clenching and releasing, her sounds changing from cries to whimpers to a long, shuddering, silent moan as the last wave rolled through her. Kelly slowed her hand but didn't withdraw, stayed inside her, holding her, the two of them breathing hard together.

Ellie sat on the sofa with both necklaces pressed into her palm hard enough to leave marks, frozen by the intensity of what she’d seen. She felt something bigger than jealousy, bigger than arousal, bigger than love. Some vast, overwhelming thing that contained all of those and more, the experience of watching her wife be so completely taken by someone else that for a few minutes Ellie had disappeared entirely, and finding that the disappearance itself was the most erotic, most terrifying, not to mention most beautiful thing she had ever witnessed.

After a long, quiet minute, Becca's hand reached blindly behind her, found Kelly's face and stroked her cheek. Then she slowly turned her head and her eyes found Ellie across the room.

Becca looked wrecked. Bright eyed, flushed, exhausted, sweaty, radiant, her hair a mess. And the expression on her face when she saw Ellie, the way her eyes softened, the way a small, trembling smile appeared, the way she seemed to come back from wherever she'd been and land, firmly and certainly, back in the room with her wife, that was worth everything.

I love you, she mouthed wearily.

I love you too, Ellie mouthed back, and finally eased her grip on their necklaces.

***

After that the energy started to ease. Kelly seemed to sense it and the last few minutes were gentle, unhurried, the three of them easing back from the intensity rather than chasing another peak.

Kelly sat on the edge of the bed, pulling on her clothes. She looked relaxed and happy, her blonde hair a mess and her cheeks still flushed. Becca was lying on the bed in one of Ellie's oversized t-shirts that she'd grabbed from the laundry pile, and Ellie was back on the sofa, legs tucked under her.

"I should probably head out," Kelly said, zipping up her dress. "Find a ride back to my friend's place before she thinks I've been abducted." She paused and grinned that grin. "Although this was way better than her birthday party, so maybe being abducted is underrated."

"Thank you," Becca said from the bed. She sat up and reached for Kelly's hand. "That was... I don't think I have the words."

Kelly squeezed her hand and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. "You don't need words. That was something special. For me too." She looked over at Ellie. "Both of you. Thank you for trusting me."

"Thank you," Ellie replied, and meant it completely. "For understanding what this is."

"I get it. I really do." Kelly stood and finished getting dressed. "If you guys ever wanted to do something like this again... I'm a text away. I mean it. Colt's going to be either insufferably smug or insufferably jealous when I tell him about this but he'll get over it either way.”

Becca looked at Ellie. Ellie looked at Becca. The wordless exchange between them said what it always said: we'll talk about it later, properly, the way we talk about everything.

"We'll be in touch," Becca said. "On the group chat."

"The group chat. I love it." Kelly found her jacket and slung it over her shoulder, then pulled out her phone. "One more photo? Bookend to the one on the street? Colt will appreciate the narrative arc."

Ellie laughed and stood up from the sofa. The three of them squeezed together by the bedroom door, Kelly in the middle again, Becca leaning against her on one side and Ellie on the other, and when Kelly showed them the picture she’d taken the contrast was hilarious: Ellie still dressed for her night out, then Kelly looking precisely like she’d just got dressed after sex, then Becca looking thoroughly ruined in the very best way. But crucially, all of them looking very, very happy. “The before and after. He’s going to love this.”

“Send it to us too?” Ellie asked.

“Gladly.” She tapped at her phone and sent it. “Y'all are the most functional couple I've ever met," Kelly added as she pocketed the phone, "though I live with a man named Colt, so the bar is admittedly pretty low."

Kellie leaned over and hugged Ellie. “Thank you for lending me your wife,” she whispered. “Until next time…”

Becca walked Kelly to the door, and Ellie heard their voices in the hallway… quiet, friendly, what sounded like a hug, Kelly's laugh one more time, and finally the sound of the front door opening and closing. Then silence.

Becca's footsteps came back through the living room.

She appeared in the doorway of the spare room, leaning against the frame, arms crossed, looking at Ellie across the rumpled sheets of the bed where she'd just spent the last two hours with another woman.

"Hey,” she said softly.

"Hey.”

"She's gone."

"I heard."

Becca pushed off the doorframe and walked over to the sofa, kneeling in front of Ellie, taking both her hands. Her eyes were shining, that same brightness from weeks ago, from the bar near Rainey Street where it had all started, but amplified now, deeper, steadier. The night had been good to her, that was for certain.

"I have something that belongs to you," Ellie said. She reached round to the back of her neck and unclasped Becca's necklace, holding it in her hand.

Becca turned around and lifted her hair, letting Ellie fasten the necklace back where it belonged. When Becca turned to face her again she was smiling, and she pulled Ellie into a kiss that tasted of Kelly but was none the worse for it.

"I love you so, so much,” Becca whispered against Ellie's mouth. "But now… reclaim your wife.”

“Hotwife, surely?” Ellie replied, grinning.

“Her too.”

Ellie didn't need to be told twice.


Chapter 10


Ellie pulled Becca on to the sofa next to her and kissed her.

It felt, bizarrely, like coming home after a year, no, a decade away. Some part of Ellie had been holding itself in suspension for the last two hours… her own desire, her own need, her own body's desperate, mounting craving for the woman who was now in her arms again, kissing her back with a hunger that bordered on frantic.

Becca's hands were everywhere, pulling at Ellie's clothes, finding skin, gripping. Ellie fancied that beyond the wine she could taste Kelly on her, there was something new, certainly, something exotic that thrilled her down to her core. The familiar and the foreign: they were doing something to Ellie’s brain that short-circuited whatever remained of her self-control.

"Our room," Ellie said after a few minutes. "Not in here."

Becca understood immediately. The spare room was Kelly's territory tonight, the sheets a mess, the air still carrying the scent of sex and Kelly's perfume. Their bedroom was theirs. That distinction mattered.

They stumbled down the hallway, mouths barely separating, Ellie walking Becca backwards, and when they got through their bedroom door Ellie pushed Becca down onto their bed, their bed, their sheets, their pillows, and climbed on top of her.

Becca was still wearing Ellie's oversized t-shirt and nothing else, and Ellie pulled it off her in one movement before pausing to look down at her. It was strange and exciting… she’d just watched her wife naked be someone else’s, but now she was Ellie’s, not Kelly’s, and there was a possessiveness that flooded through Ellie that wasn’t toxic or controlling, simply fierce and necessary, a primal need to reclaim what was hers.

She pinned Becca's wrists above her head with one hand. Not hard, not forcefully, but firmly enough that Becca's eyes widened and her breath caught. “Yes, like that, exactly like that,” Becca whispered.

Ellie kissed down her neck, her collarbone, the spot where her necklace now sat again, newly returned, teasing around it with her tongue. She kissed lower, between Becca's breasts, and then took one nipple in her mouth, biting gently, harder than she normally would, harder than their usual routine, and Becca gasped.

"You watched her do this," Becca whispered, her voice ragged. "You watched her mouth on me."

"I watched everything."

"And now you're taking me back."

Ellie lifted her head and looked down at Becca. Her wife's eyes looked so alive with what they’d done that night, she was flushed again, her chest rising and falling rapidly, her hands still pinned gently above her head. She looked like someone who had been thoroughly fucked by another woman and was desperate to be fucked by her own wife. There was power there, Ellie realised with surprise, in how desperately Becca wanted to be reclaimed, wanted to come back to her.

"I'm taking you back," Ellie confirmed, and moved her hand between Becca's legs.

She’d never felt Becca so aroused. Never. It was a surprise after what she’d just done, but a very welcome one. When Ellie's fingers slid into her Becca let out a sound that was almost a scream, her hips bucking up violently.

"Sensitive," Becca gasped. "I'm so sensitive, go slow…”

“No chance,” Ellie smiled.

Ellie didn't go slow. She slid two fingers inside Becca firmly and started to move, not rough but not gentle either, and Becca's hands strained against Ellie’s hand but she didn’t let go. “Oh fuck, El…”

"Tell me," Ellie said, pressing her mouth against Becca's ear, still moving her fingers. "Tell me what she did to you. Tell me what I watched."

Becca let out a ragged breath. "She went down on me... she was so good, El, her tongue was different from yours, she did this thing…”

"I saw. I saw your face when she did it."

"And then her fingers, at the end, she was behind me and her fingers were inside me and I could feel…” A moan broke through the words. "I could feel how completely I'd let her in, El, I let her in completely, I was so totally hers, and all I could think about was you watching it happen…”

Ellie curled her fingers and Becca cried out, her back arching, her hands breaking free and going to Ellie’s back, her fingernails digging in.

"You're mine," Ellie said, and the words came from somewhere deep down, somewhere she hadn't known existed until tonight. "She can touch you and kiss you, she can make you orgasm, but you're mine, you come home to me, you come back to me…”

"I'm yours, I'm always yours, oh fuck right there…”

Becca came hard and fast, her orgasm hitting with a violence that startled them both, her whole body seizing, her mouth open in a silent scream, her body clenching around Ellie's fingers in rhythmic pulses. Ellie guided her through it, kept her fingers moving, drew it out until Becca was shaking and gasping and pushing at Ellie's hand because it was too much.

Ellie pulled her hand away and Becca grabbed her face, kissing her, deep and messy, and then before Ellie could process what was happening Becca had reversed their positions, rolling Ellie onto her back and pulling her jeans and underwear off.

"My turn," Becca said, and her eyes had that wild, determined look she got when she was entirely focused on one thing and one thing alone. She moved down to between Ellie’s legs and Ellie barely had time to realise before Becca’s mouth was on her.

Ellie had been insanely aroused for hours. The bar, the dance floor, the booth, the spare room: hours of watching without release, her body building and building with no outlet, and now Becca's tongue was on her and the relief was so intense it was almost painful.

Almost.

She came in under a minute. The orgasm ripped through her hard, the sounds coming from her mouth almost unrecognisable, a raw, animal release of hours of tension.

Becca didn't stop. Of course she didn’t stop. Nothing was going to stop Becca at that point, and Ellie knew she was simply along for the ride. She drove Ellie straight through the first climax to a second, no more than a couple of minutes later, then a third a few minutes after that which left Ellie gripping the headboard, her thighs clamping around Becca’s head.

“Enough… God, that’s good… enough…”

Becca lifted her head, grinning. “There’s more if you want it? I’ll keep going until dawn if that’s what you want.”

Ellie gasped as a final wave rolled through her. “You’ll break me if you do… come back up here.”

Becca didn’t obey immediately, staying down there to ease Ellie through the aftershocks, gentle now, tender, kissing her inner thighs while Ellie lay there destroyed, staring at the ceiling, unable to feel her legs. Eventually she crawled back up and lay down next to Ellie, and they lay side by side on their backs, both breathing hard, staring at the ceiling of their bedroom while the Austin skyline glowed beyond the windows.

"Jesus Christ," Ellie said eventually.

"Yeah," Becca said.

"That was insane.”

"Yeah."

“Good insane.”

“Definitely.”

They lay in silence for a few minutes, their breathing gradually returning to normal, their hands finding each other on the sheets. The apartment was quiet now. Kelly was gone, their friends were elsewhere, the city hummed distantly outside. It was just them, the way it always was at the end of every day, no matter what had happened during it.

Becca rolled onto her side and propped herself on her elbow, looking down at Ellie. Her hair was still a mess, her face was still flushed, her eyes bright in that way Ellie was coming to associate with this new whatever-it-was they’d discovered.

"We should talk about it," Becca said.

"We should."

"Not all of it tonight. But some of it."

"Ok." Ellie turned her head to look at her. "You start."

Becca thought for a moment, her hand squeezing Ellie’s gently. "The biggest thing for me... the thing that made tonight what it was... it wasn't Kelly. I mean, she was great, she was fun, the sex was good… really very good. But it wasn't about her."

"What was it about?"

"You." Becca said it simply, without elaboration, looking Ellie squarely in the eye. Ellie could tell that she meant it, too, that she wasn’t just saying it to make her feel better. “Every single moment that mattered tonight was a moment where I was connected to you. On the dance floor when I looked over and you were watching. In the booth when I came and your eyes were the only thing I could see. When I reached for your hand by the bed. Just now, when you were touching me and I was talking to you." She paused. "Without you there, tonight would have been a hookup. A very good one, maybe, but a hookup. With you there it was..."

"Transcendent," Ellie offered, and Becca smiled.

"Yeah. Transcendent. I hate that word normally but it's right." She lay back down and stared at the ceiling. "I need to be honest about something though."

"Ok." Ellie tried to ignore the flicker of anxiety.

"When Kelly was behind me at the end, when I was lying back on her and her hand was, you know, and she was whispering to me... there were a few minutes where I forgot you were there. Not forgot exactly, but... I was so completely in the physical sensation of what she was doing that you faded. You became background." Becca turned her head to look at Ellie again. "That scared me a little. When the intensity was really ramped up I was focused entirely on her.”

Ellie gave herself a few moments to think about that, to let the emotions settle. The jealousy spiked because it confirmed what she’d seen, but then the other thing kicked in and she knew it was fine. Indeed, she knew it was a core part of what they’d done… this wasn’t about Becca putting on some kind of elaborate sex show for her benefit, this was about seeing Becca do something real and the intoxicating blend of emotions it triggered.

"I think that's ok," Ellie said carefully. "I think that's probably what has to happen for it to be real. If you were always performing for me, always conscious of me watching, it wouldn't be genuine. The fact that you got lost in it for a while... that's what made it so incredible to watch. I could see it happen. I could see the moment you stopped thinking about me and just... gave yourself to her."

Becca looked at her with an expression of quiet amazement. "You're not upset?"

"No. I'm..." Ellie searched for the right word. "Grateful. That you told me. That honesty is so important. And also, honestly, it's part of what makes this so hot for me. The idea that you could get so lost in someone else that you forget about me, even for a few seconds or a few minutes... that's terrifying and also the most erotic thing I can imagine."

Becca shook her head slowly. "How are you this ok with this? This should be causing problems for us and instead it's making us closer. I couldn’t be fine with it the other way around.”

"I don't know. Maybe because we talk about everything. Maybe because I trust you. Maybe because I'm wired weird."

"You're not wired weird." Becca kissed her shoulder. "You're wired perfectly."

They were quiet for a while, comfortable in the silence, hands still held between them.

"So," Ellie said eventually. "We did it."

"We did it."

"And it was amazing."

"It was amazing."

"Do we want to do it again? Honest answer.”

Becca smiled at the ceiling. "Ask me again tomorrow, but right now… yes. Very much yes. You?"

"Very much yes." Ellie paused. "Who or how I don’t know. Kelly sounded like she’d be keen on a rematch, but we should be careful. She’s amazing and I’d happily watch you with her again, don’t get me wrong. But we should test some of the variables here, see what works.”

Becca laughed. “Tell me you’re a scientist without telling me you’re a scientist!”

“What are you saying about my pillow talk?” Ellie joked back.

Becca’s laugh turned to a smile before she nodded slowly. "That's smart though. You want to know if it's the situation that does it for you or the specific person."

"Exactly. And you should know too. Whether what you felt tonight was about Kelly or about the dynamic itself."

"I think I already know it's the dynamic," Becca said. "Kelly was great but what made it incredible was you watching. I think almost anyone could have been in Kelly's position and it would have worked, as long as the chemistry was there."

"Almost anyone?"

Becca thought about it. "It has to be someone I'm genuinely attracted to. Someone I can lose myself in, at least a little. Someone who makes you feel that thing… the jealousy that turns into desire. If any of those elements are missing, I don't think it works."

"Then let's test that hypothesis," Ellie said. "Next time, someone different. See what happens."

"And if it doesn't work as well?"

"Then we know. And we’ve got Kelly’s number."

Becca rolled over and put her head on Ellie's chest, her arm across Ellie's stomach, her leg hooked over Ellie's. Their favourite position, the position they fell asleep in most nights, the position that said I'm yours and you're mine and this is where I belong.

"I love you," Becca whispered as she settled in.

"I love you too. More than anything."

"More than watching me with hot Texan ranch girls?"

"It's close," Ellie deadpanned, and felt Becca's laugh against her chest.

They lay there quietly, settling down to sleep. But before she drifted off, Becca murmured one more thing, her voice thick with sleep.

"El?"

"Mmm?”

"That thing Kelly did with her tongue, the thing that made me grab the sheets and scream..."

"Yeah?"

"Remind me to show you tomorrow. It's really simple. You'll be even better at it than her."

Ellie smiled in the dark. Even if it wasn’t true, Becca had said it, and that was important.


Chapter 11


The week after Kelly was like they were in their honeymoon period again.

They couldn't keep their hands off each other. Not just sexually, although there was plenty of that, more than plenty, a quantity and intensity of sex that might actually have alarmed them both if they’d not had the experience that had triggered it. It was also simply physical, constant, as if proximity to each other had itself become a need.

Ellie found herself reaching for Becca's hand the minute they walked out of the elevator on the way to get coffee. Becca would come up behind Ellie while she was working at the kitchen island and wrap her arms around her, resting her chin on her shoulder and just staying there, breathing, for minutes at a time. They went to bed cuddled together and woke up the same way, and in between they talked and laughed and fucked and talked some more and it was, without question, the best week of their marriage.

The sex was insane. Not because of any particular act or technique but because of what lay beneath it… the shared memory of Saturday night, the sensations and images they both carried with them now, not to mention the vocabulary of experience they'd built together. Ellie would be going down on Becca and Becca would say, breathlessly, "She did this thing where she…” Ellie would try it and Becca would moan, then they'd build on it, folding Kelly's techniques into their own repertoire the way they'd promised each other they would. Or Ellie would be on top and she'd whisper, "I watched her make you cum like this," and the words would drive something deep inside Becca, a feral intensity that left them both breathless and needing more.

Kelly's tongue trick, as promised, turned out to be simple: a change in angle and pressure that Ellie had never thought to try. When Becca showed her, steering Ellie's head with her hands and giving clear instructions, Ellie mastered it in about thirty seconds and the orgasm it produced from Becca was so loud that they got a passive-aggressive note from their next door neighbour the next day.

They framed it and put it next to their wedding picture.

The group chat with Kelly stayed relatively active too. She’d messaged the next day to say she’d made it safely back home to the ranch, thank you for an amazing time, and that Colt had been exactly as she thought: both smug and jealous. Ellie replied warmly, because Becca insisted that it had to be her as the watcher not the active participant, her usual emotional intelligence that Ellie tried not to take for granted, and then once she’d replied Becca followed up with a genuine, heartfelt thank you. The conversation settled from there into something friendly and low-key… the odd meme, a recommendation from Kelly for a restaurant in San Antonio when Becca’s work took her there later that week. There was a wonderful lack of anything heavy for three people who’d shared something so intense, albeit Ellie thought there was an element of all three of them keeping communications open while they let the dust settle and decided whether anything might come next.

By Friday the intensity started to normalise, not in a bad way but simply because nobody could last with the intensity they’d built for too long and the normal texture of their day-to-day lives needed to creep back in.

It was that evening, while they were cooking dinner together ahead of a night watching their latest boxset, that Becca said, "So. The hypothesis."

Ellie looked up from the onion she was chopping. "The hypothesis?"

"You said you wanted to try with someone else. See if the dynamic works beyond Kelly."

"I did say that." Ellie put the knife down and turned to face her. "You still want to?"

"I think we should. The scientist in both of us is crying out for more than one data point to draw conclusions from!”

"The scientist in me appreciates that deeply."

"Good." Becca leaned back against the counter and crossed her arms. "So how do we find someone? We got lucky with Kelly… she fell into our laps. We can't count on that happening again. I mean, we could go out to gay bars every night for the next month and not meet someone as perfect as her.”

"Apps?" Ellie suggested.

Becca raised an eyebrow. "You want to go on an app and advertise that you're looking for someone to sleep with your wife while you watch?"

Ellie laughed. “I was thinking a little bit more subtle than that. But essentially, yes."

"There are apps for this?"

"Becca, there are apps for everything. There’ll definitely be an app for this.”

***

There were, it turned out, more than enough apps for this.

After some research, firmly Ellie's domain naturally, she approached it the way she approached any problem… methodically and with far too many browser tabs open at once. They ended up settling on a platform that specifically existed to bring together couples and individuals interested in ethical non-monogamy. Initially they’d looked at some of the hookup apps but they didn’t feel quite right, despite the intent. This one seemed to be more of a community with matchmaking features, and from what they could see and what people online said the user base seemed to be genuinely engaged with doing things responsibly.

They built a profile together that Sunday, sat on the sofa with Ellie's laptop between them. It was a strange exercise… describing what they wanted in clinical enough terms to be clear but human enough to attract the right person. Becca wrote most of the text, her therapist's instinct for precise yet open language coming in handy, while Ellie handled the photos (a shot of them at brunch with obligatory mimosas in hand, trying not to over-promise but also wanting not to under-promise).

They made sure it was honest, that was the most important thing to both of them. Married couple, mid-twenties, looking for a woman to be intimate with one of them while the other watches. First time using an app for this. Respectful, communicative, no pressure.

The responses were mixed but plentiful. Some were exactly what they'd hoped for: thoughtful, curious, experienced. Some, inevitably, were not. One memorable message consisted entirely of an eggplant emoji followed by a question mark, which Becca balked at but gave Ellie a fit of the giggles.

By the Monday night they'd narrowed it down to a few genuine prospects and were messaging back and forth with three women who seemed promising. One in particular stood out, a woman called Cass. Thirty-one, she described herself as androgynous and worked as a personal trainer. Her photos showed someone confident and charismatic, short dark hair, angular features, a lean, muscular build that spoke to serious dedication to her physique. She said that she was experienced with couples, she was articulate, just the right balance between flirty and serious in her messages, and explicitly stated that she understood and respected the watching dynamic.

"She's hot," Becca said, looking at Cass's profile over Ellie's shoulder when it first came up. Her voice had an enthusiasm to it that Ellie recognised… as if she knew she was risking sounding over enthusiastic, so was tempted to downplay it so as not to let on, but then to avoid seeming like she was downplaying it she made herself sound even more enthusiastic by accident. Ellie tried and almost succeeded in hiding her grin when she noticed.

"She is," Ellie agreed, watching Becca scroll through the photos again. "She's also extremely your type."

Becca looked at her, feigning surprise. "What do you mean?"

"Bec, come on. Short hair, androgynous, muscular, looks like she could bench press a car? You've had a thing for that look since college. Remember that teaching assistant in your abnormal psych class? The one with the undercut? You couldn't string a sentence together around her."

Becca went bright pink. "That was... I was twenty. Everyone had a crush on her."

"You crushed on her so hard you changed your study schedule to be in the library when she was. I watched it happen."

"I was studying more. It was a difficult class."

"Sure." Ellie smiled. "And if you saw her today?” Becca did a passable impression of a goldfish as she struggled to find the words. Ellie’s smile became a grin. “Exactly. I'm just saying… Cass is exactly the kind of woman you’d fantasise about if you were single. That's not a bad thing. I'm just noting it."

"Noted," Becca said, still pink. "Is it a problem?"

Ellie thought about it honestly. "I don't think so. You know I’m more into feminine types, but we’re testing the variable. If this works with someone who's the opposite of Kelly it proves the dynamic is the engine, not the specific person."

"And if it works because she's my type?"

“You admit it then?” Ellie teased.

“Yeah…”

"Then we learn that too. Let's meet her," Ellie said. "Drinks tomorrow?"

***

They met Cass at a bar on South Congress on Tuesday. Neutral territory, low stakes, just a drink to see if there was a connection. Absolutely nothing was going to happen that night, they’d made it clear and Cass had agreed.

Cass was exactly as her profile suggested, which was a good start: confident, direct, physically imposing in a way that grabbed several people’s attention when she walked through the bar. She was wearing a fitted black t-shirt and jeans, her short hair styled like it was a statement of intent, silver rings on most of her fingers, tattoos visible on both her arms. She shook both their hands firmly, ordered a beer, and got straight to business.

"So, tell me about your dynamic," she said, leaning back in her chair and taking a long sip. "I've done this a few times with couples, but everyone's different."

Becca did most of the talking, and Ellie watched in fascination while she did it. Becca’s energy was different from how she’d been with Kelly… less flirtatious, more focused, almost deferential. This wasn’t the casual chemistry with Kelly, this was contained excitement that told Ellie that Becca was attracted to Cass deeply, viscerally. This was a type thing and Ellie could see it by how Becca’s eyes kept going to Cass’s forearms, her shoulders, her hand holding her beer. Becca was staring, and trying not to look like she was staring, and she was failing at it.

Cass noticed it too. Ellie suspected she was used to be looked at like that, a fantasy figure for some women and indeed some men, but the way she responded was what made it work… respectful, kind when Becca got a little flustered at one point. And the way she held eye contact with Becca when Becca got up to go to the restroom… Becca wasn’t the only one in their marriage to feel flustered at that point.

“And you, Ellie. You’re genuinely happy to watch?”

Ellie nodded. “Genuinely.” It felt good talking to someone who had experienced this specific dynamic before, like she could be completely honest. “I seem to enjoy watching Becca be desired. She seems to enjoy me watching. Neither of us could deal with swapping roles.” She shrugged. “Weird, huh?”

Cass shook her head and flashed a confident smile at Ellie. “Enlightened. And having the confidence to tell me honestly… I respect that.”

Ellie realised she was blushing, her own little crush forming from nowhere even though Cass wasn’t anything like her normal type. She was getting good vibes, and she could tell that Becca felt the same.

By the end of one drink that became two they'd agreed: Saturday, a hotel this time... neutral ground felt right.


Chapter 12


Becca booked a room at a boutique hotel downtown, somewhere nice, a junior suite to make it feel like an occasion as well as covering the practicalities of space for Ellie to be comfortable in, but somewhere sufficiently low key to avoid the risk of running into someone they knew out for the night.

They arrived early, just the two of them, and stood at the window looking out at the city while the light faded. The room was exactly right for their purpose: king-sized bed, decor and lighting that created a moody, expectant atmosphere, and a deep armchair near the window that Ellie had already firmly claimed as hers for later. Everywhere, though, there was the shadow of what was to come.

Becca was in the bathroom getting ready. She’d brought a zip up garment bag on a hanger, which was unusual. Becca wasn’t normally a garment-bag person, she was a grab-something-from-the-closet-and-look-incredible-anyway person, and the garment bag had been zipped shut at home with a theatrical secrecy that did plenty to build Ellie’s anticipation.

When she finally came out of the bathroom, Ellie understood why.

The dress was silver, sparkly, long-sleeved and mid-thigh, and it clung to Becca in a way that made Ellie’s mouth go dry and her heart skip a beat. She’d gone all out: heels, earrings, her hair down and styled in loose waves, makeup that was more than usual, the lipstick a brighter shade, eyeliner a little edgier.

She looked stunning, like she was about to walk the red carpet, or ruin someone’s life, or maybe a bit of both.

Ellie stared. She couldn’t help it. Seven years together and her wife could still stop her in her tracks with the right outfit.

“You look incredible,” she said, struggling to keep her voice level. And another woman is going to get the benefit. That jealousy-arousal loop revving up.

“Too much?” Becca smoothed the dress over her hips, a nervous gesture that she pretended was a practical one.

“You could never be too much. Though people have started wars over someone looking half as good as you do tonight.”

Becca smiled, pleased and a little shy. She knew exactly what she was doing with this dress and they both knew that they both knew, so there was no point pretending.

Contrast.

Ellie could tell that Becca wanted to be as feminine as possible tonight because the woman she was about to meet was the opposite, and the polarity of that was part of what she craved. She wanted to feel soft against Cass’s hardness, small against Cass’s strength. She wanted the difference, and she’d dressed for it perfectly.

Becca walked over to where Ellie was standing by the window. Without either of them saying anything she reached up behind her neck and unfastened her necklace. She held it in her palm for a moment, looking down at it, and then fastened it around Ellie’s neck alongside her own. Two pendants resting side by side against Ellie’s collarbone.

*Look after this for me.” Becca smiled. “I’ll need this back later.”

I’m yours. I stay yours. I promise I’ll come back to you.

Becca kissed her, softly, and pulled back. “Ready?”

“Ready. Go start that war.”

***

The hotel bar was on the ground floor, through the lobby and down a short corridor, and it was far classier than Ellie and Becca’s usual haunts: low lighting, dark wood, leather seating, not to mention cocktails that cost considerably more than some of the meals that Ellie had eaten that week. There was a jazz pianist at one end and a nice buzz of conversation around the room from the clientele, mostly older couples out for an expensive evening out and a few small groups. It was very far from Cheer Up Charlie’s on a Saturday night, but then tonight was a long way from that night in many ways.

Becca went in first. Ellie waited two minutes, feeling slightly ridiculous about the choreography but also undeniably thrilled, then followed and took a small table where she could see the bar clearly without being in anyone’s direct line of sight. She ordered an overly costly cocktail and settled in to watch.

Becca had taken a seat at the bar and ordered her own drink, and Ellie watched as she took a nervous sip, her eyes scanning the room until she saw where Ellie was sat and flashed a smile her way. The silver dress caught the light every time she moved, her fabulous legs crossed on the barstool, and she looked exactly like a woman waiting for a date. Several people in the bar had already noticed her. A man at a nearby table had done such an obvious double-take as she walked past that his companion had elbowed him. That’s my wife, Ellie thought, immediately followed by, but maybe not for the next few hours.

Cass arrived a few minutes later, and Ellie saw her before Becca did. Black jeans, a fitted white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to show her forearms, boots. She hadn’t tried to femme up for the occasion in the slightest and Ellie respected that… this was Cass as herself, and the contrast with Becca was almost absurdly perfect. Dark and light, hard and soft, the two of them looking like opposite poles of something that had the potential to generate a very serious amount of electricity.

When Becca looked up and saw Cass, her reaction confirmed everything Ellie had teased her about and then some. Her eyes went wide. Her breath caught visibly, her chest rising under the silver dress. And she smiled then did the hair push without even realising it.

Twice.

Twice. Ellie nearly laughed into her cocktail. Her wife had it so bad it was adorable, except adorable wasn’t quite the word for the way Becca was looking at Cass right now. Hungry was closer. Starving, maybe. Famished.

Cass smiled, slow and confident in a way that said that she knew exactly the effect she was having on Becca and was in no rush to stop having it. She sat down on the stool next to her. They were close immediately, closer than two people who’d only met once before would normally sit, the chemistry between them closing the usual social distance to almost nothing.

From her table, Ellie sipped her drink and watched, and felt the familiar engine start to turn over. It was a different fuel this time… she wasn’t watching Becca with a soft, feminine woman who could plausibly be her girlfriend. She was watching Becca with someone who looked like they’d walked out of every fantasy Becca had never quite admitted to having. Different, but still potent, and Ellie settled in to watch, curious to see where it went.

The two women talked. Ellie couldn’t hear what they were saying over the jazz and the background hum of conversation, but she could read the body language like they had subtitles. Becca was leaning in, laughing, tactile from the start… her touch lingering far longer than necessary, her fingers tracing along the tattoo on Cass’s wrist while she appeared to ask Cass about it in a way that was so blatantly an excuse to touch her that Ellie wanted to applaud. Becca’s flirting was normally playful, but tonight something about Cass’s presence had turned her shameless, and Ellie found herself grinning to herself watching it unfold.

Within ten minutes the energy shifted. Ellie saw it happen, there was a gear change, subtle but unmistakable if you were watching for it, which of course Ellie very much was. Cass leaned in close, her mouth near Becca’s ear, and said something that made Becca’s cheeks flush a deep, visible pink even in the low light of the bar.

While she spoke, Cass’s hand moved to Becca’s thigh. Not her outer thigh. Her inner thigh, high enough and confident enough that Ellie felt her own stomach lurch with jealousy in response. Cass’s fingers rested there with a possessive certainty that said this was not a suggestion, it was a statement of intent, and Becca didn’t move the hand away. She sat very still, lips slightly parted, flush deepening, listening to whatever Cass was murmuring against her ear.

Ellie gripped her glass and felt both the weight of both necklaces against her collarbone. Watching Cass’s hand on Becca’s inner thigh while Becca sat there in that silver dress, flushed and breathless and completely captivated, it was doing things to Ellie. Serious things. She shifted in her chair and tried to look like a woman casually enjoying a drink rather than a woman whose entire nervous system was currently short-circuiting.

Cass said something more, a question by the look of it, then leaned back just enough to look her in the eye, nodding when Becca nodded, Becca’s nod excited yet nervous, Cass’s nod firm and encouraging. Cass pulled back and smiled at her, finishing the last of her drink in one long swallow. It was the sort of move that looked rehearsed but probably wasn’t, but either way Ellie didn’t care because it was devastatingly effective.

They stood. Cass took Becca’s hand and led her away from the bar towards the lobby. Becca glanced back once, finding Ellie immediately, and the look on her face was incandescent: arousal, excitement, a flicker of can you believe this is actually happening but with the reassurance of I’m yours, even right now, especially right now.

Ellie left a twenty on the table and followed, her heart hammering.


Chapter 13


Ellie caught up with them at the elevator. Cass gave her a little nod when she saw her then pressed the button and the three of them stood in a row, waiting, the lobby quiet around them. Becca was practically bouncing in excitement, her energy barely contained beneath the silver dress which was doing heroic work pretending to be sophisticated evening wear rather than the wrapping paper on a woman who was about thirty seconds from combusting. She kept looking at Cass and then looking away, like she couldn’t quite believe what was happening.

What on earth must Cass have just whispered to her? Ellie wondered, and resolved to ask when the time was right. Not now though, definitely not now.

Cass, for her part, was trying to maintain her composure, and it was the cracks in the cool that Ellie liked best. The confidence was still there, the I’ve done this before demeanour, but Ellie could see the tells: the slight tightness in Cass’s jaw, the way she was squeezing Becca’s hand held in hers, the way her eyes kept falling to where the silver dress ended at Becca’s thighs. She wanted Becca badly. Is this her main thing? Super-femme women, women that belong to someone else? Ellie loved how the calm she was trying to exude was a performance, and not a great one at that. The transparency of it was both endearing and extremely hot.

The elevator arrived. The doors closed and the small space concentrated everything… perfume, tension, the sound of three women breathing faster than they should. Becca caught Ellie’s eye in the mirror and grinned, a grin so full of wild, disbelieving joy that Ellie couldn’t help but grin back. It was the grin of two women who had a secret that was about to get very, very interesting. Cass noticed and cracked a smile, breaking through the cool facade, and for a second the three of them were just three people sharing in the absurdity and the thrill of what was about to happen.

The doors opened. They walked down the corridor, Cass and Becca still hand in hand, Ellie a step behind, and when they reached the room Ellie unlocked the door and held it open. A doorman for my own wife’s seduction, she thought, and nearly laughed out loud.

Cass walked in first. Becca followed, the silver dress shimmering as she passed, a little excited smile flashed at Ellie and the briefest brush of their hands against each other. Yes, keep going. I trust you. Ellie closed the door behind them and walked over to the armchair near the window, settling in, folding her legs under her, letting her hands rest on the armrests.

Cass turned to Becca. The city glowed behind her through the window, and Cass’s expression changed from the smile of the elevator to something darker and more intense. She saw Becca gaze back at her, still smiling but watching, waiting now. It was crystal clear who was taking the lead, and Becca it was not.

“Come here,” Cass said.

Two words. That was all it took. The command in her tone made Becca’s whole body go still for a second before she moved, crossing the room to go to Cass, her heels making her legs look amazing. This is it, this is Becca’s fantasy walking and talking and telling her what to do, and my wife is about to find out what happens when you get exactly what you’ve always wanted.

And then it was electric.

Cass pulled Becca towards her and kissed her with a dominance that she’d never seen before… her hand on the back of Becca’s neck, controlling the angle, the depth, everything. Becca melted into it, becoming soft and pliant in a way Ellie had never seen in all their years together, surrendering control so completely that Ellie felt her eyebrows rise in surprise. This was a side of Becca that she hadn’t known existed, a submissiveness, a willingness to be directed and positioned and taken that had never surfaced in their own bed because Ellie was the top and Becca responded to her differently. Ellie had always led but then Becca had always met her, equals in everything, but this wasn’t that. This was Becca wanting to be told.

With Cass, Becca was responding to something primal, Ellie could tell. The strength, the dominance, the physical authority of a woman who could, and clearly intended to, do whatever she wanted with Becca’s body. And Becca was letting her. More than letting her, she was welcoming it, leaning into it, practically melting into a puddle in a beautiful silver dress.

Cass broke the kiss, and Ellie heard her say one word. “Sit.”

Becca looked her deep in the eye then sat down on the edge of the bed. Cass followed, standing in front of her between her legs, looking down at her, then leaned forward, pushing Becca back, until Becca was resting back on her elbows and Cass was leaning down over her, eyes still locked. Ellie stirred, the jealousy-arousal loop on overdrive… they’d only just started and she’d be willing to bet that Becca was barely aware of her presence already.

Cass leaned in, her lips brushing Becca’s, Becca chasing the kiss but Cass had gone past her, whispering in Becca’s ear. Becca blushed, whispered something back, then nodded. Cass nodded too, then her hand went to Becca’s thigh and didn’t stop halfway up this time, pushing slowly towards her centre, closer, closer, and then Ellie felt as much as heard Becca’s gasp when she touched her.

All the time Cass was watching her closely, checking her reactions, but then she grinned. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

Becca gasped again as Cass’s fingers started to work. “I didn’t think they were necessary,” she managed to gasp.

Cass chuckled, and Ellie sat up straighter in her chair. What wasn’t necessary? What do they both know that I don’t?

“Take off the dress. Slowly.” Cass straightened and walked away, over towards where Ellie was sitting. She looked down at Ellie and gave her a smile and a wink, friendly, and Ellie nodded back, appreciating that Cass wasn’t completely ignoring her.

Becca stood, reaching behind her to unzip, and then with her eyes focused entirely on Cass she let it fall forward off her shoulders, slowly, then down to the floor, and then Ellie understood. Becca was wearing not a stitch of clothing under her dress, no underwear, no bra, nothing. She’d been naked save for the thin silver fabric all this time. I’d like her to do that for me sometime. Ellie filed that away, storing it safe, focusing on the moment and appreciating quite how far into Cass that Becca was.

While Becca might have been naked, Cass was still fully dressed, white shirt, black jeans, rings on her fingers catching the light. The power imbalance was visible and so very deliberate, and Becca seemed to be loving the asymmetry of it, standing there with nothing while Cass stood in front of her with everything, including all the control.

Then Cass started to unfasten her own jeans, still holding Becca’s gaze, pushing them down.

Ellie saw it at the same moment that Becca did.

A strap-on. Black, harnessed, already on under the jeans, the self-confidence, not to mention the statement of intent, was breathtaking. This was Cass’s world and both Becca and Ellie were living in it for the night.

Becca’s reaction was immediate and visceral: a sharp intake of breath, her eyes dropping to look and then coming back up to Cass’s face, her lips parting around a sound that didn’t quite make it out of her mouth. They had one at home, Ellie and Becca, they used it sometimes and it was fun, genuinely fun, but this was something else entirely. This was Cass wearing one with casual authority, as if it were simply part of her, an extension of the confidence and the physical power that Becca had been staring at with barely concealed awe since the moment Cass walked into the bar.

Ellie gripped the armrests. Hard. The sight of it was unexpectedly, viscerally hot with Cass still in her fitted white shirt, boots kicked off but otherwise clothed, the strap-on dark against her hips, and Becca naked and excited in front of her. The look on Becca’s face, God, the look on Becca’s face was something Ellie wanted to photograph and frame next to the neighbour’s noise complaint. Pure, unfiltered, slightly slack-jawed want.

Well, Ellie thought, the hypothesis is about to get one hell of a data point.

Cass crossed the room and pushed Becca back onto the bed, climbing over her, settling between Becca’s legs, one hand braced next to Becca’s head, the other guiding the strap-on into Becca slowly, and the sound Becca made when Cass entered her, this raw, desperate gasp, her hands flying to Cass’s shoulders, her fingernails digging into the white shirt, the sound went through Ellie like an electric current. Cass started to move, slow at first, restrained, watching Becca’s face, reading her reactions, adjusting, and Becca’s head fell back against the pillow, her mouth open, her body pressing up to meet each thrust, her eyes closed and lost in the sensation.

“Look at me,” Cass said. Becca’s eyes snapped open and locked onto hers, and they held each other’s gaze while Cass fucked her, the rhythm building, Becca’s moans getting louder with each one, her hands gripping Cass’s back through the shirt, the bed creaking slightly under them. Ellie could see Becca’s toes curling, could see the flush spreading across her chest, could see the expression on her face that she knew as well as her own name… the one that meant Becca was close, getting closer, about to…

Becca came hard and fast, her orgasm loud and physical, her body shaking, her legs wrapping tight around Cass’s waist pulling her deeper, and the cry she let out was something Ellie felt deep down, a sympathetic shudder that left her gripping the armchair like it was the only thing keeping her in the room.

Cass didn’t pause. Ellie could see that there was no way she was doing that. She pulled out, flipped Becca onto her front like she weighed nothing, and pulled Becca’s hips up. Becca’s face was in the pillow but from her vantage point off to the side Ellie saw her eyes widen and a wordless moan leave her mouth as Cass slid into her again from behind, one hand gripping Becca’s hip hard enough that Ellie was sure she’d leave marks, the other bunching Becca’s hair and pulling her head back just enough. The sound Becca made as Cass thrust into her a second time was raw, animal and completely without self-consciousness… a moan that climbed into a cry that broke apart into desperate, gasping pleas to “please don’t stop” and “oh god oh god I’m…” that Ellie had never heard come out of her wife’s mouth before. Not like this. Not this abandoned, this unguarded, this far gone.

Cass gave her all of it. The pace was relentless, nothing gentle, the grip in Becca’s hair unforgiving, and Becca pushed back against every thrust, wanting more, deeper, her hands clutching at the sheets, her body moving with an abandon that Ellie found both thrilling and genuinely startling to see. This was a Becca she’d never met, a Becca who had only existed in her own fantasies, and watching her like this was like watching half the woman she knew so well and half a stranger… a beautiful, sensual, wonderful stranger.

A second orgasm rolled through Becca, longer than the first, drawn out by Cass’s relentless rhythm, Becca’s face pressed into the pillow muffling cries that would otherwise have earned them their very own noise complaint from hotel security, her whole body shaking again as wave after wave hit. Cass held her through it, didn’t slow until the very end, and when Becca finally collapsed forward onto the sheets, gasping and shaking, Cass eased out gently and lay down beside her, her fingers stroking teasingly down Becca’s spine.

Ellie sat in the armchair, breathing hard herself, both necklaces heavy against her neck despite barely weighing a thing, and thought: holy shit.


Chapter 14


While the two women lay there, Becca barely moving, Cass looking after her, Ellie stood and walked to the minibar. After what she’d just seen she needed a drink. She poured herself a gin and tonic that she knew she’d regret when she paid the bill at check out, then looked over and saw that Cass had looked her way.

Ellie raised her eyebrows in a question… would Cass like one too. Cass shook her head, but then smiled towards Ellie, a smile that was reassuring, seeming to say I know that was insane, don’t worry, I know she needs time, I’ll look after her.

Cass sat up and slipped her shirt and bra off, then the jeans, before slipping out of the harness, leaving it to one side on the bed. Even though she wasn’t Ellie’s type, Ellie felt a thrill to see her… muscular, barely an ounce of fat, tattoos everywhere. It wasn’t that Ellie was particularly attracted to her sexually, more that she could understand why Becca would be, why many women would be, and that there was something particularly in how she carried herself that was thrilling. Strong, confident, yet considerate.

Becca finally stirred, reaching for Cass, and she pulled Cass down to kiss her, a deep, grateful, slow, passionate kiss, their tongues playing against each other, her hands all over Cass’s body, finally getting to touch what she'd been looking at all evening.

“My turn to show you,” she whispered between kisses, pushing gently. Cass could have stayed exactly where she was but she went with it, relinquishing her control, and Becca wasted no time in going down on her with an enthusiasm that bordered on worship, her hands gripping Cass's hips, her mouth hungry after a slow start, and Cass let her head fall back and closed her eyes, giving Becca free reign to do whatever she wanted.

Becca took her time, letting Cass build and fall away, build and fall away, giving her very best, until finally Cass came writhing with a series of gasps, her muscular body tensing and then relaxing, tensing and relaxing, and the sight of it hit different for Ellie… seeing this powerful woman in a state of such complete release went beyond intense. Becca guided her through until the last tremor passed and then crawled up to lie against her side, her hand on Cass's chest, both women’s expression blissful.

And that was when Ellie understood.

Not in a flash, not in a single moment of clarity, but as a slow, dawning realisation that constructed itself from everything she’d been watching since sitting down at the bar.

This was Becca's fantasy. Not theirs. Becca's.

The dominant, androgynous, physically powerful woman who took charge and told Becca what to do. The type she'd had a semi-secret crush on since college. The submissive response that Ellie had never seen because it was a response to something Ellie wasn't, that she couldn't be, didn't want to ever be. Becca was living out a private dream, one she'd probably been carrying for years without fully acknowledging it to herself, and the dream was spectacular, the sex was incredible, and Becca was clearly having the time of her life.

But Ellie was watching Becca's one-night stand from her fantasies. She wasn't watching Becca-with-a-plausible-rival. She was watching Becca-with-her-dream-hookup. And the difference, she realised, was everything.

With Kelly, the dynamic had been triangular. Ellie watched Becca with a woman who could genuinely be Becca's girlfriend: feminine, wonderful company, the kind of person Becca might fall in love with in a parallel universe. The threat was real: what if she prefers her? And the threat was what made the arousal transcendent, because Ellie was part of the story… the endangered party, the one whose position was at stake, the one Becca chose to come back to.

With Cass, there was no threat. Not because Cass wasn't attractive or good in bed… on both fronts she was extraordinarily so. It was because Cass wasn't a plausible alternative to Ellie. Cass was a fantasy. She was the woman you'd pick for one incredible night, not the woman you'd build a life with. Becca wasn't going to fall for Cass. Becca was going to fuck Cass, she was going to feel amazing, but she’d definitely come back to Ellie and that would be that. The certainty of that outcome, the total absence of danger, meant that Ellie wasn't part of the story. She was watching Becca enjoy herself the way she'd watch Becca enjoy a spa day or a great meal. Appreciative, happy for her, but not involved. Not needed.

The arousal was still there for Ellie, simmering. The sex had been genuinely hot. But the thing that made the dynamic they’d had with Kelly transcendent, the jealousy that braided into the arousal and elevated it to something beyond mere watching, was absent. Ellie wasn't jealous of Cass. She was impressed by her. Deeply impressed. But being impressed wasn't enough.

It was a revelation. The jealousy was there, God it was… watching someone else fuck her wife like that, how could Ellie not be jealous? So was the arousal, because watching someone else fuck her wife like that, how could Ellie not be aroused? But they were separate, sitting next to each other, rather than feeding on each other to build something volcanic and special.

She sat with her realisation for a few minutes, watching Cass and Becca lying together on the sheets, Becca's hand was stroking the contours of Cass's shoulders with an awed expression, Cass was relaxed and post-orgasmic next to her. They looked like they'd both just had amazing sex, because they had. Becca looked like a woman who'd just lived out a fantasy, because she had.

But Becca hadn't realised what Ellie had, how could she? She didn't know yet that this had been her fantasy rather than their dynamic. She was still inside it, still glowing with it, and Ellie needed to be careful about how she handled the next few minutes because what was happening wasn’t wrong, it was just different.

She waited. Cass shifted and reached for the water on the night stand, and Becca stretched languidly on the sheets, the energy in the room settling from post-orgasmic intensity into something calmer. Cass turned and her hand found Becca's thigh and started to move upward again, and Ellie watched Becca's breath catch. Ellie could see another round building… Cass's appetite clearly undiminished, Becca's too.

Ellie let it happen, her gift to Becca.

She watched as Cass’s lips met Becca’s, watched as they pressed close together, their hands all over each other, watched as they started to get lost in each other. The kiss deepened, the hands wandered more, and then Cass rolled over, moving to lie on top of Becca, and Becca’s legs parted, and they started to grind together. It was hot, super-hot, the little gasps and moans from both women something else. Ellie was aroused like she’d rarely been before watching them, even without the jealousy-arousal loop to feed it. She was enjoying it for what it was, now that she understood, enjoying how her wife was deriving so much joy from what she was doing. Cass's hand slipped between them and Becca cried out, her own hand moving to copy, and it didn’t take long at all until they were both climaxing together, their bodies shuddering in unison, Cass’s arm braced on one side of Becca’s head, Becca’s fingers digging into Cass’s muscular back.

It was searing. Even knowing what she now knew, even with the absence of the full dynamic, it was some of the most intensely physical sex Ellie had ever experienced. Cass was a force of nature and Becca under her was a revelation, and together they were kinetic, athletic, breathtaking.

But it confirmed what Ellie had already understood. Searing wasn't the same as transcendent. Hot wasn't the same as theirs.

As they separated and Cass rolled on to her back, breathing hard, Ellie said gently, "I think we should call it here."

Both women looked at her. Becca took a moment to process it and then sat up quickly, her expression changing from post-orgasmic bliss to concern.

"El? What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. It was amazing… genuinely, that was incredible. You were both incredible." Ellie kept her voice friendly, not wanting to give the wrong impression. "But I don't think we should keep going tonight. I'm not feeling what I need to feel, and I'd rather stop now while it's been great, better than great, than push through until it becomes something it shouldn't."

Becca was off the bed and crossing to Ellie before she'd finished, kneeling in front of the armchair, taking Ellie's hands. Her face was flushed, her hair wrecked, her body looking precisely like she’d just had the fuck of her life, but her eyes were focused entirely on Ellie, knowing her wife well enough to be able to tell when something important was happening under the surface.

"Tell me," Becca said, her voice quiet enough to be aimed at Ellie alone. "What do you need?"

"I need to talk to you about it later. Properly. It's nothing bad, I promise… it's just something I figured out while I was watching and I need time to put it into words." Ellie squeezed her hands. "We're ok. I'm ok. You were both amazing."

Becca searched her face for another moment, then nodded. "Ok. We stop."

Cass, to her enormous credit, was already pulling her shirt and jeans back on, composed and entirely unbothered. She came over and sat on the edge of the bed nearest to them while she pulled her boots on.

"For what it's worth," Cass said, looking at Ellie, "that took guts. Most couples in your position would push through something that wasn't working out of politeness or embarrassment. Calling it when you know it's not right is a sign that your relationship is really solid." She looked at Ellie with genuine warmth. "Don't let this put you off what you've got going. Whatever you felt with the person before me… trust that. This just wasn't the right match for the two of you."

“It was though,” Ellie said, and meant it. “You two… wow. Big wow. You’ve been amazing.”

"I had a great time," Cass said simply. "Both of you are beautiful and your relationship is honestly inspiring. I hope you find what you're looking for. If you want to get in touch, you’ve got my number.”

Becca said goodbye to Cass at the door, but Ellie insisted on going down to the lobby with Cass.

“You really didn’t need to show me out,” Cass said, after Ellie gave her a hug goodbye.

“I wanted to. I guess… I wanted to explain. Without Becca. The thing is, you’re a fantasy type for her, and I could see it. I need to get my head around it but I realised I was watching her fantasy hookup, not mine. Does that make sense?”

“Perfectly. Look, I meant it upstairs. You showed real guts to call it. I respect that. I’ve seen a few couples with your dynamic and yours is the most grownup and sensible I’ve seen.” She smiled. “I mean that as a compliment. You’re doing this right.”

When Ellie got back upstairs Becca had pulled on one of the hotel robes and was waiting for Ellie. “You ok?” she asked.

“Very.” Ellie looked around the room. “You want to stay here tonight or go home?”

“That’s hardly my choice after what we just did! You choose?”

Ellie thought for a few moments. “Let’s stay. Have a drink first, I think, and we can remake the bed before we get into it.”

“Aren’t you forgetting the most important thing of all?” Becca was smiling shyly.

“Are you even up to reclaiming sex after what you just did?”

Becca laughed. “You’ve got a filthy mind. I am, but that wasn’t what I was talking about.” She paused then shook her head when she saw that Ellie still didn’t understand. “My necklace. I’d like it back please.” Becca shrugged. “I mean, if you’ll still have me.”

Ellie felt herself blush as she reached behind her neck to unfasten Becca’s necklace. “The most important thing of all…”


Chapter 15


Becca had made the bed and removed any trace of what had just happened while Ellie took a shower, and when she came back out in a bath robe Becca was sat cross-legged on the bed, looking gloriously happy and relaxed. She was holding two freshly made gin and tonics.

Ellie joined her, sat cross-legged too, and accepted her drink gratefully, taking a long sip.

"Tell me," Becca said after a few moments.

Ellie took a sip and gathered her thoughts. "The sex was incredible. Like, genuinely some of the hottest sex I've ever watched. You with Cass was..." She shook her head. "You were a different person. The way you submitted to her, the way you responded to her dominance. I've never seen you like that. It was extraordinary."

"But?"

"But that's exactly the problem. You were a different person. I was watching Becca's fantasy hookup… the dominant, androgynous woman you've always had a thing for, doing everything you've always imagined that woman doing. And it was incredible for you. I could see how incredible it was."

Becca was very still, listening.

"But it was your fantasy, Bec. Not ours. What makes the dynamic work for me, what made Kelly so transcendent, is watching you with a plausible rival. A woman who could genuinely replace me. A woman who makes me think what if she prefers her? That fear, that threat, that's what powers the engine. And Cass..." Ellie paused, choosing her words carefully. "Cass isn't a threat to me. She's your dream one-night stand. She's the woman you'd choose for an incredible night, not the woman you'd choose for a life. And because I knew that, could see it, I wasn't part of the story. I was watching you enjoy yourself, and I was happy for you, but I wasn't involved. I wasn't needed."

Becca sat with that for a long time, turning it over. Ellie watched her process it, watched the therapist's mind engage with the personal, watched the understanding arrive.

"Oh my God," Becca said slowly. "You're right. You're completely right. I didn't even..." She put her drink down and pressed her hands to her face. "That was my fantasy. That was the TA from abnormal psych and every androgynous woman I've ever secretly stared at rolled into one person, and I was so inside it that I didn't realise I'd left you behind."

"You didn't leave me behind on purpose. You didn't even know you were doing it. That's kind of the point… it was so deeply your thing that it absorbed you completely, and there wasn't room for our thing inside it."

"What we need is a triangle, and just now was a line," Becca said quietly.

"With Kelly it's triangular because she could genuinely steal you from me, which means I have a stake in what's happening. With Cass it was... I was watching you live out a private fantasy that had nothing to do with me. A really hot private fantasy, and I don't begrudge you a second of it, but it wasn't what we do."

"Becca's dream fling versus our shared dynamic."

"Exactly."

Becca uncovered her face and looked at Ellie with an expression that was part rueful, part grateful, part something else… the look she got when she understood something about herself that had been hidden in plain sight.

"I feel like I should have known," Becca said. "I'm literally a therapist. I should have been able to see the difference between a shared experience and my own wish fulfilment."

"You were naked with a dominant woman who was doing things to you that you've apparently been fantasising about since before you were twenty. I think self-awareness gets a pass in that situation."

Becca laughed despite herself. "Fair point." She paused. "Was any of it good for you? The watching, I mean. Honestly."

"Honestly? Yes. Parts of it were incredibly hot. Watching you be fucked like that, the sounds you made, the way your body responded, Cass's physicality with you, that was objectively amazing. Fucked is the only word too, it was insane and I was aroused, I was into it. But the arousal didn't have anywhere to go because the jealousy wasn't there to feed into it. Or maybe it was more that the jealousy was there, because she did things to you I could never do, but separate to the arousal, not feeding the fire. It was like..." She searched for the analogy. "Like listening to a great song but with the guitar coming from one speaker and the drums and vocals from another. You can hear it, you can enjoy it, but the full experience isn't there."

"Individual instrument instead of a band," Becca suggested.

"Yeah. The band only plays when the threat is real.” She paused. “I think, as well, a little bit it needs to be someone who is my type as well as yours. Like…” The thought had only just come to her, but she realised this was the missing piece. “Like, when I watch it’s primarily about the plausible replacement for me. But also, I think, part of me also imagines being in your place. Just a little. And that needs the person to be super-hot for me as well as knowing they are for you.”

“You think maybe you’d like to swap places?” Becca asked tentatively.

“No.” Ellie shook her head emphatically. “Just that I need to be able to picture myself in your place. Maybe have my own rapport with the woman. Is that ok?”

“Very. Very ok. It makes sense.”

They sat with that for a while, sipping their drinks.

"So we learned something tonight," Becca said.

"We learned a lot. We learned that I need the plausible-rival dynamic, not just hot sex to watch. We learned that you have a type-fantasy that's separate from our dynamic and that's completely fine but it's different, we should aim for someone who is both of our type and we’re both into. And we learned that I can tell the difference and will call it, which is super-important."

"What about Cass as a person? Could we see her again and work on it with a different context?"

Ellie thought about it. "No. Because you'd always respond to her as your fantasy, not as a genuine connection. She activates something in you that's pre-existing and private, the whole dominant-woman thing, and that's always going to override the shared dynamic. It's not her fault and it's not your fault. It's just the wrong chemistry for what we need." Ellie paused. “But… I’d watch you two again one day, don’t get me wrong. Just with our eyes open on what that would be doing.”

“Interesting…” Becca picked up her drink again and took a sip. “Sounds to me like we need another Kelly.”

"We need another Kelly… feminine, friendly, relaxed, ideally hot, someone we could both genuinely fall for. Someone who makes me afraid, in the best possible way."

"The danger, held safely."

"The danger, held safely."

They were quiet for a while, thinking.

"You know who we should message," Becca said.

"I know."

"The group chat has been quiet for a few days."

"It has."

"Your move, I think. You're the one in charge of the story."

Ellie smiled, remembering Becca saying those words back when all of this was just a fantasy they whispered to each other in the dark. She didn't need to say Kelly's name. They both knew.

"Tomorrow," she said. "I'll message her tomorrow."

Becca held out her hand. “Let’s get into bed.”

“Is that into bed to sleep? Or into bed, into bed?”

Laughing, Becca replied, “Oh, very much the latter. I need my wife to remind me exactly why our reality is a thousand times better than my fantasy hookup…”

Ellie took her hand. “Only a thousand times?”

“Ok, you got me. A million. Is that better?”

“Much.” She hesitated and smiled. “Wait, one thing first.”

Becca looked curious. “What?”

“Downstairs in the bar earlier. What did Cass whisper to you before you came upstairs?”

Ellie’s smile broadened as she watched Becca go bright pink. “You really want to know?”

“If you’re happy to tell.”

Becca took a deep breath. “She said…” Becca’s voice dropped to a whisper, and Ellie could see her reliving it, her eyes bright, her cheeks still very pink. “‘I’m going to tell you to follow me upstairs in a moment, will you do what I tell you?’”

“That’s when you nodded?” Ellie added.

Becca nodded, an unconscious echo of earlier. “Yeah. And you want to know what she said then?” She was grinning. “She said good girl. Two words.”

Ellie’s eyebrows shot up. “Good girl?”

“Good girl. Hot, right?”

So unbelievably hot, Ellie thought. Maybe not the dynamic we’re looking for, but as another one-off in future? I’m not ruling it out...


Chapter 16


Ellie messaged Kelly the next morning, as promised, sat in the armchair near the window. Becca was understandably still asleep on the other side of the room… what had happened between her and Ellie when they went to bed had been every bit as intense and passionate, albeit in a different way, as her encounter with Cass.

It took three redrafts to get it right, trying to hit the right blend of honesty without sounding desperate or needy:

Hey Kelly, hope you and Colt are good. We’ve been trying a few things since we saw you, but we’ve realised we’d really like to hang out with you again sometime, see what happens. If you’re open to it let us know, but absolutely no pressure and no rush. Ellie x

The reply came four hours later, long after they’d checked out of the hotel and while Ellie was at the gym. She nearly dropped a dumbbell on her foot when her phone buzzed and she saw the message:

Girl YES. I have been hoping y'all would reach out like that. Colt says hi and also yes (he doesn't get a vote but I like to make him feel included). When were you thinking? K x

When Ellie got home Becca had, of course, read it too. There was an excitement to her, entirely different to the almost crush-like response to Cass, that was palpable and, Ellie realised with relief, she felt the same.

"When?" Becca asked.

"I was thinking we let her suggest. No pressure, remember?"

"Right. No pressure." Becca paused for approximately four seconds and grinned. "But also soon, ideally."

***

As it turned out, the timing worked itself out. A week later, Kelly messaged the group chat with a proposition that neither of them had expected:

So my girls Solana and Brooke are coming to Austin in a couple weekends. Solana has her perfume launch on the Saturday so we figured we’d go for a gig at Moody Amphitheatre night before. We got VIP tix. You two wanna come? Would be fun to hang out in a normal setting first, then maybe afterwards we could have our own fun? No pressure obv but the gig is going to be amazing either way. K x

Ellie looked at the message and then at Becca, who was reading over her shoulder.

"Who are Solana and Brooke? What perfume launch?” Ellie asked.

Becca shrugged. “Her friends, I assume. I’m starting to feel like Kelly’s one of those people where it’s her universe and everyone’s welcome to orbit around her… you know, like we’re her friends now and so all her friends are automatically our friends too.”

"And we'd be hanging out with them? People we've never met? Who presumably know about... us and Kelly?”

Becca thought about it. "Is that a problem? It feels like it should be but I can’t work out why.”

Ellie wasn't sure. On the one hand the idea of meeting Kelly's friends, friends who probably knew the score, who knew what Kelly and Colt did with other people, felt like a step into a world they hadn't explored yet. On the other hand, Kelly was inviting them to a gig, not an orgy. It was social. Normal. The kind of thing friends did.

"It's not a problem," Ellie said slowly. "It's just... new. We've kept this so private. Our friends don't know, our families don't know. And now we'd be meeting people who probably do know."

"People who probably know and who clearly don't judge," Becca pointed out. "Kelly wouldn't invite us if her friends were going to make it weird."

That was true. Kelly's whole energy was anti-weird. She was the most naturally relaxed person Ellie had ever met about something that most people would find weird in the extreme.

"Ok," Ellie said. "Let's do it. The gig sounds fun, meeting her friends could be good, and then... afterwards."

Becca smiled. "You’ll tell her yes?"

"You tell her yes. So she knows we’re both keen. It’s got to be both of us.”

Becca typed the reply, and Ellie watched the three dots appear as Kelly started responding, followed by a burst of messages:

AMAZING

You're going to love them

Solana is extra but in the best way

Brooke is the funniest person alive

Dress cute, the VIP section is no joke

Cannot WAIT x

Ellie found herself smiling at the screen. There was something infectious about Kelly's enthusiasm, something that made the anxiety dissolve and replaced it with pure anticipation which, Ellie reflected, is precisely how fun things should be. And this was going to be fun, whatever else it might be too.

***

The gig was on a Friday night and Austin was doing its thing even that early in the year: the daytime heat lingering into the evening and not a breath of wind to relieve it. Moody Amphitheatre was packed, the crowd buzzing with excitement, and Ellie and Becca found themselves feeling slightly out of their depth as they skirted past the normal entrance and headed towards the VIP area.

They'd dressed up for it. Not overdressed, but Becca was wearing a top and skirt combination that Ellie had never seen her put together before and that was, to her eye at least, devastating… if Kelly didn’t want her then Ellie certainly did. Ellie meanwhile had put on a minidress and boots, very different to the jeans and t-shirt she’d worn to work that day, and Becca’s repeated glances in her direction told her that it was working. They looked good, and they looked like they belonged. Even if they didn’t quite feel it.

Kelly spotted them first, materialising out of the VIP crowd at the bar with a squeal that was possibly louder than the warm up act.

"You came!" She threw her arms around Becca first, then Ellie, and Ellie was struck again by how naturally physical Kelly was, how her warmth was expressed through touch as much as words. She looked amazing… cut-off denim shorts, a top that left very little to the imagination, cowboy boots that only a native Texan seemed to be able to make look cool rather than costume. Her hair was loose and she was already a couple of drinks in, her blue eyes bright with excitement.

"Come meet the girls," Kelly added, taking Becca by the hand and leading them through the VIP area to a private box near the front with actual seats and a waitress bringing actual drinks. The security checked their lanyards discretely with a nod, and they were through. VVIP apparently, not just VIP.

Solana was the first person that Ellie noticed, because Solana was the sort of person you noticed whether you wanted to or not. She was sitting with her boots up on the railing, a drink in hand, radiating an ease that came from somewhere deeper than plain confidence. It was the ease, Ellie reckoned, of someone to whom having a box for a gig wasn’t just an option, it was the only option and had been her whole life. She was stunning, but in a slightly unorthodox way: high cheekbones, dark eyes, bronze skin, dark hair worn loose, it was like she was a melting pot of heritage that all came together spectacularly well. She stood when she saw them coming and smiled warmly.

"You must be Becca and Ellie," Solana said, shaking their hands in turn once Kelly had introduced her. Her voice carried more than a hint of Texas. "Kelly hasn't shut up about you two."

"All good things," Kelly added quickly.

"All very good things," Solana confirmed, and there was something in her smile that told Ellie she knew exactly what the good things were. Not judgmental, not salacious. She simply knew and, it seemed, firmly approved.

Brooke was different energy entirely… she came barrelling over from the bar with two drinks she hadn't ordered for anyone in particular, thrust one at Ellie and kept one for herself.

"Hi, I'm Brooke, I talk too much and I'm already drunk, and Kelly says you're the coolest couple she's ever met, which given that she lives with a man literally named Colt is a high bar." She paused for breath. "What do you do? Wait, don't tell me yet, let me guess. You…” pointing at Ellie "…something nerdy but well-paid. And you…” pointing at Becca "…something where you help people."

"Tech," Ellie said.

"Therapist," Becca said.

"Called it," Brooke said, looking immensely satisfied. "I'm a genius. Also I'm a bartender, which is basically the same as a therapist except for the worse advice and the far better drinks."

Kelly leaned over to whisper to Ellie, “She’s not a bartender, she owns a bar and likes the power trip of working behind it sometimes.” She grinned. “Don’t tell her I told you.”

Ellie liked them both immediately. Solana had a quiet charisma that drew you in without trying. She listened more than she talked but when she did talk you found yourself leaning in. Brooke was a hurricane in human form, funny, loud and entirely without filter. The dynamic between the three of them, Solana, Brooke, Kelly, was clearly years deep, obvious from how they knew each other’s stories and could finish each other’s jokes.

The gig was incredible. Ellie didn't know the band too well but they were good, one of those live acts that reminded you why people paid hard earned money to see music in person. And the VIP section, particularly the box, was spectacularly good: close enough to feel the bass in your soul, just high enough to see everything, drinks appearing without anyone seeming to order them and, as Ellie discovered when she tried to pay for some, all included in the entry.

"How did you get these tickets?" Ellie asked Kelly during a lull between songs.

Kelly grinned and nodded towards Solana, who was deep in conversation with Becca about something. "Solana knows people. And by knows people I mean her family basically owns half of Texas."

Ellie looked at Solana with fresh eyes. "Seriously?"

"The Delgado family. Cattle ranch out west, thousands of acres, old money. But don't let that put you off… she's the most down-to-earth rich person you'll ever meet. She just happens to be able to get VIP tickets to anything." She paused. “She’s going to be famous, mark my words. We’re in town for her big launch tomorrow, she’s got a perfume coming out. Cimarron, or something like that. Figured we might as well make a weekend out of it.”

"And Brooke?"

"Brooke is Brooke. She's been Solana's best friend since they were kids. She's the most fun person alive, and she will absolutely be the last one standing tonight." Kelly paused and looked at Ellie for a few moments, her expression softening. "I'm really glad you came. Both of you."

"Me too," Ellie said, and meant it.

"And later...?" Kelly left it hanging, her eyes asking the question her mouth didn't.

"Later," Ellie confirmed. "Definitely later. If you’d like that?”

Kelly's smile could have powered the stage lights. “I’d like that a lot.”

***

It turned into one of those evenings that unfolded organically, as great evenings often do. The gig ended so they got a taxi to a bar, then walked to another, and before long the five of them were deep into an easy, not to mention cocktail-fuelled, conversation that felt like it had been going on for years rather than hours.

Becca and Solana had clicked, Ellie noticed. Not in any way that would trigger the jealousy-arousal response, there was no flirtation, no sexual charge between them, but rather in a genuine, intellectual way. They were discussing psychology, talking about Becca's work and Solana's experience building her fragrance brand, about the emotional intelligence it required. Becca was engaged, fascinated, asking questions that made Solana open up about things she clearly didn't discuss casually with most people.

Brooke, meanwhile, was making Ellie laugh harder than she'd laughed in weeks, telling a story about a Tinder date that involving a man, his horse, and traditional Texan expectations about a man’s priorities. Ellie genuinely hoped that she was exaggerating, but she suspected not.

At one point, while Brooke was at the bar and Solana and Becca were absorbed in their own conversation, Kelly moved her stool closer to Ellie and said quietly, "They know, by the way. About us. About what the three of us did."

"I figured."

"Does that bother you?"

"I thought it would. It doesn't." And it genuinely didn't. There was something liberating about being in the company of people who knew and who treated it as perfectly normal, who didn't need it explained or justified or defended. Solana and Brooke knew that Kelly slept with other women, knew that Colt was cool with it, knew about Ellie and Becca, and their response to that knowledge was simply to buy another round and tell a funnier story. It was the most relaxed Ellie had felt about any of this since it had started.

"Good," Kelly said. "Because Brooke will definitely bring it up if she has one more drink, and I wanted to make sure you were prepared."

Brooke did bring it up, approximately one drink later, leaning across the table to Becca and saying with zero preamble, "So Kelly says you're an absolute demon in bed and did things to her she keeps dreaming about and Ellie watches and it's hot as fuck. Is that accurate?"

Becca went scarlet. Not pink. Scarlet. Ellie choked on her drink. Solana closed her eyes in a way that suggested this was not the first time that Brooke had done something like this. Kelly put her face in her hands.

"Brooke," Solana said calmly. "Boundaries."

"What? I said it was hot as fuck. That's a compliment."

"It's fine," Becca said, recovering faster than Ellie. "And yes, that's roughly accurate." She laughed. “Well, I can’t vouch for what she dreams about…”

That drew a laugh from Brooke. “See?" she said to Solana triumphantly. "She's fine with it. Ellie, you fine with it?"

"I'm fine with it," Ellie managed, wiping her drink from her chin.

"Great. Can I ask one question?"

"Brooke…” Kelly started to say.

"One question. How do you sit there and watch and not join in? Because I could not do that. I would last about forty-five seconds."

Ellie thought about the question, which was actually a good one underneath the delivery. "Because watching is the thing," she said. "It's not about restraint or holding myself back. It's about seeing Becca being so deeply desired through someone else's eyes. The watching is the joining in."

Brooke looked at her for a long moment, then said, "That is the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me, and a man once told me he'd buy me a horse."

The table dissolved into laughter, and after that the atmosphere became even easier, the last barrier of formality dissolved by Brooke's complete lack of one.


Chapter 17


Around midnight people started making leaving noises. “I'm going to head back," Solana said. "I need to be up sometime before midday tomorrow for the big launch." She hugged each of them in turn, and when she got to Becca she held on for an extra second and said, "It was really lovely meeting you. I meant what I said about that book… I'll send you the details."

"Please do," Becca said warmly.

Brooke left with Solana, though not before giving Ellie a hug that lifted her slightly off the ground and whispering, "Take care of our girl tonight," with a wink that was entirely unsubtle.

And then it was three.

Kelly looked at Ellie and Becca across the table, her blue eyes bright in the bar light, and Ellie felt the tilt, the sudden pivot of the night from social to something else much, much more intense.

"So," Kelly said. "Your place or my hotel? I’m easy.”

Becca looked at Ellie, deferring to her.

“Is your hotel close?” Ellie asked.

“Closer than your place.” Kelly smiled. “It’s got a very convenient armchair…”

“And a minibar?”

“And a minibar.”

“I’m sold,” Ellie replied, glancing at Becca. “If you are?”

“I’m in. I quite like the thought of looking across and seeing you sat like an evil mastermind with a drink in your hand.”

Kelly smiled. "I was hoping you'd say that."

***

Stood out on the street, Becca unfastened her necklace and Ellie held her hair out of the way while she put it around her neck. Kelly watched quietly, and Ellie saw something change in her expression. Recognition, maybe, or respect. Whatever it was she didn’t ask what it meant, didn’t need to.

Becca held out her hand to Kelly, who took it, and the three of them headed off down the street. It was different to before, Ellie realised, because they all had a better understanding of what it all meant. Right now, and until she returned the necklace, Becca wasn’t hers. She was Kelly’s. And that meant that Becca and Kelly walked down the street as a couple, while Ellie took the part of the friend. When Becca slipped her arm around Kelly and Kelly leaned her head on Becca’s shoulder as they waited to cross an intersection it looked right. Fuel for the jealousy-arousal loop, absolutely, but the right type of fuel now that Ellie understood much better what it all was now.

***

It was better than the first time.

Ellie would struggle afterwards to explain to herself exactly why, because the first time had been incredible. But this was different, as if the first time with Kelly had been about discovery, raw, overwhelming, and with a real frisson of danger. This time they knew it worked, and by knowing that it freed Becca and Kelly to really have fun.

Even though it was her hotel room rather than her home, Kelly was more relaxed than she had been the first time. She insisted on mixing Ellie’s drink from the minibar (“there, now you’ve got that evil mastermind aura,” she’d teased) and getting her comfortable before anything else could happen.

And then… this time there was no transition.

Becca simply walked over to Kelly and kissed her, Kelly kissed her back, and the two women fell on to the bed like they were picking up where they’d left off before.

Ellie, for her part, settled into the armchair and watched, and from the first moment she could feel the difference. With Cass the jealousy-arousal loop had been silent. With Kelly the first time it had been deafening, almost too much to process. Now it was loud, but manageable… her mind could function, it was a volume that she could thoroughly enjoy rather than sometimes feeling like she was being battered into submission by it.

She watched as they fooled around, really taking their time with each other, hands and lips and tongues, and the clothes were slow to come off… in fact Kelly’s first climax came with Becca topless and her hand inside Kelly’s shorts, them pressed close, their kiss getting sloppier and messier as Becca built her teasingly towards and then over the edge. The look between them straight after, Kelly catching her breath, Becca flushed with her own arousal, was pure, focused lust.

And then Kelly devoured her… it was the only word. The clothes came off faster and once Becca was naked Kelly went down on her with a passion and an intent that Ellie couldn’t take her eyes away from. It was as if Kelly wanted to go one better than Becca, and as Becca had slowly teased her towards her climax she was going to do even better, edging Becca repeatedly until she was begging for the shuddering, noisy release that Kelly finally granted her, Becca calling out her name again and again while Ellie’s hand gripped the arm of her chair tighter.

That. That was what she needed… the hot rush of jealousy flooding her body and making her mind go blank, followed a few seconds by a flood of the most insane arousal she’d ever felt. She said her name, not mine. The real threat, followed by the knowledge that Becca would come back to her and the joy that she was experiencing such an intense connection with her lover.

So it went on… the jealousy-arousal loop strong, Becca and Kelly trying different positions and different ways, trading orgasms until Ellie lost count of how many times. Compared to last time with Kelly or the night with Cass this was more playful, more adventurous, punctuated by laughter and whispered conversations that Ellie couldn't hear and didn't need to. Kelly tried things she hadn't tried last time, as did Becca, but it was the intimacy of their connection that really grabbed at Ellie’s soul and did wonderfully weird things to her… private, conspiratorial, the shared pleasure of two people who were having the time of their lives. It was amazing.

This only works when it's real, she thought, and God is this real.

Near the end, lying together on the bed, Kelly said something quiet to Becca that made Becca laugh, and they shared a look of such genuine affection that Ellie felt like she’d witnessed something special, that she loved watching her wife be happy in someone else's arms knowing that she'd be back in Ellie's within the hour.

***

They left some time after two, Becca dressed again and looking radiant. Ellie put the necklace back on her once she was dressed and this time Kelly said something.

“Maybe not my place to say, but y’all have got the cutest ritual there.”

Ellie glanced at Becca, then at Kelly. “You don’t mind?”

“No, far from it. I love it. She’s yours again, not mine. It’s perfect.”

As they headed to the door, after a friendly hug for both of them from Kelly, Becca very obviously took Ellie’s hand and gave her a reassuring squeeze. Ellie glanced down and smiled… she’s come back to me. And funnily enough, even though she’d known she would, she felt something relax in her. All was well with the world, well, not quite all: she did have the most insane, unfulfilled arousal to contend with. Becca had better not be planning to go straight to sleep when they got home.

"Same time next month?" Kelly said with her grin as she opened the door.

"We'll see," Ellie said, smiling.

"That's a yes," said Kelly, pointing at her. "I know a yes when I see one. How about you Becca?”

“We’ll see,” she grinned, echoing Ellie.

“Two yeses.” She leaned against the door frame, looking at the two of them out in the corridor. "You two are something special. You know that, right?"

"We're getting there," Becca said.

"You're already there." Kelly blew them a kiss as they headed off down the corridor, the sound of the door closing behind them.

***

They’d passed the taxi ride in silence, Becca’s head resting on Ellie’s shoulder. Ellie could understand her being tired… she’d been at work that day, the gig, an evening out after, then that with Kelly. If she hadn’t been tired she wouldn’t have been human, and Ellie started to mentally prepare herself for the possibility that the reclaiming part of the night might have to wait until morning.

She needn’t have worried though, because as soon as they got upstairs and Becca closed the door behind them she turned to Ellie and seemed to come alive, the look on her face everything: flushed, bright-eyed, radiant, the exact expression she’d had when they’d first started out on this journey but amplified and refined, with none of the uncertainty that had characterised their previous encounters.

“Hey you,” Becca said, a mischievous smile on her lips and a look in her eyes that left Ellie in little doubt as to what she intended.

“Hey to you too.”

Becca tilted her head. “Come here.”

Ellie felt herself grin as she walked over and Becca’s hands found her hips. “You ok?”

“Better than ok. You?”

Becca looked deep into Ellie’s eyes, and her hand reached up to push Ellie’s hair back from her cheek. “Never better.” She leaned in and kissed Ellie softly. “My wonderful wife. I love you so much.”

“I love you so much too.” Ellie kissed Becca, loving the familiar feel of her lips, thrilling to know that she could surely taste Kelly on her. “You said her name when you came," Ellie whispered. "Kelly's name."

Becca leaned back and her eyes widened slightly. "I didn't realise…”

"Don't apologise. I liked it. It showed how much you were into her. It was maybe the hottest thing yet.”

Becca looked at her for a long moment, reading her, making sure, and when she was satisfied that Ellie meant it completely she smiled… a slow, wicked, beautiful smile.

"Then you should probably do something about how turned on you are right now."

"I intend to."

"Good. Because I owe you a reclaiming that makes what we did after Cass look like a warm-up."

“You’ve got the energy?”

“For you, always.”

Ellie kissed her, hard, then Becca kissed her back harder, and without delay they stumbled toward their bedroom. What happened next very likely served as an early alarm call for their long-suffering neighbour and it was, brilliantly, the best night yet.

Yet. Because they both knew, as they lay tangled together in the aftermath, that this was no longer an experiment or an adventure or a phase.

This was part of who they were now, and they were only getting started.


Chapter 18


On Wednesday evening Ellie and Becca went for a run together along Lady Bird Lake, the trail busy with other runners and cyclists in the evening light, the water flat and blue, the skyline reflected in it like a postcard of the city they'd made home.

They ran in comfortable silence for a couple of miles, matching each other's pace the way they always did, then slowed to a walk as they reached one of their favourite stretches of the path, pausing for a moment looking out at the water.

"I've been thinking," Becca said, slightly breathless from the run, untying then retying her hair.

"About?"

"About where we are. What this means. What comes next."

Ellie leaned against the railing and looked at her wife, sweat-sheened and flushed from the run, wearing an old Stanford t-shirt and running shorts, her necklace catching the evening light. She looked so ordinarily beautiful that Ellie's chest felt like it might burst.

"Tell me,” Ellie said.

"I think we need to acknowledge what's happened. Not just to each other, we've done that, but to ourselves as a couple. Because I don't think either we’ve fully sat, as a couple I mean, with the fact that in the space of not a lot of weeks we've gone from a completely conventional marriage to..." She searched for the right word and smiled when she couldn’t think of it. “Whatever this is."

"Hotwife life," Ellie offered, completely deadpan.

Becca laughed. "God, don't call it that. Not unless you want me to call you cu…”

“No. Please no,” Ellie interrupted, grinning back.

Becca’s laugh turned to a smile. “But yes, essentially, even if we’re absolutely not going to call it that ever. And I think we should talk about what it means going forward. Not rules exactly, but... guiding principles. What we want this to be."

Ellie nodded. She'd been thinking about the same thing, turning it over during quiet moments at work, running the analysis in the background the way her brain always did. "I've got some thoughts."

"Of course you do. You've probably got a spreadsheet."

Ellie looked at the ground. “I don't have a spreadsheet."

Becca raised an eyebrow.

"I have a list in my Notes app," Ellie admitted sheepishly. "Which is entirely different."

Becca grinned and took her hand. "Let's walk and talk."

They walked along the trail as the sun dropped towards the horizon, the sky filling with yellows and oranges. Runners jogged past them in both directions, and while they all went about their normal days Ellie and Becca talked honestly about whatever this had become.

"First principle," Ellie said. "This is ours. Not mine, not yours, ours. The moment it becomes something one of us is doing to please the other, it stops working. We learned that a little bit with Cass."

"Agreed. It's a shared experience or it's nothing. We’re doing this together. Always. It’s never something for only one of us.”

"Second. Kelly seems to be special. What we seem to be building with her isn't easily replaceable, and we shouldn't treat it as interchangeable with anyone else. If she's willing to keep being part of this, I want her to be. Not exclusively, I think we should stay open to you being with other partners, but I’d like to think she could be our go-to gal for this. She gets it. We’d be mad not to try to keep that going.”

Becca squeezed her hand. "I agree. And I think we should tell her that. Not in a way that puts pressure on her, but just... letting her know that we’d like something to develop beyond the sex. Something that respects her and Colt, not to mention her friends and whatever else she’s got going on.”

"Third, and this is more for me than for you, I need to stay honest with myself about what I'm feeling. The jealousy, the arousal, the complicated stuff. The moment I start suppressing any of it or performing ok-ness when I'm not ok, we're in trouble. I have way more time to think when you’re… you know. I need to be honest about it.”

“You need to promise me you’ll always be honest with me too. If you ever want to call it, and I mean ever, I’ll stop right away and come straight back to you. I promise you that.

"But also, honesty goes both ways," Becca added. "I need to be honest too. About what I feel with Kelly or whoever else, about the moments when I forget you're there." She glanced at Ellie. "That's going to keep happening. With Kelly especially if she wants to keep meeting, but with whoever. The better it gets between them and me, the more I'm going to lose myself in it. Are you prepared for that?"

"I'm counting on it," Ellie replied. "That's the whole point. The more into it you are, the more the jealousy-arousal loop ratchets up for me, the better it is. I just need you to come back."

"I'll always come back. That's my absolute, fundamental principle. Whatever happens in that room, whatever I do, whoever I do it with… I come back to you, completely and fully. Every time. Non-negotiable."

They walked in silence for a while, letting their minds turn it over. As she walked, it seemed to Ellie like something was clicking into place inside, like they’d finally constructed what they’d been working on and she could take a step back and look at it. She liked what she saw.

"Can I say something?" Becca asked after a while.

"Always."

"This thing we've found, you watching me, the necklaces, reclaiming me after… it's the most intimate thing we've ever done. More intimate than sex, more intimate than getting married, more intimate than anything. And I know that sounds insane, because on the surface it's about me having some pretty hot sex with someone else, which should be the opposite of intimate for us. But it's not. Because the trust it requires, the honesty, the vulnerability of you watching me be at my most exposed with someone who isn't you... I've never felt closer to another human being in my life than I feel to you right now."

Ellie stopped walking and turned to look at her. They were on a quiet stretch of the trail, the lake on one side, trees lining both sides of the path.

"I feel the same," she said. "Exactly the same."

They stood there looking at each other, and then Becca stepped forward and kissed her, slowly, tenderly, the sort of kiss that said I love you and thank you for this a thousand times over.

***

When they got back home Ellie picked up her phone and opened the group chat.

"I'm going to message Kelly," she said. "Tell her what we talked about. That we’d like to develop something beyond just you and her… you know.”

"Good." Becca stood behind Ellie and rested her chin on her shoulder, watching the screen. "What are you going to say?"

Ellie thought for a moment, then typed:

Hey Kelly. We've been talking about everything and we wanted you to know, what we have with you isn't just fun (although it's definitely fun). You get this dynamic in a way that nobody else has, and we'd love for you to keep being part of it. No pressure, no obligations, just an open door whenever you want to walk through it. Ellie & Becca x

She showed Becca, who read it and nodded. "Perfect. Send it."

Ellie hit send, and the reply came twenty minutes later while Ellie was getting out of the shower and Becca was about to go in:

Y'all are going to make me cry and I am NOT a crier. Yes. A thousand times yes. I told Colt and he says to tell you that you're stuck with me now. Also Solana says she's never seen me this excited about something that doesn't involve horses or tacos so that should tell you everything. Open door both ways. Any time, any place. Your girl Kelly x

Becca laughed and took Ellie’s phone from her, tapping out a reply:

Tell Colt we said hi. And tell Solana that your therapist says that horses and tacos are both valid sources of happiness. See you soon. Becca x

Then Becca put the phone face down on the side and kissed Ellie on the cheek. “Right. Shower for me then dinner. I’m starving and I’m pretty sure you promised me pasta earlier.”

***

Ellie cooked while Becca sat at the kitchen counter and talked about her week so far. The pasta was good, the wine they had with it was better, and they ended up on the couch with the TV on and neither of them watching it. Becca had her legs across Ellie’s lap and was scrolling through her phone, while Ellie was half-reading an article in a tech magazine about something she’d forget by tomorrow. A normal weekday evening… no personal trainers or native born Texans or God knew who else, just them.

After a while Ellie noticed that Becca’s scrolling had become more purposeful. Not the aimless thumb-drift of someone killing time on social media… this was someone looking at something specific, going back and forth between tabs, occasionally zooming in on photos.

“What are you looking at?” Ellie asked.

“Oh.” Becca glanced up as if she’d been caught, which Ellie figured was usually a good sign. “So, you know we’ve got that time off booked in a few weeks?”

“The week we’ve been far too busy finding women for you to hookup with to do any planning for? Yeah, it’s on my guilt pile.”

“I found somewhere.” Becca moved so that she could show Ellie her screen. “Look at this.”

It was a holiday rental listing for a beach house on a stretch of the Florida panhandle called 30A. Ellie scrolled through the photos: white clapboard exterior, a wraparound upstairs deck with sea views, a private pool fenced off from the public beach, interiors that were tasteful in a seaside holiday way, all pale wood and linen. It looked expensive, particularly when Ellie scrolled through and saw the white sand beach it was next to and the water beyond, a startling shade of emerald green.

“Becca, that’s stunning.”

“Right? It’s this little stretch of coast, really upscale, beautiful restaurants, quiet beaches. It looks perfect.” She took the phone back and scrolled to another tab. “And it’s available for the whole week.”

“Book it. Seriously, that looks amazing.”

“Yeah?” Becca was smiling but there was something else behind it, the look Becca got when she had more to say and was waiting for the right moment to say it.

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing! It’s just…” Becca bit her lip, trying and utterly failing to suppress a grin. “So 30A is the quiet, upscale bit. But about twenty minutes down the road is Panama City Beach.”

“Ok?”

“And our week off happens to fall during spring break.”

There it was. Ellie looked at her. “Spring break. We’re twenty-five, Bec. We don’t do spring break.”

“We’ve never done spring break. That isn’t the same thing.” Becca put her phone down and turned to face Ellie properly, her legs folded under her. “We never went when we were in college because, well, that wasn’t us. Haven’t you ever been curious? We’d be staying somewhere gorgeous and quiet, our own pool, nice dinners, long walks on the beach… a proper holiday. And then if we felt like it, whenever we felt like it, we could head twenty minutes down the road and…”

“…dip into the chaos?”

“Exactly. Dip in. See what it’s like. Tick off the life experience. No plan, no pressure.”

Ellie looked at her. “Bec, isn’t spring break basically just… thousands of college students getting drunk and hooking up on a beach?”

“That’s a very Stanford way of putting it.”

“We went to Stanford. We spent our spring breaks studying and fooling around in your dorm room, which I’m not complaining about by the way, but I’m just saying… that’s not really our scene.”

“It wasn’t our scene because we didn’t need it and, how can I put it nicely, we weren’t exactly the cool kids. We had each other.” Becca’s foot nudged Ellie’s thigh gently. “But we wouldn’t be doing spring break. We’d be on our holiday and see what it’s like then escape.”

“See what it’s like,” Ellie repeated, and she could hear the scepticism in her own voice even as something inside was already warming to the idea. “And by see what it’s like, you mean…”

Becca held her gaze, and the grin had settled into a steady, excited smile. “I mean let’s keep our options open. Bars, the beach, the energy of the whole thing. No plan, no pressure. And if nothing happens, we’ve had a beautiful week on the coast together.”

Ellie studied her wife’s face. “‘Nothing happens’? You’re not really talking about sightseeing, are you?”

Becca bit her lip, then laughed. “No. I’m counting on it being more than sightseeing. Is that ok?”

Ellie thought about it. Becca in a bikini on a crowded beach. Being noticed, being wanted, being approached. Ellie watching from behind her sunglasses, feeling that familiar loop revving up. And then in the evening, bars, music, and the reckless energy of people far from home…

The hot geek from Stanford who’d spent every spring break in a dorm room looked at her wife and nodded.

“It’s very ok,” Ellie said. “Book the house.” She paused. “But just so we’re clear: a drunk eighteen-year-old in a bikini who’s had too many Jello shots, is straight and is going to wake up the next morning regretting what she did is not a plausible rival. You know what I need for this to work. It has to be someone real. Someone who actually makes both of us feel something.”

Becca nodded, and Ellie could see that she appreciated the clarity on the boundary rather than resenting it. “Someone we’d both want to spend time with. Not just a warm body.”

“Exactly. If we find that person on a beach in Florida, amazing, but we don’t force it. If we don’t find them, we’ve had a gorgeous week together and I’ve watched you turn heads in a bikini for seven days, which is frankly a holiday well spent either way.”

Becca grinned. “Deal.”

Becca leaned over and kissed her, quick and happy, then picked up her phone to start the booking, already typing. Ellie watched her and thought about Florida, about white sand, warm evenings, and whatever might happen, and felt nothing but anticipation.

***

That Sunday they went to their usual brunch spot, and as ever the wait was too long and the migas were absolutely worth it. They sat at one of their usual tables by the window, ordered their usual coffees, fell into their usual comfortable silence while they waited for food.

Ellie was reading something on her phone when she became aware that Becca was watching her, her expression a mix of amusement, curiosity, a little delight.

"What?" Ellie asked.

"Don't look now," Becca said quietly, "but the barista has been checking you out since we sat down."

Ellie did, of course, look, casually, over her coffee cup, and saw her. A young woman behind the counter, pink hair, nose ring, cute in a confident, artistic way. She was making a coffee but her eyes kept drifting towards their table, and not towards Becca.

Towards Ellie.

When the barista caught Ellie looking she didn't glance away. She held the eye contact for a moment, smiled, a little private smile that lit up her eyes, then went back to the espresso machine.

Ellie turned back to Becca, feeling her cheeks go red. "She's not checking me out."

"She absolutely is. She's been doing it for five minutes. I've been watching her watch you." Becca was grinning now, enjoying this. "She's cute."

"She is cute," Ellie admitted.

"You should go get her number."

Ellie looked at Becca, trying to read whether she was serious. She was… or at least she was serious about making the offer. Her expression was open, genuine, the look of a woman who was testing a hypothesis she’d formed and was genuinely curious about the result.

"No," Ellie said.

"No?"

"It doesn't work that way round. For me, I mean. It's not..." She paused. “This thing we’re doing, it’s about me watching you being desired by someone else, not the other way around.”

“From where I’m sat, I seem to be watching you be desired by someone else.” Becca’s eyes were twinkling with amusement. “It’s kind of hot.”

Ellie decided to roll with it. “Let me guess. First of all jealousy?” Becca nodded. “Then, a little after, something else?” Becca nodded again. “Feels weirdly good even though it shouldn’t?”

“Yeah,” Becca said, nodding one more time. She took a sip of her coffee, her amused eyes studying Ellie. “I think I might get what you see in it.”

“Good.” Ellie paused and grinned. “But I’m not getting her number.”

“No?”

“No.”

Becca studied her for a moment, then a look of relief crossed her face. "Good," she said. "Because honestly? I am nowhere near emotionally ready for that. If you came home with someone else I'd be a mess. A complete, absolute, non-functioning mess. I’d need some time to get my head around it.”

"So we're in agreement. You're the one who does it. I'm the one who watches."

"We're in agreement." Becca reached across the table and took Ellie's hand. "Although for the record, you are very hot and that barista has excellent taste."

"Noted. But she's still not getting my number."

"Her loss." Becca squeezed her hand and let go, picking up her coffee. "I reckon I’d enjoy watching."

"No you wouldn't."

Becca thought about it for a split second. "No, I wouldn't. I’d hate every moment of it." She laughed, and Ellie laughed with her. “But I feel like I get what you get from it now.” Becca paused. “How about you? How does it feel knowing that her checking me out has triggered that jealousy-arousal loop in me that you talk about?”

Ellie hesitated, caught in the sudden realisation… it felt good. Knowing that Becca could see Ellie being desired by someone else, knowing that Becca was happy that Ellie was being desired. She knew it could only possibly be a shadow of the depths of feeling that must come for Becca when she was naked, writhing in pleasure, knowing that Ellie was watching and enjoying, but it was a lightbulb moment.

“I think I get it too,” Ellie admitted. “Just a little.”

“Feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. It does.”

Their food arrived. The migas were perfect, as always. Ellie saw Becca glance over at the barista again and then redden just a touch, and she loved that she’d seen it, thrilling to know that Becca was feeling just a little of what Ellie had been feeling for her in their encounters. And that thrill, she now understood, knowing that your wife was excited that you were being desired… that was part of Becca’s side of it.

She picked up her fork and started eating, and Becca started telling her about a client she'd seen that week.

It was ordinary, their normal weekend, but beneath the ordinary something extraordinary was bubbling away. Ellie knew that they had genuinely discovered something amazing, something transformative for their marriage. What came next, she didn’t know.

What she did know, though, was that she couldn't wait to find out.


Chapter 19


Kelly's message arrived on a Monday morning while Ellie was in a stand-up meeting that had, entirely predictably, ceased to involve standing twenty minutes ago and was now seven engineers slumped around a conference table debating whether to refactor a codebase that everyone hated but nobody wanted to be responsible for rewriting.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she snuck a look under the table:

So I have a proposition for y'all and before you say anything just hear me out. How do you feel about a weekend on the ranch? Colt's around Friday night and Saturday morning but then he's got a thing with his boys in San Antonio and I could use the company. It's beautiful out here right now, wildflowers everywhere, we've got a watering hole that's warm enough to swim in, and I promise the guest room is nicer than any hotel you've stayed in. Come Friday after work, leave Sunday whenever. K x

Ellie stared at the message, rereading it twice, while around her the refactoring debate continued unabated. She could feel the smile forming before she could stop it… unfortunate, because a smile had no place in this discussion about legacy code.

She forwarded the message to Becca with a single added line: Thoughts? I’m keen if you are x

Becca's reply came within a minute, which hopefully meant she was between clients. Either that or she’d become deeply unprofessional, which Ellie strongly doubted:

Yes. Obviously yes. Tell her yes immediately before she changes her mind. x

Then a follow-up: Also I've never been on a ranch. Do I need cowboy boots? x

And another: What does one wear to be seduced on a ranch? Asking for a friend. x

Ellie laughed before she could stop herself, turning it into a sort of strangled cough as the engineers sat near her looked concerned. “Ticklish throat,” she managed to croak, before excusing herself to get some water.

Once she was out of the room she typed back:

I'll tell her yes. You don't need boots. Wear whatever you want, doubt you’ll be wearing it long x

She watched the three dots appear and disappear several times before finally:

You can't say things like that when I have a client in four minutes. I won’t be able to concentrate xx

Ellie pocketed her phone, grinning. This was going to be fun.

***

They left Austin on Friday late afternoon, Becca driving the rental SUV they'd picked up because their own car would have struggled on the unpaved roads Kelly had warned them about. The city fell away quickly… suburbs giving way to strip malls, then open road, the landscape changing from urban sprawl to wide open vistas as they headed west into the hill country.

It was early April and the wildflowers were out, just as Kelly had promised. Blues carpeted the verges in dense, impossible drifts mixed with bright oranges and yellows. Ellie had lived in Texas for over a year now but she'd never seen the hill country in spring, and the sheer beauty of it was staggering.

"It's stunning," Becca said, slowing down as they rounded a bend and a whole multicoloured hillside came into view, the colour so saturated it looked like surely it had been photoshopped. "I had no idea."

"Kelly said the wildflowers are the best they've been in years."

"Kelly would say that. She's trying to sell us on the ranch lifestyle."

"Is it working?"

Becca glanced at her and smiled. "Ask me again Sunday."

Ellie’s heart beat just a little faster, the jealousy-arousal loop kicking in early.

They drove for another hour, the roads getting gradually narrower and quieter, the towns getting smaller. This was rural Texas now and the places reflected it, a gas station with a convenience store, a feed store, a church, a bar. The essentials, repeated at regular intervals. The GPS took them off the highway onto a county road, then onto an unmarked road that was more gravel than asphalt, and then through a gate that had Kelly's name on a mailbox alongside a faded no-trespassing sign with a bullet hole in it.

"Charming," Ellie said.

"Texas," Becca replied, as if that explained everything. It kind of did.

The road wound through oak trees for a quarter mile before the house appeared, and when it did Ellie understood immediately why Kelly loved this place. It was small as ranches went, but it sat within its landscape beautifully. Made of stone and timber, single story with a wraparound porch, it looked like the sort of place where if you wanted you could simply sit and look at the view all day. And the view deserved looking at… rolling hills dotted with trees and scrub, a paddock with horses grazing in the shade, and in the middle distance a cluster of trees and a glimmer of water that Ellie guessed was the watering hole that Kelly had mentioned.

The sky above it all somehow seemed enormous. Not just Austin-enormous, which was impressive enough already, but hill-country-enormous: a dome of yellows and oranges stretching to every horizon as the sun started to dip, studded with fluffy white clouds, and when Ellie stepped out of the car and took a breath of the warm, fresh air it felt like her first real breath in months.

"You found us!” Kelly appeared from around the side of the house, barefoot, wearing cut-off shorts and a tank top, her hair pulled back under a baseball cap. She looked like a different person from the woman they'd met both times before, less polished, less put-together, more genuine. The ranch version of Kelly was sun-browned and relaxed, radiating contentment.

She hugged Becca first, a hug that lingered and tripped the jealousy switch in Ellie, but then she hugged Ellie for even longer, warm and tight, and the look she gave her was thrilling… like she was welcoming a co-conspirator.

"The drive ok?" Kelly asked, taking their bag without being asked.

"Gorgeous," Becca said, looking around. "Kelly, this place is incredible."

"Wait until you see it in full daylight tomorrow. It'll ruin every other view for you forever." She started walking towards the porch. "Come meet Colt. He's been looking forward to this almost as much as me."

"Almost?" Ellie said.

Kelly grinned over her shoulder. "He's excited to meet you, but he doesn't get to sleep with your wife, so I reckon I've got the edge."

***

Colt appeared on the porch as they walked up, four freshly opened ice cold beers in hand as a welcome. He was tall enough that both Becca and Ellie needed to tilt their heads slightly to look up at him, and Kelly alongside him looked small even though she was a similar height to both of them. Ellie could see why she’d chosen him: tall, broad-shouldered and lean, sandy-haired, handsome in the clean-cut, sun-weathered way that Texan men seemed to specialise in. He had the sort of face that looked like it had been assembled from a kit labelled reliable, or maybe capable… strong jaw, honest eyes, a smile that started slow and ended wide.

"Ellie, Becca," he said, shaking their hands in turn. His grip was firm but not performatively so, and his voice had the slow, easy drawl that Ellie was learning to associate with people who'd grown up in this part of the world. "Welcome to our place. Kelly's been talking about y'all for weeks."

"All good things," Kelly added, handing out the beers.

"Well yeah, she's hardly going to tell me the bad stuff in advance, is she?" He grinned at Kelly, who swatted his arm, and the dynamic between them was immediately, visibly solid. Theirs was the sort of easy, teasing affection that only came from years of genuine compatibility. They weren't performing their relationship. They were just in it.

Colt gave them the tour while Kelly took their bag to the spare room. The house was modest but well-kept: two bedrooms, an open-plan kitchen and living area, and a main bathroom that had clearly been recently renovated. The guest room was at the far end, separated from Kelly and Colt's room by the living area, with its own small bathroom and a window that looked out towards the watering hole. The bed was a generous queen with white linen that looked fresh, and there were wildflowers in a jar on the nightstand.

"Kelly did the flowers," Colt said. He shrugged. “I wanted to put out some jerky and a six-pack but apparently that's not how you welcome civilised guests."

"We’d have liked it either way," Ellie said. "The flowers are nice too though."

They ended up on the porch as the evening light started to fade, the four of them spread across the wooden chairs and the porch rail, beers in hand, and the conversation flowed much more naturally than Ellie had expected. She'd been nervous about meeting Colt, not because she expected hostility but rather because this was all inherently socially awkward. This was the man whose girlfriend she’d watched her wife have a lot of very hot sex with. There wasn't a Hallmark card for that particular relationship.

But Colt made it easy, so did Kelly, and within half an hour Ellie felt like she’d known him for years. He talked about the ranch and the small cattle operation they ran alongside his horse breeding, enough to keep them busy but not so much that it consumed their lives. He’d grown up nearby on a bigger ranch that his parents still ran, but him and Kelly had wanted their own place to build from scratch.

"Kelly's the smart one," he said, tipping his beer towards her. "The real estate brain. She found this place, saw what it could be, negotiated the owner down to a price we could actually afford. I just mend fences and feed animals."

"He's being modest," Kelly said. "He designed the house renovations, he built half the fences himself, and he's the best horseman in the county. His daddy breeds horses," she added to Ellie and Becca. "Colt grew up on a horse before he could walk."

"Named after one too," Colt added with the resigned air of someone who'd made that joke a thousand times. "My daddy wasn't going to call me anything else."

"Kelly told us," Becca said, laughing.

"Kelly tells everyone. She thinks my name is the funniest thing that's ever happened to her."

"Top three at least," Kelly confirmed.

Colt got the grill going and started cooking steaks. Ellie went inside to help Kelly with the salad while Becca chatted to Colt.

“I like Colt,” she said as she cut up a lettuce.

Kelly smiled. “Not what you expected?”

“I wasn’t sure what to expect.” Ellie stopped for a second and glanced at Kelly. “I was worried, we both were, that it would be a little awkward. I mean,” she gestured outside, “he genuinely knows, right, that he’s talking to the woman outside right now who’s slept with his girlfriend a couple of times already?”

“Oh gosh, I should probably tell him…” Ellie’s heart stopped for a second before she saw the grin. “It’s fine, he’s fine with it. If Becca was a guy it would be a different dynamic. Well… more than different, if we play with a guy Colt has to be there so we wouldn’t be doing it like this anyway.”

“You play with guys too?”

Kelly shrugged. “Sometimes… look, if you’re curious I can explain sometime. For now, let’s just say that he’s delighted I’m going to have someone else here while he’s away tomorrow night. He gets worried when I’m here on my own. It’s not like we’ve got next door neighbours.”

Ellie nodded her understanding, appreciating the layers there must be. Superficially, and presumably all that his buddies would ever know or see, is that Kelly had friends over to stay. But then deeper down, the rest.

“But he knows what’s going to happen when he’s away?”

“One hundred percent. You can talk to him about it if you want, he’s happy to discuss it.”

They sat down to dinner on the porch, the sky blazing with stars and a nearly full moon. Colt asked Ellie about her job, and despite readily admitting that he’d never given much thought to how the phone in his pocket worked he asked some astute questions. Likewise with Becca and her therapy practice… he asked questions that showed he’d been listening. They were a good double act, Colt and Kelly, his solidity dovetailing perfectly with her energy and sense of fun.

What Ellie noticed also, though, was what wasn't happening. Becca and Kelly were being careful, conspicuously, deliberately careful not to touch, not to flirt, not to let their dynamic show while Colt was there. They sat on opposite sides of the porch, directed conversation outwards rather than towards each other, and when they did interact it was warm but measured, the friendly of friends, not sometime lovers.

It was respectful, Ellie thought, wondering whether they’d mutually agreed to be careful or if it was both women’s instincts coming to the fore. It was the right call. Whatever happened between them would happen after Colt left, on its own terms, and in the meantime the four of them were simply having a good evening together. But, having noticed it, she could feel the restraint in the air too, the thing that wasn't being expressed, and she suspected Colt could feel it too… not because it bothered him, but because he knew his girlfriend well enough to know when she was holding herself back.

At one point Kelly said something funny and Becca threw her head back laughing. For just a second Kelly's expression as she watched Becca laugh was laced with something more than the careful distance she'd been maintaining all evening. It lasted half a moment before Kelly caught herself and redirected, but Ellie saw it, and when she glanced at Colt she caught him looking at her with a small, knowing smile.

It was a tiny moment but it mattered. Ellie and Colt both saying to each other: I see it too. It's ok. We're good.

Ellie hadn't expected to find solidarity with a sandy-haired horse breeder named Colt, but there it was.

Around ten, Kelly brought out a bottle of bourbon and they went and sat down on the lawn in front of the house, the Milky Way now visible above. It was a very pleasant temperature by then and the four of them sat talking quietly while the sounds of the crickets and the occasional distant cattle went on around them.

"This is the most relaxed I've been in months," Becca said, her head resting against the back of the chair she was sharing with Ellie, their legs pressed together and both of their eyes on the sky.

"That's what this place does," Colt said. "Strips everything away. No noise, no screens, no bullshit. Just the land and the sky,” he smiled, “and whatever you brought with you."

"Poetic for a cowboy," Kelly teased.

Colt simply winked at her and pulled her in closer against him, and Ellie laughed and thought: I like him. I really, genuinely like him.

They turned in not long after, Colt and Kelly disappearing into their room with a goodnight that was friendly and nothing more. Ellie and Becca closed the guest room door and stood looking at each other in the lamplight.

"I like him," Becca said, echoing Ellie's thoughts.

"Me too. A lot."

"He's not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"I don't know. Someone louder, maybe. More alpha. The kind of guy who'd need to prove he was ok with whatever we represent by overcompensating." She paused. "He's just... comfortable. With himself, with Kelly, with us being here. It's like it doesn't even occur to him to be threatened." She paused. “Not that he should of course.”

"I think he understands it," Ellie said. "Not just tolerates it. Actually understands it. I caught him looking at Kelly when she was looking at you tonight, there was a moment where she forgot and looked at you like she wanted to tear your clothes off right then and there… hot by the way, very hot… and there was something in his expression that didn’t just say I’m fine with this. It was more like I love this. Sound familiar?”

Becca moved closer and put her arms around Ellie's neck. "Maybe you two have more in common than you’d expect."

"A horse breeder from the hill country and a lesbian tech engineer from Portland. That sounds like the world's most unlikely support group."

"You should start a podcast."

"Maybe we should…”

They kissed, softly at first and then not… the excitement of what was to come tomorrow and the warmness of their welcome that evening combining to create something that neither of them wanted to resist. They made love slowly, quietly, mindful of the thin walls and the couple at the other end of the house (“staying with parents rules,” Becca whispered, giggling, as she put her hand over Ellie’s mouth when she came too noisily), the sex tender and purely, entirely just for them.

Afterwards they lay cuddled together, the window open, the night air cool on their damp skin while the ceiling fan turned above. Becca's head was on Ellie's shoulder, her usual place, and the silence of the hill country was so complete that Ellie could hear her own heartbeat slowing.

Then, faintly, from the other end of the house: a sound. Low, rhythmic, unmistakable. The creak of a bed frame, and then Kelly, muffled but audible, a sound that Ellie recognised well enough because she'd heard Kelly make it before, albeit in very different circumstances.

Becca lifted her head from Ellie's shoulder. Ellie could feel Becca's grin when she lay back down again even though she couldn't see it.

"Well," Becca whispered. "At least we know they have a healthy relationship."

Ellie clamped her hand over her own mouth to stop the laugh from escaping. Becca buried her face in Ellie's neck, her shoulders shaking with suppressed giggles. Through the house they heard Kelly get louder, accompanied by a lower tone that must have been Colt, the creaks faster, and then a shared laugh from their room that was so natural and happy that it dissolved any lingering awkwardness entirely.

"They're good together," Ellie whispered when she'd recovered from her giggles.

"They really are." Becca pressed closer against her. “It reassures me about what we’ve done with Kelly. She goes home to that. To someone who loves her like Colt does."

"Yeah." Ellie kissed the top of Becca's head. "Tomorrow, though. When he's gone."

"Tomorrow," Becca confirmed, and Ellie could hear the smile in her voice. "When he's gone."

The crickets sang. The stars burned overhead. The house settled into its own quiet, all four of its occupants finding sleep, and Ellie lay there holding Becca and thinking about being in the middle of nowhere and what the next day might bring.


Chapter 20


Ellie woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of a low, repetitive clinking that seemed to come from outside. She lay still for a moment, disoriented by the unfamiliar room, the white linen, the wildflowers on the nightstand, and then the previous evening came back to her and she smiled.

Becca was still asleep next to her, face-down, one arm hanging off the bed, her hair a dark mess. She slept like someone who'd been switched off at the mains, completely, thoroughly, unreachably, and Ellie had learned years ago not to even attempt conversation before Becca's first, and preferably second, coffee.

She slipped out of bed, pulled on shorts and a t-shirt, and padded barefoot through the living area towards the coffee smell. Through the window she could see the source of the clinking sound: Colt, out by the paddock fence, working on something with a hammer, the horses watching him with benign disinterest.

The kitchen was clean and bright, the early light coming in low through the windows. A pot of coffee was on the counter with a handwritten note:

Help yourself. Mugs above the sink. I'm fixing the gate.

Ellie poured herself a mug and went out to the porch.

The hill country in the morning was a different beast to the hill country at night. Where the darkness had been vast, star-filled and slightly overwhelming, the morning was gentle and reassuring. Clear sunlight on greenish-brown hills, a slight mist in the low places that was already burning off, the air cool enough to feel fresh but warm enough to sit outside in a t-shirt. The horses were beautiful in the early sun, and hummingbirds were hovering at a feeder hung from the porch.

She sat in the wooden chair that she was already starting to think of as hers and drank her coffee. She felt a peace that she didn't often feel in Austin, where mornings were about alarms and traffic, not to mention the anxiety of opening her work email and seeing what dramas her day had in store. This was completely different.

After ten minutes Colt came up from the paddock, wiping his hands on his jeans, and smiled when he saw her.

"Morning. Sleep ok?"

"Amazingly. I don't think I've slept that well in months."

"The quiet does that. Takes a night to get used to if you're a city person, but once you do..." He poured himself a coffee and came to sit in the chair next to hers, stretching his long legs out and crossing them at the ankle. "You must be a country girl at heart. Kelly's still out cold. Your girl too?"

"Becca doesn't function before coffee. It's pretty much a medical condition."

Colt laughed quietly. "Kelly's the same. Must be something about the type."

They sat in silence for a while, drinking their coffee, watching the world wake up around them. It was funny, Ellie reflected, she'd expected being one-on-one with Colt to feel loaded. My wife and your girlfriend are in all likelihood going to sleep together later… weird, huh? But instead it felt like exactly what it was, two early risers sharing a porch and a pot of coffee, enjoying something that the two later sleepers could never fully appreciate.

Colt broke the silence first, and when he did it was with a directness that Ellie was learning was a Texan trait rather than a personal one.

"Can I talk to you about something?" he said, not tensely but with a slight change in his posture that told Ellie that something had been on his mind.

“Of course.”

“Kelly came home after the first night with you two and she was…” He turned his coffee mug slowly in his hands, searching. “Lit up. That’s the best way I can put it. Not just the sex, though obviously that was part of it. The whole thing. You and Becca and how y’all do what you do. She said it was a privilege. Her word, not mine. A privilege to be part of it.”

Ellie nodded her understanding. “That means a lot.”

“And after the second time, the concert weekend?” He shook his head and a grin spread across his face. “When I saw her on the Saturday, for Solana’s launch, she was absolutely wired. I have never seen her like that. Whatever y’all did to her that night, she brought the energy to the launch and let’s just say we had ourselves quite an evening.” The grin turned slightly sheepish. “I probably shouldn’t say more than that.”

“You probably shouldn’t,” Ellie agreed, laughing. “But I’m glad.”

“Point is, she came home both times and she was more connected to me, not less. That’s the thing that people don’t understand about this. They think it takes something away. It doesn’t. It adds.”

They sat with that for a moment, the morning quiet around them, and Ellie felt the strange recognition of being understood by someone she never would have expected to understand her.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Go ahead.”

“You and Kelly… how does it work for you two? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Colt took a slow drink of his coffee. “We’ve been doing this a couple of years. Started with threesomes, sometimes a woman, sometimes a guy. Sometimes I just watch.” He paused. “Watching her with a guy is my favourite, if I’m honest. But the jealousy is insane. Seeing her completely open to another man, giving herself to him, the sounds she makes…” He shook his head slowly. “It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever sat through and also the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. The two feelings just tear you apart and put you back together at the same time. You know?”

Ellie nodded, because she did know, she really did. What he’d said was it, exactly it. Different details, different bodies. Different genders even. But the same impossible braiding of jealousy and arousal that she’d been trying to articulate for weeks and wasn’t sure that Becca had still fully understood.

“Women are easier,” Colt continued. “Purer, maybe. I’m not comparing myself, I’m just watching her be with someone who understands her body in a way I physically can’t.”

“And when it’s just Kelly on her own? Without you?”

“With a woman, she’s always been free to do that. Always has been, since we first met. That’s just who she is, and I’m not going to be the guy who tries to put a fence around it.” He smiled. “With a man on his own, different story… I’d have to be there. But women…” He nodded toward Ellie. “Like with you and Becca. That’s her space. I trust it.”

“Any advice?” Ellie asked. “For someone who’s still figuring all this out?”

Colt was quiet for a while, long enough that Ellie thought he might not answer. Then he said, simply, “Come back to each other. Every time. Whatever happens, however far it goes, however good or bad or complicated it gets, even if the jealousy feels like it’s overwhelming, you come back to each other afterwards and you don’t skip that step. Don’t fall asleep without talking. Don’t let the sun come up on something unresolved. Kelly and I have a rule: before either of us sleeps after a night like that, we hold each other and, if we’re not there together, we still make sure we talk and say what we need to say. Even if it’s just ‘that was good’ or ‘I need to ask about this’. The coming back is the whole thing. You short-cut that and it’ll eat you alive.”

He said it plainly, without drama, like he was telling her the best way to fix a fence post. But for Ellie his words articulated something she already knew but had never heard someone else say.

“That makes sense,” Ellie said quietly. “Without the watching, what Becca and whoever she’s with would just be sex. Me being involved is what makes it something else. But you’re saying without the coming back, the watching is just watching.”

“Exactly.” He looked at her directly. “Kelly told me you two do the necklace thing.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s your coming back. That’s your ritual. Don’t ever let it become routine. The day it stops meaning something is the day you’ve got a problem.”

They looked at each other, and Ellie felt an affinity with Colt that ran deep. Not just the start of a friendship, though it certainly felt like that, it was the understanding of two people who were wired the same unlikely way, who’d each found someone they loved enough to let go of, and who’d discovered that letting go was what brought them closest.

“I don’t own her,” Colt said, looking out at the hills where his horses were grazing in the morning sun. “I just get to be her favourite.”

He said it simply, but she’d rarely heard such a tender expression of one person’s love for another.

“That might be the wisest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said.

“Best not tell my daddy. He thinks I’m an idiot.”

They sat there for another few minutes, the morning light warming the porch, the coffee cooling in their mugs. Two very different people with a lot in common.

Then Becca appeared in the doorway, squinting against the light, hair a disaster, wearing one of Ellie's t-shirts and her own pyjama trousers. "Coffee," she said, in a tone that suggested civilisation might collapse if the request wasn't met immediately.

"On the counter," said Colt. "Good morning."

"It will be when I have coffee."

Kelly appeared behind her, looking similarly destroyed, and the two of them shuffled past like zombies. The next few minutes were consumed by the elaborate production of getting two non-morning people caffeinated. Colt caught Ellie's eye and they shared a look: fondness, amusement, and beneath it the understanding from their conversation.

***

Colt left around noon.

He packed a bag, loaded it into his truck, and said his goodbyes on the porch. He hugged Becca warmly (“Take care of my girl") and shook Ellie's hand with his other hand on her shoulder, a little nod that spoke volumes about their conversation that morning.

Then he turned to Kelly, and the goodbye between them was something Ellie felt she shouldn't watch but couldn't look away from. He held her face in both hands and kissed her, slow and deep, and Kelly's hands went to his waist and held him, and they stayed like that for a long, unhurried moment that was so obviously intimate, so obviously genuine, that Ellie’s hand found Becca’s and held it tight.

"Have fun," he said when they pulled apart. "Be safe. Call me whenever."

"Always," Kelly replied. “Be sensible.”

He grinned, then they watched his truck disappear down the gravel road, dust rising behind it, leaving just the three of them, the house, the land, and the rest of the weekend stretching ahead of them.

The change in mood was gradual, and as Ellie thought afterwards rightly so. It wouldn’t have seemed right if suddenly Becca and Kelly were all over each other. But as the afternoon went on and Kelly showed them around the ranch properly the restraint that Becca and Kelly had shown started to dissipate, little touches here and there, easy physical intimacy.

Ellie noticed, and felt the loop start to crank itself up… not much, but enough to tease the night ahead.

The property in the afternoon light was beautiful in a way that photographs couldn't capture: twenty acres of rolling green studded with oaks, the horses in their paddock, a vegetable garden that Kelly claimed to maintain but that looked suspiciously like Colt's work, not to mention the watering hole itself, a spring-fed stock pond at the far edge of the property surrounded by flat limestone and old trees whose branches dipped towards the water.

“We’ll come here at sunset,” Kelly said, standing at the edge, the water reflecting the blue sky above. “Then the fun can begin.” She looked at both of them with that grin, the Kelly grin, the one that said this is going to be fun and we all know it. "Water's warm enough to swim in by this time of year. When the stars come out it's like swimming in the sky."

They walked back to the house, and the afternoon passed easily. They drank cold beers, Kelly told stories about ranch life, some hilarious and some frankly terrifying. Beneath it all the current between Becca and Kelly was running stronger by the hour, their body language more openly intimate, the touches lingering longer, the eye contact holding.

It was a form of foreplay, Ellie knew, and not just for the other two. She could feel it ratcheting up gradually too, the anticipation of what was to come.

Late in the afternoon, as the light started turning golden, Becca stood and walked over to Ellie without a word. She reached behind her neck and when her hands came down she was holding the necklace. She kneeled down next to Ellie, a little, excited smile playing around the edge of her mouth.

“I love you so, so much.” She leaned in to kiss Ellie slowly, right there in front of Kelly, and Ellie felt herself melt into it. “Will you look after this for me?”

“I love you so much too.” Ellie lifted her hair and Becca put the necklace on her. “You’ll come back to me later?”

A little nod. “Always.”

Kelly watched from her chair. She didn't say anything, but Ellie saw her eyes follow the necklace from Becca's neck to Ellie's, saw her register the two pendants now resting side by side against Ellie's collarbone, saw her look at Becca's bare throat and sit up a little straighter in her seat.

Becca turned and walked over to Kelly. “I’m yours now.”

Kelly held out her hand and pulled Becca down onto the seat next to her, kissing her, softly and gently. “Yes you are,” she whispered.

That was it, the mood had shifted and the night was happening. Even just sat there on the porch that loop was starting to get loud… good loud, but loud.

The three of them sat there, watching the sun start to set, Becca in Kelly’s arms now, until eventually Kelly said, "I think it’s swimming time.”

Becca laughed and nodded, while Ellie smiled. The light caught Kelly's honey-blonde hair and the evening began.


Chapter 21


Kelly produced three soft cotton bathrobes from the hall closet and handed them out (“Colt thinks it’s pretentious having these for guests, I call it civilised”) alongside a stack of thick towels.

Ellie went to get changed in to her swimsuit and when she came back out Becca and Kelly were waiting on the porch, robes tied loosely, towels over their shoulders. Ellie knew that Becca hadn’t been into the room to get her own swimsuit, and she could tell from the way they both had their robes loosely hung that neither of them was wearing anything underneath. Becca caught her eye and gave her a small, mischievous smile that confirmed it.

“Love you,” she mouthed.

Ellie simply grinned and blew her a kiss.

Kelly handed them each a large torch. “You’ll be grateful for those later,” she added, then led them down a path through the oaks towards the watering hole. The sun was low now, the sky turning amber at the horizon and deep blue above, and the air was still plenty warm enough that the robes felt like a little too much rather than not enough.

The watering hole in the fading light was even more beautiful than it had been that afternoon. The water was a dark mirror, perfectly still, the sunset reflected in it so that the surface looked like liquid gold. The flat limestone rocks around the edge were pale and warm from the day’s heat, the oak trees reaching overhead. Kelly laid a towel out on the flattest stretch of stone near the water’s edge before, without hesitation, dropping her robe and walking naked into the water.

Becca’s robe followed a second later, laid next to her towel on the limestone, and she waded in after Kelly, gasping as the water hit her waist. “Oh my God, it’s perfect.”

“Told you.” Kelly was already up to her shoulders, her hair piled into a messy bun. “Ellie, get in here.”

Ellie dropped her robe and, slightly self-conscious that she was the only one wearing anything, walked in, the water closing around her ankles, then calves, then thighs, warm from the day’s sun and not as harsh as swimming pool water… more natural, more alive. She waded out to where the water was chest-deep and let herself float, spreading her arms, looking up at the sky where the first couple of stars were beginning to appear.

For a while it was just that. Three women swimming as the sun set, the pure relaxed pleasure of it, the laughter when Becca splashed Ellie then Kelly joined in. They floated, they talked and they swam through the warm dark water while the sky turned from amber to violet to black above them, the stars emerging slowly at first and then all at once.

“Ruins every other sky for you,” Kelly said quietly to Ellie, visible in the light of the rising full moon floating on her back nearby.

“You weren’t wrong.”

The transition between Becca and Kelly happened naturally. Ellie felt it before she saw it, as much as anything a change in the quality of the silence. She’d been floating, her head back and looking up at the stars, and when she tipped her head forward and her feet found the bottom again she saw them, standing a little way away, shoulder deep, close together, Kelly’s hand on Becca’s face.

She watched as Kelly kissed Becca, and it was different again to all the kisses that had come before… not alcohol fuelled like their two previous encounters, it was slow, tender, both women kissing each other as if they had all the time in the world.

Becca’s hands went to Kelly’s waist under the water, pulling her closer, and they pressed together, skin against skin, the kiss deepening and their hands beginning to move. Ellie watched, her feet on the sandy bottom, both necklaces floating against her shoulders, and let the loop do what it did… the quiet creep of jealousy, the arousal braiding in behind it, the slow build that the setting seemed to absorb and amplify at the same time.

They stayed like that for a long time, an age it felt like to Ellie but only in a good way, kissing, hands moving below the water, the sounds soft and intimate… small gasps, whispered words, the gentle disturbance of the water around them. Kelly’s hand looked, from the way her arm was moving, like it was between Becca’s legs and Becca’s was between Kelly’s, their foreheads pressed together, breathing each other’s breath, and Ellie edged closer to watch the slow mutual build from close enough to hear every sound but far enough to give them their own space.

They came at to as close to the same time as not to matter, Kelly’s climax starting sooner but lasting longer, gasps and moans coming from her shaking body, Becca’s a sharper peak that made her cry out once into the night air, her body shuddering hard, and then they held each other, breathless, the sound carrying across the still surface of the water and mixing with the crickets and the whisper of the faintest of breezes.

After a while Becca turned her head and looked over at Ellie, her eyes bright in the starlight, and smiled. “You ok over there?”

“Very ok.” Ellie smiled at her and saw Becca’s happy smile back. I love you, keep going.

“You know,” Kelly said, her tone kind yet teasing at the same time, “that swimsuit is very sensible but very unnecessary.”

Ellie laughed but shook her head. “I’m good.”

“Suit yourself.” Kelly grinned at her own joke, and Becca groaned and splashed her. The tension broke into laughter again, the three of them floating in the warm darkness.

As the moon rose further over the trees at the edge of the property, nearly full, the light it cast transformed everything: the water went from black to silver, the limestone glowed pale, the trees threw long shadows across the rocks. It was so beautiful it felt theatrical, as if Kelly had designed the lighting specifically for them that night.

“Come with me.” Kelly took Becca’s hand and led her out of the water towards the flat rocks at the water’s edge, where she’d laid the towel earlier. Becca followed, water streaming off her body as she stepped out onto the stone, and Kelly helped her down gently, showing Becca exactly where she wanted her. “And Ellie, stay in the water… trust me, it’s worth it.”

Kelly rolled up one of the towels as a sort of pillow and Becca lay back, her head cushioned with another towel under her. “They’re warm,” Becca giggled in surprised, her skin wet and gleaming in the moonlight.

“Not my first rodeo,” was Kelly’s response. “The rock keeps the heat from the day.”

Kelly knelt beside her and kissed her slowly before moving down her body, her mouth seeming to chase the water droplets on Becca’s skin, and when she settled between Becca’s legs the two of them were in perfect silhouette against the moon near the horizon… Ellie smiled to herself, Kelly really did know what made for a good view. A part of her wondered who else there’d been here, whether she’d watched Colt with someone from the spot where Ellie was standing with the water up to her shoulders. She could see Kelly’s shape kneeling over between Becca’s legs, almost like a position of worship, Becca’s back arching slightly away from the stone. The outline of them together was like a painting that Ellie wanted to stare at forever.

Their sounds carried across the water to her. Soft moans, sharp breaths, the occasional whispered word that Ellie couldn’t quite catch, all mixing with the crickets and the gentle lap of the water against the rocks. Ellie let herself float in the shallows, watching, and the arousal that had been building all evening was now something she couldn’t ignore, a physical ache, insistent, demanding, her body responding to what she was seeing with a need that went beyond what she’d felt each time before.

She’d never touched herself during an encounter. That had never been part of it: the discipline of watching without her own release was part of the dynamic, the stored energy that powered the reclaiming of Becca afterwards. But tonight, in the warm water, under the stars, with the silhouette of her wife being slowly taken to higher and higher levels of pleasure on the moonlit rocks, she thought why not? Nobody can see, I’m in the water. And I want to… God do I want to.

She slipped the swimsuit off under the water, the fabric sliding down her legs and away, and threw it to the shore. It left her with a vulnerability she hadn’t expected, an openness that changed everything about how she was experiencing that moment. It felt naughty, transgressive… as if what they’d done so far wasn’t.

Her hand went between her own legs, and she didn’t fight it. She touched herself slowly, her eyes on the silhouette of Becca and Kelly on the rocks, the sounds washing over her, the warm water holding her, and it felt like the most natural thing she’d done yet… not a departure from the dynamic they’d been building but an evolution of it, the watcher becoming more fully part of what was happening.

On the rocks Becca was close, Ellie could see it in the way her body was tensing, could hear it in the way her moans were climbing, and Ellie felt her own climax building in sympathy, her fingers moving faster, the water rippling gently around her.

Becca turned her head, some instinct pulling her gaze towards the water, and she saw Ellie. Even in the half-dark, even from that distance, Ellie could see the moment Becca realised what she was doing… a flicker of surprise, then understanding, then something that looked like joy spreading across her face as her own climax started to hit.

When Becca came her eyes were fixed on Ellie, a long rising moan that broke open into the night, her body lifting off the rock, Kelly’s hands on her hips holding her, and Ellie came seconds later, her own climax rolling through her in the water, quieter than Becca’s but deep and shuddering, thankful that she had the buoyancy of the water to hold her, both necklaces floating against her bare chest.

For a moment they just looked at each other across the water, Becca on the moonlit stone, Ellie in the dark shallows, and the connection between them was absolute. No words, no gestures, just the knowledge of being seen come undone, completely, by the person who mattered most.

Becca smiled. Ellie smiled back. And the moment lasted a few seconds longer, perfect and whole, before the night moved on around them.

Kelly stayed with Becca through the aftershocks, gentle, unhurried, then kissed her way back up and lay next to her on the stone. After a few minutes Becca sat up, stroked Kelly’s hair back from her face, and slid down to return what she’d been given. Ellie watched from the water, calmer now, her body relaxed and satisfied, as Becca went down on Kelly with the moon shining down on them.

Kelly’s climax was quieter than Becca, a shaking that rolled through her in waves while Becca held her hips and eased her through it with her tongue. The sound of it carried gently across the still water and disappeared into the enormous Texan night.

***

They gathered themselves slowly. Ellie waded to where she’d tossed her swimsuit, thinking to put it back on but then hesitated, realising she was already stood naked in knee deep water, knowing that Kelly could see her nudity already. So… she decided to own it.

Kelly and Becca were sat on the rocks, wrapped in nothing but their towels, and both women watched as Ellie walks towards them, naked, her skin wet from the water. Kelly handed her a towel with a smile, and Becca reached for Ellie, taking her hand.

“You ok?” Becca said, looking Ellie in the eye.

Ellie dried herself then wrapped the towel around her body. “Very. You?”

Becca smiled a contented smile. “Very.”

Ellie sat down on the rock next to the two of them, Becca in the middle, and Becca’s hand found hers, reassuring.

“We should have brought drinks down,” Kelly said after a while.

“Trying to get me drunk? Take advantage of me?” Becca teased.

Kelly laughed. “I’m not sure that would make any difference…”

Eventually they pulled their robes back on and, with their torches showing the way, made their way back up the path through the trees to the house, chatting to each other as they went.

Once they got there they took turns showering, Kelly using her bathroom (“Sorry, I’ve tried but there really is only room for one”) while Ellie showered in theirs. Once she was finished Ellie came back out to the kitchen, wearing only the robe and feeling entirely comfortable doing so, to see Kelly pulling the makings of sandwiches out of the fridge.

“There’s a cold bottle of white wine, opener in the drawer,” Kelly said, indicating with her head. Ellie opened and poured the wine, handing a glass to Kelly.

“Thanks.” Kelly took a long sip and leaned against the counter. The shower had taken the edge off her energy, either that or, Ellie figured, a couple of orgasms had probably done the trick too, and she looked happy and relaxed, the uncomplicated joy that Ellie was learning was Kelly at her most genuine.

Ellie could hear the shower running down the hall, Becca singing something off-key, something happy. Kelly turned and finished assembling the sandwiches. She pushed a plate towards Ellie, before hesitating. Then, out of nowhere, she came around the counter and pulled Ellie into a hug… not a quick, perfunctory one either, it was the sort of hug Kelly gave when she meant it.

“You doing ok?” Kelly asked, pulling back but keeping her hands on Ellie’s arms, looking at her properly. “Tonight’s been a lot. The water, you taking the swimsuit off… I saw that. That was new for you, right?”

“It was new,” Ellie admitted. “Good new. I think.”

“It looked good new from where I was standing.” Kelly smiled. “Is there anything you want tonight? Anything you’d like to see, or not see, or anything I should know?”

Ellie thought about it and shook her head. “Just be natural. Whatever happens between you two, just let it happen. The best stuff is when it’s real, not when either of you is thinking about what I want to see. The worst would be if it felt like I was watching you two put on a sex show for me.”

“I can certainly avoid that.” Kelly squeezed her arms and let go, picking up her wine again. “Natural is my speciality. Just ask Colt… he says I’m incapable of being anything else.”

“Speaking of Colt…” Ellie took a drink. “Tell me if I’m overstepping a line, but…” Ellie hesitated.

“There aren’t many lines with me, don’t worry.”

“Ok… when I was watching earlier, when I was in the water and you and Becca were on the rocks. I felt like you might have done that a few times before?”

Kelly grinned. “Busted.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Don’t tell Becca though…” She winked.

“Me and him talked this morning, how he watches sometimes too. I never figured we’d have that in common, but,” Ellie shrugged, “we do.”

Kelly was nodding. “And the other way round too, sometimes I’ve watched him. Not for a whole night, but if we’re playing both of us with someone, I might sit back and give him the chance to have his fun. I get what you get from this, though personally I like to be involved too.”

Ellie thought for a moment. “He mentioned you had quite a night the night after the gig. The Saturday, after you saw us. He was very gentlemanly about the details.”

Kelly laughed. “Oh God. He told you that?” She took another drink of her wine. “Yeah, so after Solana’s launch party we went out after, her, Brooke, a group of friends. The model who’s the face of the perfume came with us.”

Raising an eyebrow, Ellie said, “Model…?”

“Luisa she’s called. Mexican and, I can tell you, hot as fuck. Here, look.” She tapped on her phone and then held it up to show a campaign photo with a model who was, Ellie could confirm, definitely hot as fuck. “So,” Kelly continued, “I could tell Colt was into her basically immediately, and she was into him, and I knew when they danced together. So… I guess you could say I arranged a thank you present. She was staying at our hotel and on the way back we stopped for food and I asked her outright.”

“Asked her if she’d sleep with Colt?”

Kelly shook her head. “Asked her if she’d like to come back to our room for a drink and see what happened.” She grinned again. “I’m all about the subtlety.”

Ellie shared her grin. “Then you watched?”

“Half-watched, half-joined in. Colt had a very good night. So did I. So did Luisa for that matter.” Ellie saw her cheeks redden a touch at the memory. “Colt’s not exactly lacking down there, if you follow me. One of the many things I love about him. She seemed to appreciate that.”

Ellie nodded toward Kelly’s phone. “You hook up with models all the time?”

Kelly laughed and shook her head. “First time. Could have been kinda awkward, she’d had a thing with Solana but they called it off fast when they knew they’d be working together. You know, her brand, Luisa the face of it, that could get messy fast.”

She’d had a thing with Solana? “I didn’t realise that Solana was into women. She didn’t have that vibe.”

“Oh, completely. She’s the most lesbian lesbian I know. One hundred percent not interested in guys.” Kelly lowered her voice. “Between you and me, Solana’s still completely gone for Luisa. Don’t tell her I told you that.”

“Noted.”

The shower shut off down the hall. Kelly put her phone face down on the counter and picked up a knife to finish the sandwiches.

Becca appeared from the hallway, damp and a little pink from the shower, pulling her robe tight. She walked straight past Ellie to where Kelly was standing at the counter and wrapped her arms around her from behind, pressing her face into Kelly’s neck, kissing her cheek.

Kelly smiled and leaned back into it, her hand coming up to rest on Becca’s arm, and for a few seconds they just stood like that… Becca holding Kelly from behind, chin on her shoulder, Kelly tilting her head to rest against Becca’s, both of them quiet, comfortable and close.

Ellie watched from the other side of the kitchen and felt the loop flare hard. Because that was their move, hers and Becca’s. That was what Becca did with her: came up behind her while she was cooking, wrapped her arms around her, rested her chin on her shoulder and just breathed. Ellie had felt those arms a thousand times, had leaned back into that exact embrace more nights than she could count, and seeing Becca do it with Kelly, casually, instinctively, as if she belonged there, it hit somewhere deep and complicated.

Becca wasn’t just sleeping with Kelly tonight. She was playing at being in a relationship with her. The domesticity of it, the easy physical intimacy, the way she’d walked past her own wife to wrap herself around someone else in the kitchen… it was a performance of coupledom that went far beyond sex, and it was so hot that Ellie had to grip her wine glass to keep her hand from shaking.

“What are we not telling Solana?” Becca murmured into Kelly’s neck, her eyes on Ellie, having apparently caught the tail end of the conversation from the guest bedroom.

“Nothing,” Kelly and Ellie said simultaneously, and Becca looked between them with the narrow-eyed suspicion of someone who knew she was being excluded but had decided to let it go for now.

Becca let go of Kelly and the three of them stood in the kitchen in their robes, wine glasses in hand, sandwiches on plates. The conversation was relaxed, three women with nothing to hide and nothing to prove, just easy and fun.

But underneath the joy, the current was still running. Ellie could see it in the way Kelly’s eyes kept drifting to the gap where Becca’s robe crossed at her chest, not hiding it, not trying to be subtle. Could see it in the way Becca was standing, hip cocked against the counter, glass held loosely, the robe coming looser and barely bothering to tie it again, a length of bare thigh showing where the fabric parted.

Eventually, Becca put her glass down and looked at Kelly with an expression that Ellie knew very, very well… the look that said this is all well and good, but I want you, and I’ve been wanting you more and more since I last had you, and I can’t stop myself any more. That look, but given to someone else, sent the jealousy-arousal loop into overdrive.

"You know what I kept thinking while you were going down on me out there?" Becca said, her voice low, her eyes not leaving Kelly's, all the hotter for how she’d suddenly changed the gear of the conversation. "I kept thinking about how good the stone felt under my back, and how good your mouth felt, and how what I really wanted was for you to take me inside and fuck me so hard I can't walk tomorrow."

The kitchen went very still. Ellie looked at her wife in astonishment. Where did that come from?


Chapter 22


Kelly's glass hit the counter. Her robe hit the floor about a second later. And about a second after that she was all over Becca, hand fumbling at the cord of her robe, lips on hers, pushing her back towards the sitting area. Becca’s robe fell away and, after a moment of evident surprise, she was kissing Kelly back hard and they were stumbling, naked, urgent, leaving Ellie stood in their wake as they fell on to the couch.

Ellie sat on a stool at the counter, her heart hammering at the sudden transition, and it had taken no time for Kelly to end up on top of Becca, the transition from robes-in-the-kitchen to naked-and-already-fucking so fast it was almost violent in its urgency.

This was fast. Animalistic. The tenderness of the rocks and the water gone, replaced by something much more desperate and hungrier, as if the earlier gentleness had been the foreplay and this was the main event itself. Kelly pushed Becca flat and pressed down on top of her, their legs intertwined, and Ellie leaned against the back of the stool watching as Kelly started grinding against Becca, their hips finding a rhythm, the slide of their bodies together making a sound that Ellie felt in her spine and told her everything about how aroused both women were.

As much to calm her nerves as anything she poured herself another glass of wine and forced herself to relax, crossing her legs as she felt the sudden spike of jealousy start to give way to something much more pleasant.

They were scissoring, legs interlocked, Kelly driving the pace, Becca matching it, both of them gasping and clutching at each other, the couch creaking beneath them. It was insanely intimate, face to face, eyes locked, and Ellie was in no doubt whatsoever that if someone said to Becca at that precise moment what about Ellie? her response would be Ellie who? This was two women who wanted to make each other climax fast and hard, who'd spent the evening on a slow burn and now Becca’s sudden change of pace had poured rocket fuel on top.

Kelly's hand gripped the arm of the couch for leverage, her hips rolling with a force and purpose that made Becca cry out. Becca's hands were on Kelly's ass, pulling her closer, harder, and the sounds they were both making filled the room, grunts and moans and the wet slap of arousal on arousal, and beneath it all a building urgency that was racing toward the edge.

Becca came first, a sharp, shuddering cry, her body convulsing against Kelly’s, and then Kelly followed her half a minute later, grinding herself into Becca hard, so hard that Ellie could see Becca struggling to handle the sensation but forcing her to, gifting Kelly the climax that she’d earned, until they slowed, both of them shaking, breathing hard, foreheads pressed together and grinning.

“Like that?” Kelly grinned breathlessly.

“Exactly like that,” Becca grinned back and took a deep breath. “Exactly like that…”

***

The next hour or so were a whole jumble of what, Ellie came to realise, was pretty close to sensory overload… it was Becca and Kelly let loose, familiar enough with each other by now to not hold back, yet new enough to each other that they had barely scratched the surface on what each liked or didn’t like, still firmly at the experimental stage of what this was between them.

Ellie watched, switching wine for herbal tea so that she didn’t end up drunk, and talked to them in the quieter moments, but left them to do their thing when they were doing their thing. After a while on the couch they switched to the guest room, Kelly explaining reasonably enough that Colt drew a line at her bringing another woman into their bed when he wasn’t there, and it got slower, less frantic but more exploratory. At one point Kelly disappeared for a few minutes and came back with her vibrator, which certainly livened things up between the two of them.

Sitting in her chair in the guest room, the jealousy almost entirely faded leaving her body singing with arousal, both necklaces reassuring against her chest, Ellie waited. She wanted to reclaim Becca, she realised, wanted her back now, but she told herself to be patient, to delay the gratification. The reclaiming would come, she knew that with certainty, and if she could just wait a little longer it would be even better.

As if reading her mind, Kelly broke the kiss she’d been sharing with Becca and propped herself up on her elbow. Despite looking like a woman who’d just had a lot of very good sex, her expression as she looked at Ellie was a little hesitant, the first time all weekend that Kelly had looked anything other than completely sure of herself.

"Can I ask you something?" Kelly said.

"Sure."

"The part that comes after. What you two do when I go back to my bed in a minute." She paused. "Would you let me watch?"

The question came out and sat there. Ellie looked at Becca, who’d glanced her way immediately, still recovering from her latest climax, her chest flushed and heaving, but her head obviously rapidly clearing, her expression cycling through surprise and then something else… a flush that wasn't entirely from the exertion, a brightness in her eyes that Ellie recognised.

"You want to watch… us?" Ellie said, glancing back at Kelly in surprise, making sure she'd understood.

“If you’ll let me.”

Ellie looked at Becca again who gave a slight nod. I’m happy to if you are.

“Why?” It was a big step for Ellie, bigger than for Becca who, of course, had already been deeply intimate with Kelly. This would cross a line for Ellie, and while she realised she was open to it she wanted to make sure the reasons were good.

Kelly hesitated for a few moments, opening her mouth to speak then faltering, then opening her mouth again.

"I want to watch you reclaim her." Kelly said it simply, no games, no teasing. "I want to see what I cause. I wondered both other times what happens after I leave, what the two of you are like when you're... I don't know. Coming back to each other. What you’re like together. I think it would help me understand what this is. All of it."

Ellie looked at Becca again. The question was really for both of them: this was the most intimate part of their dynamic, the thing that was purely and exclusively theirs.

But hadn't tonight been about dissolving those boundaries? Hadn't she undressed at the watering hole, touched herself where they could see her? Hadn't every boundary she'd crossed tonight made the experience richer rather than smaller?

"Bec?" Ellie said softly. "What do you think? This is both our decision.”

Becca was quiet for a moment, and Ellie could see her thinking, the therapist and the wife both working behind her eyes. Then she said, "I think Kelly's earned that. And I think I want to show her just how much I love you."

Ellie found herself smiling. Absolutely the right answer, my amazing wife. In that instant the jealousy-arousal loop seemed to switch off, replaced by something different, something simple and true… pride. Pride in her marriage, pride in what her and Becca had, pride that Becca was happy to be so open about it after what she’d just done with Kelly. Kelly watching her and Becca do their most intimate, most special thing should feel like a violation, but it didn’t. It felt like an invitation to share something special. After all, who didn’t want to show off what they were proud of?

"Ok," Ellie heard herself say. “But you watch. You don't touch. This part is ours."

"Understood," Kelly said. “Back in a moment.” She disappeared and came back in wearing what was, presumably, one of Colt’s t-shirts, far too large for her. Ellie stood and Kelly took her seat, practically glowing with excited happiness. “Thank you. Both.”

Ellie nodded and smiled, then turned to face Becca who was watching her with a mischievous smile of her own. She untied her robe, letting it fall, feeling acutely self-conscious briefly about standing there naked in front of Kelly but, of course, Kelly could tell and put her at ease.

“You are stunning Ellie,” she said from her seat. “Y’all are one beautiful couple.”

Ellie glanced back over at Kelly, thrilled to see that she meant it, then focused on Becca who’d now moved to kneel on the bed.

“You’ve got something of mine,” Becca said, eyes only for Ellie now.

“I do, don’t I. You want it back?”

“Very much. More than anything.”

“Good.” Ellie knelt opposite her and unfastened Becca’s necklace. “You’ll always come back to me?”

“Always. I love you so, so very much.”

Ellie nodded and smile as she fastened the necklace back around Becca’s neck. “Back where it belongs… I love you so much too.”

They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, Becca unconsciously pushing her hair back behind her ear, sending a thrill through Ellie when she realised that that was the tell, her tell, done genuinely for her.

“Come here and kiss me,” Becca whispered.

Ellie leaned in close. “Gladly.”

Their lips met, slowly for the first few seconds then hungrily. It wasn’t long until their tongues met too and their hands were all over each other. Ellie was sure that she could taste Kelly on her, mixed with the wine, it was a slight tang, close to what Becca tasted like but a little different… and as a reminder that her Becca, her wife, had just been down on another woman several times it did exactly what was needed, triggering a little spark of the jealousy to feed her passion and desperation for Becca. Ellie wanted to taste all of it, every last bit, to reclaim her wife.

“You want me to…?” Ellie glanced downwards and Becca grinned.

“I want, but my body might not cope,” Becca whispered back between kisses. “You might have noticed that Kelly was on a mission.”

Ellie kissed her. “I only counted six orgasms,” she teased.

“Only six… there might have been a small seventh.” Becca grinned against Ellie’s lips. “I suppose one more wouldn’t hurt…”

But Ellie was already kissing her way down Becca’s body, sliding down the bed until she settled between Becca’s legs. “Show Kelly how it’s done,” Becca said, her hand in Ellie’s hair.

Ellie turned her head to glance at Kelly who was watching, very still, entranced, her eyes bright, lips parted… she seemed to be living every moment with them.

Ellie really did show Kelly how it was done… not that it was a competition, but she fancied that she knew Becca’s body as well as her own after all their years together. She started slow, very, very slow, conscious of how sensitive Becca would be, and took an age just delicately teasing her, watching for Becca’s usual tells, and then gradually, oh so gradually, she built up the pace and the pressure as Becca started to respond to her.

She was gasping and moaning quickly enough, Becca’s whole body feeling wired to Ellie, not surprising after what had gone before, but Ellie kept it as slow as she dared, always giving Becca a little less than her body claimed she needed, knowing that that was what Becca did, demanding more but needing less.

Ellie took her to the edge once, then twice, taking Becca so very close that she worried the second time she’d pushed too far, then the third time she let her go, took her through it, and Becca came loudly, screaming with pleasure, her hands not knowing whether to push Ellie away one minute then pull her close the next…

When Ellie lifted her head she knew her lips and chin were coated with Becca’s arousal but didn’t care, working her way back up until she lay next to Becca, kissing her gently, Becca’s thumping heart just about visible against her chest, her breathing rapid.

“You’re mine again?” Ellie teased, kissing her on the lips.

“Always,” Becca whispered breathlessly. “I love you always.”

Ellie kissed her again. “Then show Kelly,” she whispered. “Show her what I mean to you.”

Becca grinned wearily, her eyes bright. “Gladly.” She started kissing down Ellie's body, and Ellie lay back and let it happen, let Becca's mouth travel down her throat, her breasts, her ribs, her stomach, all so slow and teasingly, like Becca had all the time in the world, before she settled between her legs. The first touch of Becca's tongue sent a shockwave through her body that she felt in her bones.

She was so aroused, hours of watching since her own release at the watering hole, not to mention what she’d just done to Becca, all stored up and concentrated, that Becca barely had to do anything. Ellie came hard within seconds, the thought that Kelly was watching them tipping her over the edge, but Becca didn’t stop, wouldn’t let her stop. Just as when she’d gone down on Becca, so Becca was performing this for Kelly as much as gifting it to Ellie: not faking, not pretending, but framing, presenting, saying look at how I love her, look at what we are.

Ellie let herself be loud, louder than usual. She didn't suppress the sounds, didn't muffle them, she let them fill the room for Kelly to hear, and she felt Kelly's eyes on them, attentive and excited, the knowledge that she was being watched while being reclaimed adding a dimension she hadn’t expected.

She came three times in total, three times that Becca took her to where she wanted her to be, three times where Becca didn’t go slow, didn’t go gentle, but simply used her own understanding of Ellie’s body to make the magic happen.

Becca eventually crawled back up and kissed her. Ellie held her and they lay there forehead to forehead, breathing together, and from the chair Kelly said, very quietly, "That was an honour. Thank you."

***

Ellie woke the next morning with the sun up already, the light streaming through cracks in the curtains. Becca was next to her, sleeping on her front, dead to the world still and understandably so.

She glanced across expecting to see Kelly but there was no sign… she’d gone to sleep next to them at the end of the night, which had felt right even if none of them had really talked about it. Becca in the middle, Ellie one side, Kelly the other. But presumably she’d crept out and back to her own bed in the dark, understandable given that it had been a bit of a squeeze for all three of them.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car pulling up on the gravel outside. Ellie checked her phone, 10.47am, probably the latest she’d slept since she was a teenager. But then, it had been a late and very active night so maybe that wasn’t a surprise.

Pulling on shorts and t-shirt, Ellie tiptoed out of the room to see Colt coming through the front door. He grinned when he saw her.

“Late night?” he asked.

Ellie felt herself go red. What to tell him? “It was… you’ll need to ask Kelly for the details.”

He nodded. “I will. All ok?”

“Very. How was your night?”

Colt chuckled. “Got a little crazy. How about I make us some coffee and I’ll tell you all about it while we let our two sleeping beauties get some more shuteye?”

Ellie smiled and nodded. Colt was just about the unlikeliest friend she could have made, the boyfriend of the woman her wife was sleeping with, but sitting out on their porch and putting the world to rights over coffee on a warm Texas morning sounded pretty much perfect.


Chapter 23


Three weeks later Ellie and Becca were in Florida, and the day-to-day felt a million miles away.

The drive from the airport took them along the coast road, Highway 30A, and Ellie's first thought was that it looked nothing like Texas, nothing like California, and certainly nothing whatsoever like Portland. The glimpses of the shore revealed sand that was white, not cream or yellow, genuinely white. The water was a kind of sparkling blue-green that almost looked like it was a computer generated vision of what the seaside should look like. And alongside the shore they could see a mix of upmarket developments and clusters of beach houses, separated by low dunes and the occasional bar, or shop, or restaurant.

Their rental was in Rosemary Beach, a community that had the aesthetic of a very wealthy person's idea of a charming coastal village… white clapboard, tin roofs, cobbled lanes, bougainvillea everywhere. It was beautiful in a surreal way, as if someone had designed the town to film a romantic comedy then decided that afterwards they may as well keep going.

“Holy shit,” Becca said when they got to their house, standing at the door with her bag over her shoulder. “Ellie.”

“I know.”

“The pool.”

“I know.”

“The view.”

“I know.”

“The house.”

Ellie laughed. “I know. You chose well.”

They looked at each other and both started smiling. Becca dropped her bag, walked to the pool's edge, and looked down at the water, then back at Ellie.

The house was more than they needed and exactly what they wanted. Two stories, pale wood floors, an open-plan kitchen that opened onto a back terrace, and beyond the terrace a pool. The pool made it. Rectangular, lit from beneath, screened on all sides by a dense tropical hedge that guaranteed privacy, with a gate through to the beach beyond. They could pick and choose how sociable or how private they wanted to be.

"We're going to have fun here," Becca said.

"That's the plan."

***

They spent the first two days going nowhere near their rental car, staying local, and those days were wonderful. They were the sort of vacation days that exist outside of normal time, where the only decisions that matter are where to eat and whether to swim in the ocean or the pool. They walked the white sand beach, ate shrimp tacos, rode bikes, and swam naked in the pool after dark under stars that didn’t seem quite as bright after Kelly and Colt’s ranch but were still beautiful.

On the third morning, over coffee on the terrace that had the usual effect on Becca that a shot of adrenaline would have on most humans, Becca said, "What would you think about us going to Panama City Beach today?”

Ellie stopped mid-sip, looking out at their very grown up and very sensible view. “The whole day?"

"Why not? It's spring break. We've never done spring break. Let's be idiots for a day."

Ellie thought about it. It was going to be full of exactly the sort of people that Becca and her had steered well clear of back when they were at college, but… they were twenty-five now, they were old enough to know what to avoid and handle the idiots. They’d never experienced the great American spring break tradition, and they were twenty minutes down the road from it. What was one day to head down there and see what the fuss was about?

"Let's be idiots," Ellie agreed. “Adorably, ever so slightly geekily hot, older idiots.”

***

They got a taxi over late morning and it was chaos from the moment they stepped out, but in the best way… the alive, buzzing, everyone's-here-for-a-good-time kind that was impossible not to get swept up in.

The beach was packed. Not just busy but dense, a solid mass of humanity on white sand, the spectrum running from groups of frat boys playing beer pong on folding tables, to packs of women in matching bikinis taking photos of each other, to couples lying on towels pretending they couldn't hear the DJ playing at a volume that suggested he might be trying to communicate with another dimension.

Ellie and Becca laid their towels down in a spot near the water that required some friendly negotiation with a group of guys from Georgia Tech who'd built a sand fort that was encroaching on several neighbouring territories. Negotiation was probably overstating it though, considering that it took the form of Becca stood asking nicely in her string bikini and the Georgia Tech guys falling over themselves to make room, because Becca in a sexy bikini asking nicely was a force that Ellie reckoned most men couldn't resist. Probably most women too.

"They're sweet," Becca said, lying down and pulling her sunglasses on.

"They're nineteen. They reckon they’ve died and gone to heaven because two actual women in bikinis have come to lie down next to them.”

"Don't be mean. I, for one, think that their fort is impressive." It was, Ellie had to admit to herself, a pretty good fort. “Plus,” Becca lowered her voice conspiratorially, leaning closer, “they’ll definitely give us as much beer as we want.”

The day was, Ellie found, simple, pure, genuine unironic fun. They swam in the Gulf along with what felt like half the college aged population of the US, and Ellie found her and Becca laughing at the absurdity of it: a girl on an inflatable unicorn drifting past, a group of guys trying to do more and more ridiculous dives off a pier in the distance, some women trying to do synchronised dance moves for their social media in the shallows to a song that Ellie didn’t know but it felt like everyone else did.

They realised early that the best way to enjoy the day was to go with the flow and let themselves get pulled into whatever was happening. The Georgia Tech guys wanted to know where they were from, what they did, whether they wanted to join their beer pong tournament (they did, and were terrible at it, but at least it was in a hilarious way). A group of nursing students from Alabama shared their cooler and their gossip about a party they'd been at the night before that had ended with someone's ex showing up uninvited. Two very tanned men in their thirties who were clearly not college students (not that Ellie and Becca could exactly complain) tried to hit on them, realised they were a couple, and pivoted seamlessly into friendly conversation about the best bars in PCB. Whether that was progressive of them or simply them trying to play the long game in the hope that they’d recant their sexuality neither could quite decide, but either way it was fun.

Becca was radiant, genuinely enjoying herself. She was laughing, talking, being the open, magnetically charming person she was without any agenda beneath it. Ellie watched her chat to all these strangers, half-expecting the familiar loop to fire up but it never materialised because, Ellie realised, there was no threat here, no one Becca was going to leave with, just the pleasure of watching her wife be happy.

"I love this," Becca said at one point, lying on her stomach, chin propped on her hands, watching the beach spectacle. "I can't believe we've never done this."

"We were too busy being serious."

“And in love… don’t forget the in love bit.” She leaned over and kissed Ellie. “I’m glad we came.”

"Me too."

***

As the sun started to set the energy changed. The music got louder and the beach started to thin as people migrated towards the bars and clubs along the beachfront. Ellie and Becca stayed for a while though, not ready to leave, enjoying watching the sunset across the water, pleasantly buzzed from an afternoon of social beers and sunshine.

When it was time they ended up at a beachfront bar that seemed to be the natural destination for everyone from their part of the beach: open-sided, a large outdoor terrace, a band playing something loud and vaguely recognisable. The crowd was still in swimwear and they fit right in as they found stools at a high table, settling in to people watch for a bit.

“Those guys will die, surely, if they drink all of that?” Becca said, nodding towards a vast array of shots that seemed to be for six guys to share between them. “Should we be the grownups and, you know, intervene or something?”

"Absolutely not. This is natural selection in action."

"I’m more worried about everyone else. Imagine them on the dance floor after all of that.”

"Don’t worry. Everyone here has survival instincts.” Ellie paused and grinned. “Except for them maybe.”

As the evening went on the bar filled up and the music got louder. Ellie felt the mood change from daytime fun to night-time possibility, even though everyone still seemed to be in their beachwear. Her and Becca were themselves still in their bikinis with shorts pulled on over the bottoms, still sandy, still tasting of salt and sunscreen, but so was everyone else, and there was something democratising about it: everyone at the same level, no one dressed up, no one trying too hard.

One of the nursing students from the Alabama group appeared at their table slightly worse for wear but grinning widely.

"Hey! Bikini ladies! You're still here!"

"Still here," Becca confirmed, smiling.

"Come dance! We found the DJ and he's actually good now, he was terrible earlier but either he got better or we got drunker. Probably drunker. Come dance!"

They went, because why not? One day of spring break in their whole lives, why not make the most of it? The music was actually pretty good, and the crowd on the dance floor was a swirl of tanned bodies, cheap cocktails, and unbridled joy.

Ellie danced with Becca and with the nursing students. At one point one of the guys with the shots danced with her, surprisingly steady on his feet still although his conversation was terrible, while Becca danced with everyone, utterly unconcerned by whether she was dancing well or not (she was) or who she was dancing with (anyone).

It was while they were queuing at the bar a little later that Becca asked. She leaned in close, quite drunk by that stage just like Ellie, and half-shouted over the music, “So how married are we feeling tonight?”

Ellie felt that familiar stab of jealousy but smiled, knowing what followed. “Pretty married. Why? You found someone?”

Becca waggled her head from side-to-side. “Not a plausible girlfriend situation, but some of our nursing student friends are cute and I’ve noticed a couple of them looking at me like… you know.”

“What are you asking?”

“You can say no… but if I made out with one of them, would you hate me?”

Ellie thought for a second, checking in with herself. Jealousy at the thought? Check. Arousal? That was there too… “You want the full spring break experience?” she asked.

“Drunkenly making out with someone that I think is cute?” She shrugged. “Maybe.”

Ellie laughed. “Go for it, so long as I can see. But…” She put her hand on Becca’s necklace. “Keep it on. First, because we’ve had too much to drink not to accidentally lose it if you take it off.” Becca grinned and nodded. “And second, there is no way that any of them tick the plausible girlfriend box.”

“Yes boss.” She leaned over and kissed Ellie on the cheek. “And thank you. Best wife ever.”

Nothing happened for a while. They got their drinks, talked to a few people, but then Ellie saw that Becca had spotted their new found friends dancing again and was making her way over to them.

It was maybe the third or fourth song, and when Ellie glanced over again she didn’t see Becca for a moment. Then she spotted her, at the far side of the dance floor, dancing alone with one of the Alabama girls, not the one who’d dragged them to the dance floor earlier but another one. She was a pretty brunette and while Ellie couldn’t remember her name she did remember that she had a southern accent so thick that it was almost a parody.

They were close, and they’d stopped dancing. The brunette was shouting something into Becca’s ear over the music and Becca was nodding her head in agreement, then Becca said something back and didn’t really pull back much. They were very close now, and Ellie realised that they were holding hands, it didn’t even look deliberate, just like it had happened in the alcohol fuelled haze and neither had noticed but nor would either have cared if they did.

And then… then Becca glanced over, her eyes scanning the bar until she saw Ellie, and her gaze fixed on Ellie for a couple of seconds, deliberate, even as she stood so close to the brunette.

You sure? the look said. Last chance to say no.

Ellie gave a little smile and nodded, go for it, and saw Becca smile back before she turned to her companion. She watched as Becca said something into her ear, saw the brunette grin and look at Becca, nodding, and then Becca’s hand went to the brunette’s hair and pulled her slowly closer until their lips met.

It was sloppy and spontaneous, the kind of kiss that happens at spring break a thousand times each night between people who’ve been drinking in the sun all day and are running on endorphins by that stage of the evening. The brunette kissed her back, hard, clearly not wanting to waste a moment, and they made out, stood right there on the dance floor. Ellie had to stop herself laughing when she saw that the guy with the shots had noticed and was stood staring, slack jawed, all his fantasies come true. Ellie herself had felt a spark, an objective arousal at the sight of Becca kissing this pretty woman, but it was too drunk, too performative to trigger those deeper, braided emotions.

Becca and the brunette broke apart, breathless and laughing, and then the brunette’s friends had seen and started cheering… Ellie went over to a grinning, buzzing Becca and put her arm around her, kissing her, reclaiming her a little to the sound of more cheers. It was fun, silly, and they all knew it meant absolutely nothing beyond the moment.

"I just got kissed by a nursing student from Alabama," Becca announced, as if reporting a scientific observation and as if she hadn’t checked that Ellie was watching.

"I saw."

"She tasted like margaritas mixed with sunscreen."

"Romantic."

"Incredibly romantic. I think she's already forgotten it happened." Becca leaned against Ellie, happy. "Can we get food? I'm starving." She paused and grinned. “And then, take me home…”

They found burgers at a place near the bar and ate them standing up. Ellie called a taxi and by the time they were in the back seat heading back west along the dark coast road Becca was half-asleep against Ellie's shoulder, muttering about how the burgers were almost as good as Austin but not quite. Ellie held her and watched the dark ocean through the window, thinking about the evening.

The kiss had been nothing. A spring break moment, forgotten by the brunette and her friends before she'd finished her next drink. But it had happened, and it had been hot. It made Ellie wonder… maybe there might be an opportunity this holiday to get the loop properly fired up.

Maybe.

Not tonight though. Tonight was done, and it had been perfect in its own way… they’d done spring break, a few years late for sure, but they’d done it and it had been fun, really fun.

So maybe one more time before they left. One more evening, see what happened. Keep an open mind.

She'd suggest it tomorrow. After the hangovers.


Chapter 24


The hangovers were significant.

Ellie woke up to realise they hadn’t drawn the curtains, the sunlight like an assault on the senses, and her headache felt like her brain had shrivelled to the size of a pebble overnight, rattling around painfully every time she moved her head.

Next to her Becca was face down on the pillow, groaning.

"I'm dying," Becca said into the pillow. “Since when was the sun so bright.”

"You're not dying. You're hungover."

"Same thing. Worse. Dying would mean this would end." She rolled over and squinted at Ellie. Her eyes were puffy, her hair was everywhere, and she had a faint sunburn across her nose that would have been cute if she didn't look like she'd spent the night in a bush. "How much did we drink?"

"I stopped counting after the nursing students shared their cooler."

"That was at like two in the afternoon."

"Yes."

Becca pulled the pillow over her face. "We're twenty-five. We should be able to handle this."

"We're twenty-five-year-olds who haven't day-drunk since college. Our tolerance has atrophied."

"I kissed a nursing student."

"You did."

"Was it good?"

"It was very sloppy and apparently she tasted like margaritas and sunscreen. Your words."

"I don't remember saying that but it sounds accurate." A pause. "Did I enjoy it?"

"You seemed amused by it more than aroused."

"That sounds right. I remember her being fun. I don't remember wanting to take her home." Another pause. "I also remember dancing with the shots guy. Tell me I didn't kiss him too."

"You didn't kiss him. You did tell him you were impressed by how many shots they had. He thought you were flirting.”

Becca emerged from the pillow and reached for the glass of water on the nightstand. "Can we spend today not moving?"

"That was my plan."

***

They did indeed spend Sunday barely moving. The pool, the couch, a delivery order from the nearest restaurant that sold enough carbohydrates to rebuild them, not to mention a long nap in the afternoon that felt medically necessary even if it also made them feel old before their time. By the evening the hangovers had receded to a manageable dull ache, and they sat on the terrace watching the sky change colour, drinking sparkling water because the thought of alcohol made them both wince.

"That was a really good day though," Becca said.

"It was a great day."

"Like genuinely, apart from the hangover, one of the funnest days of my life. Just being out there, being part of it, the beach, the people, dancing, all of it. I felt like we were twenty again."

"Except when we were twenty we could drink all day and function the next morning."

"Details." She gestured vaguely and smiled at Ellie. "I'm glad the kiss was nothing. I mean, it was fun, but I'm glad it wasn't the thing. And thank you for permission. But if something's going to happen on this trip I want it to be real, not a drunk girl on a dance floor who’s going to forget about it ten seconds later."

"Agreed." Ellie grinned. “Either that or she’s sat there right now having a massive freak out about whether she’s into women.”

Becca laughed. “If she is then we’ve done our civic duty.”

They sat for a while in comfortable silence, watching the day fade to darkness around them and the pool lights coming on automatically.

“Think we should try that again before we leave?” Becca asked casually. A little too casually, Ellie suspected.

“I was going to suggest the same. But the hangover… let’s give it a few days.”

“Thursday? Gives us time to have fun round here, and gives us all of Friday to recover before our flights at the weekend.”

“But go there later. Like mid-afternoon.” Ellie hesitated.

“What?” A smile was playing around the edges of Becca’s mouth, like she knew there was more from Ellie.

“We should… leave our options open when we’re there.”

“In case there’s a plausible girlfriend sort of situation,” Becca teased.

Ellie felt herself blush. “Maybe…”

“I’d like that. But I didn’t see too many of them yesterday. Lots of women I found attractive, but girlfriend material? No.”

“We could… relax the criteria. A little.”

Becca looked at Ellie intently. “We could. A little. The full spring break experience. You think that would get your whole jealousy-arousal thing going?”

Ellie nodded. “Absolutely not taking advantage of a drunk eighteen-year-old. No way.”

“Of course.”

“But someone we both like… plausible girlfriend could stretch to plausible when we were seniors. I could get with that.”

Becca nodded slowly. “I could too. Let’s see what happens.” She stood and nodded towards the pool. “Before we worry about any of that though, what do you say to a night-time swim?” She held out her hand to help Ellie stand then, once she was upright, leaned forward to whisper. “No swimwear allowed…”

***

Monday through Wednesday were great even without the distraction of playing at being students.

They went to the oyster place they’d heard about and it was as good as the reviews promised. They found a bookshop where Ellie lost an hour simply browsing and Becca lost patience. They ran on the beach in the mornings, they swam in the afternoons, they chilled by the pool in the evenings, and the rhythm of it was so good that Ellie caught herself thinking she could do this forever.

Becca was lighter than she'd been in months. The ranch weekend had unlocked something in her, maybe a confidence in what they’d been doing, and the Florida sun combined with the distance from work and the absence of any obligation beyond where to eat next had amplified it. She was wonderfully relaxed as, Ellie realised, was she.

They had great sex, powered by the sun and the privacy. The pool became their after-dark kingdom: naked swims, slow kisses against the tiles, the underwater lights turning their bodies turquoise. One evening Ellie sat on the pool's edge while Becca went down on her in the shallows, the water reassuring cool around Ellie's ankles, her hands rough against the paving, and afterwards they floated together looking at the stars and saying nothing because nothing needed to be said.

No narration. No fantasy. No dynamic. Just them.

Ellie found it reassuring… all they needed was them. This dynamic they’d discovered, their kink, it was extra. A wonderful, deeply pleasurable extra, yes, but an extra nonetheless.

***

Kelly checked in on Tuesday, a voice note on the group chat that was mostly her complaining about a fence post and then, almost as an afterthought, asking how Florida was.

Becca replied with a photo of the two of them on the beach, tanned and smiling, and Kelly's response was: Ugh you look amazing. Colt says hi. Tell me more when you're back.

Ellie added: We went to PCB on Saturday. Becca kissed a nursing student from Alabama. It was messy.

Kelly's reply was a voice note of her laughing so hard she couldn't speak for fifteen seconds, followed by: Sloppy spring break kisses are a rite of passage. Did it go further?

Becca: It did not. She tasted like margaritas and sunscreen. At least that’s apparently what I said. I had some memory loss.

Kelly: The dream. Colt wants to know if the nursing student was cute?

Becca: Tell Colt she was very cute but not as adorable as him. Though Ellie remembers better.

Ellie: I can confirm she was cute.

***

On the Wednesday night, before bed, Becca stood by the pool and looked at the water, lit from beneath, the surface perfectly still.

"I'm excited about tomorrow," she said. "Not in the way where I'm expecting something to happen. Just... excited to go back and see where it takes us. Is that weird?"

"Not weird at all. It was genuinely one of the best days we've had."

Becca smiled. "The Georgia Tech guys and their sand fort."

"The unicorn."

"The synchronised dancing."

"The nursing students' cooler." Ellie grinned. “One particular nursing student…”

Becca shared her grin. “I blame the cooler. That's what got us." Becca turned away from the pool and walked over to Ellie, putting her arms around her. "Whatever tomorrow is, it's going to be fun."

"That's all it needs to be."


Chapter 25


The taxi dropped them at the edge of the main strip around four in the afternoon, and the energy hit them before they’d even closed the car door: music from three directions, the smell of sunscreen and fried food, and people everywhere.

“It’s less insane than Saturday,” Becca said, looking around, and she was right. It was still packed but didn’t quite have the same sense that everyone was on the verge of properly cutting loose.

“Maybe that was just our stretch of beach? But it’s Thursday. Give it a few hours.”

They headed for the beach first, kicking off their sandals and walking down close to the waterline. It was busy but not the wall-to-wall madness of Saturday. Ellie figured that by this stage of the week you’d have some people who went far too hard at the start and were struggling by now. If her hypothesis was right it probably meant a different vibe, those still going a mix of the more sensible and the true party animals.

They found a spot, laid out their towels, and within ten minutes had been adopted by a mixed group of guys and girls from Florida State who seemed to have colonised that part of the beach since early. They offered them beers from one of several coolers, refusing any offer of payment, claiming they’d bought far too much and couldn’t possibly drink them all before they went home.

“Where are y’all from?” asked the guy who seemed to be in charge of the cooler, a sunburned kid in board shorts who could only have been barely nineteen.

“Austin,” Becca said.

“Nice. You in school there?”

“We graduated a couple of years ago.”

“Oh, cool.” He nodded sagely, as if a couple of years was a vast and incomprehensible distance. “So you’re like… out here just for fun?”

“Just for fun,” Ellie confirmed, sipping the free beer and trying not to laugh.

In all fairness they were good company, curious about adult life which presumably felt a long way off still and genuinely interested to meet two women who were a little different to the crowd they’d been hanging with all week.

They stayed on the beach for an hour, soaking up the sun and the atmosphere, watching the parade of spring break go past them while they chatted. A few of the Florida State guys were throwing a football between them in a game that seemed to have serious consequences for anyone who committed the heinous crime of dropping it.

“I love this,” Becca said, lying on her stomach, chin on her hands. “It’s so stupid and I love it. We should have done this when we were younger.

“It is extremely stupid.” Ellie laughed. “But yeah. Though I’m not sure college us would have appreciated it like now us do. If that makes sense?”

“You’re right. We weren’t exactly party central, were we? Still… better late than never. We should make the most of this.” She turned her head to look at Ellie. “Bar?”

“Bar.”

***

They found a place that was busy without being unhinged like the place from Saturday had been. It still had the obligatory bar open to the outside, a DJ despite it not even being dark yet, and a crowd all in the uniform of board shorts and vests for the boys, bikinis and shorts for the girls, but with the atmosphere of a group who’d paced themselves. Yes, they’d probably had a few beers already but the evening was still young. The music was loud but not so loud you had to shout unless you were on the dance floor, which was busy but not insane.

They got drinks and found a high table on the terrace, settling in to watch the crowd. It was a good slot, they could see the bar and the dance floor while still in the middle of things, and they chatted while the watched all of the little micro-dramas play out: a group of girls arriving in matching outfits, guys trying to make a move on the dance floor and mostly crashing and burning, a couple making out in the corner where Ellie was pretty sure they reckoned nobody could see them.

“I’d love to know their back story,” Ellie said, indicating them with her head.

“Ooohh… let me. Right.” Becca thought for a moment. “They don’t want anyone to see them. She keeps glancing towards the door but she’s into him. He’s trying to make the most of it… look at his hands.”

“What are you thinking?”

“I’ve got it. She’s got a boyfriend but he’s not here this week. Her friends are. The guy knows she’s got a boyfriend and wants to make the most of it. And she wants to too, maybe going home tomorrow, make the most of it. I’d say fifty-fifty whether they sleep together.”

“You’re good,” Ellie admitted. “Too good.”

Becca beamed. “Professional therapist. Basically makes me a mind reader.”

“Though we’re assuming you’re right. To prove the hypothesis we need to go and ask them…”

“Be my guest.” Becca looked over at a mixed group sat a few tables over. “Your turn. How about them?”

It was twenty minutes later that two women approached their table, both carrying drinks, both looking over their shoulders at a group of guys near the bar who were watching them with the hopeful expressions of golden retrievers who'd spotted a treat.

"Hi, this is going to sound weird," said the first one, "but can we sit with you? Those guys have been trying to buy us drinks since the beach and if we have to hear one more time about how they're going to be investment bankers we're going to commit a crime."

"Please, sit," Becca said, gesturing to the empty chairs. "We've been there."

“Thank you. Oh my God, thank you.” The second woman dropped into her chair like she’d just escaped a hostage situation. “I’m Alexa, this is Mia.”

"Becca. And this is Ellie."

Ellie took a moment to look at their new companions. Mia was beautiful. Shoulder-length dark hair, brown eyes, the kind of face that didn’t need makeup to look good. She was wearing the obligatory bikini top and denim shorts, and she had the build of someone who did something athletic seriously… strong shoulders, defined arms, she looked sporty.

"You are lifesavers,” Alexa said. She was a little taller than Mia, with long bleach-blonde hair, blue eyes, and a tan that looked like it had been her main goal since day one of spring break. Same athletic build, same effortless beauty, same air of being entirely aware of how good she looked. "I swear the guys get younger every year. I'm twenty-two, not forty. I shouldn't feel like a cougar."

"Senior year?" Ellie asked.

"That obvious?" Mia laughed. "Yeah, last spring break. We thought it would be this amazing victory lap and honestly? We peaked on like day two. Now we're just tired and sunburned and over it."

"We hooked up with some guys earlier in the week," Alexa added, not remotely shy about it at all. "That was fun for about five minutes. Literally five minutes in one case." She and Mia exchanged a look and dissolved into laughter.

"Five minutes is generous," Mia added.

"I was being kind. It was barely one."

They were fun. Ellie liked them immediately despite, or maybe because of, the slight arrogance that came off them both. These were two women who knew that they were the prettiest people in most rooms they walked into. It wasn't obnoxious, just something that was a given for them. They were used to being wanted, used to choosing rather than being chosen, and the spring break environment, where they were clearly at the top of whatever hierarchy existed among the college crowd in terms of both looks and seniority, seemed on the surface to have amplified that self-assurance even further. On the surface, but as they talked, deep down, Ellie recognised it as something else… a realisation that they’d outgrown this all.

“Where are you from?” Becca asked.

“I’m Atlanta,” Mia said. “She’s Mississippi. We’re at Georgia, both seniors. Volleyball.”

“That explains the arms,” Ellie said, grinning.

“These?” Mia flexed, grinning back. “Years of suffering. Totally worth it. Where are you at school?”

“We graduated a few years ago.”

Mia’s eyebrows went up. “Wait, really? How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

Mia looked at Alexa. “Twenty-five. Actual adults.”

“Wow.” Alexa looked at them with renewed interest. “You’re the oldest people we’ve talked to all week who aren’t trying to sell us something or sleep with us.”

“The night is young,” Ellie said, and Becca kicked her under the table.

“Seriously though,” Mia said, leaning forward, “can we hang out with you guys tonight? I know that’s a weird thing to ask but we are so over spring break. We’ve been here since Saturday and I’m tired of being the oldest people in every room. Everyone else is nineteen or twenty and it’s like babysitting.”

“And now it’s Thursday,” Alexa added, “and the guys have got worse, the music’s got louder and we’re at the top of the social pile because everyone else is a sophomore, which sounds fun until you realise it just means they all want to be able to go home saying they fucked a volleyball playing senior.” Alexa shook her head. “We came out tonight hoping to find some actual conversation and instead we got them.” She jerked her thumb toward the bar where the group of guys were already attempting to engage a new target. “So yeah. Can we hang with you? We’re fun, I promise. We’ll buy rounds.”

“You can absolutely hang with us,” Becca said. “But you’re not buying rounds.”

“We’re not?”

“You’re college students. We have jobs.”

Mia looked at Alexa. “I love them already.”

“Same,” Alexa said.

They fell into a fun and easy conversation, swerving the easy option of giving career advice and instead comparing and contrasting Georgia and Stanford, finding common ground despite how different their respective college experiences had been.

“You’re staying in PCB too?” Mia asked.

Ellie shook her head. “About twenty minutes down the coast. We got a rental.”

“We drove along there on the way from the airport, it’s so much nicer than here. Wish we could afford that.”

“We’re married,” Becca added. “That helps.” Ellie saw a twitch of a smile, knowing that Becca enjoyed making the big reveal, we’re lesbians, we’re married, what do you think of that, and watched the other two for their reaction.

Alexa's face lit up. "That's so sweet! How long?” She turned to Mia. “Those are the kind of husbands I want, honestly, ones who are happy for their wives to go to spring break without them."

Ellie stifled a laugh and saw Becca force herself to keep a straight face. Maybe they could have a little fun with this.

“It’s great that you’re still close. My cousin got married and she barely sees her friends anymore,” Mia said. “You live near each other?”

“Yeah, Austin,” Ellie replied. “Been there for a year.”

“Before that we were in the Bay Area,” Becca added, her eyes twinkling with concealed amusement.

Alexa shook her head. “And you moved with your husbands at the same time? That’s commitment.”

“We’ve always been close.” Becca tilted her head. “Ellie’s worth it.”

Ellie kept her face perfectly straight. They’d done this before, the slow reveal, and the pleasure of it never wore off… the gentle comedy of letting people fill in the wrong blanks while the truth sat there plain to see.

“You two must be really close to uproot your whole life, your husbands uproot their whole lives too, like that,” Alexa said.

“We’re very close,” Ellie agreed. “Inseparable, you might say.” She paused. “We live together.”

Becca let out a little laugh and Mia’s drink stopped halfway to her mouth. Alexa sat up straighter. There was a moment of silence as the two of them recalibrated. “You’re married but you live together…” Mia said slowly.

Alexa pursed her lips but a grin was pushing through underneath. “There aren’t any husbands, are there?”

Mia gasped in realisation. “You absolute… how long were you going to let us think you were just friends?”

“As long as it took,” Becca said, laughing.

“We were doing so well until Becca cracked,” Ellie said. “She always cracks.”

“I do. I’m sorry. I have no poker face.”

“We’ve been together seven years,” Ellie said. “Married for two. Since freshman year at Stanford.”

“Stanford,” Mia repeated. “Married at twenty-three. While we’re out here peaking on day two of spring break.” She looked at Alexa, shaking her head. “We are catastrophically underachieving.”

“Speak for yourself,” Alexa said. “I have a five-year plan.”

“Her five-year plan involves marrying a rich man,” Mia told Ellie and Becca. “It’s not the most sophisticated.”

“It absolutely is sophisticated. It’s a plan and it takes five years.”

“And you’ve had it for three years already with no success.”

Alexa scoffed and waved her hand. “Details,” she added, starting to laugh.

They all laughed, and it was interesting to see how the energy changed after the big reveal. It usually went one of two ways… either a kind of ‘does not compute’ reaction, where whoever they were talking to wasn’t comfortable with it, or a ‘that’s cool, now what were we saying’ reaction. Alexa and Mia seemed to be firmly the latter, the two of them looking at Ellie and Becca now not just as a convenient escape from bad chat-up lines but as genuinely interesting people living a life that was several steps ahead of where they were, and that just happened to involve them being two women married to each other.

They stayed for another round, talking mainly about spring break. Their new friends were incredulous to hear that Ellie and Becca had never done spring break when they were at college, and told how they’d done it every year (“That first year was most of our team… that got wild”). It sounded like they had some stories to tell, and Ellie and Becca gladly listened.

“So look… I know you did spring break on Saturday,” Mia said at one point. “Or at least you think you did. But it would be negligent of us not to take our new hot, lesbian friends under our wing and show you how the pros do it.” She paused and smiled. “You down?”

“I am,” Becca replied without hesitation. “El?”

Ellie shrugged. “You only live once. Yeah, I am too.”

“Excellent. This calls for shots, our shout this time,” Alexa said, standing and already on her way to the bar.

“What have we let ourselves in for?” Ellie asked.

“Fun,” Mia laughed. “You two are the most exciting thing to happen to us all week.”


Chapter 26


When the bar started to get louder and more crowded they decided to move. Mia had strong opinions about where to go next (“there’s a strip of places two blocks over that are less frat-house, more actual music”) and they spilled out into the warm evening air.

Ellie was hungry and she persuaded the others that they needed food before anything else. Alexa knew a place, she claimed, a little further down the waterfront and when they got there they found a line of food trucks doing brisk business. Ellie and Becca ordered for everyone and when Mia reached for her bank card Becca waved her away.

“We talked about this. We have jobs.”

“You can’t buy us food and drink all night.”

“Watch us.”

Mia protested once more, a token effort, and Alexa said, “Just let them, Mia. We’ve been living on ramen and gas station snacks for a week. Take the gift.”

They ate standing on the sidewalk, watching the crowd flow past them. Alexa talked to Ellie about her plans for graduation and an internship that she was hoping to get, and Ellie tried to offer some advice although she was more than a little buzzed by then so couldn’t vouch for her advice being up to much. Becca and Mia meanwhile were engaged in a friendly argument-debate about something that Ellie couldn’t quite catch but suspected neither of them really understood either.

“Right, next bar?” Mia asked when they’d finished.

“Lead the way.”

***

The second bar was good: darker, louder, the music less generic. The crowd was a mix of spring breakers and what looked like a few locals, so that for the first time that day Ellie and Becca weren’t the oldest in there. The four of them stood around a table, the drinks flowed, and the conversation got looser and funnier. At one point some guys came to talk to them and their chat was good so they hung out for a while, keeping it to themselves that they only really had a chance with Mia and Alexa.

After a while though Mia came over and shouted in Ellie’s ear over the music, “Let’s get out of here. I know somewhere way better.” She glanced over at the bar. “And those guys are going to start thinking we owe them something for the drinks they bought us any time now…”

Ellie saw one of them sidling over to where Becca and Alexa were stood, and saw exactly what she meant. Very much a first world problem that Mia and Alexa had, being hot and desirable in the environment of spring break, but she could see the challenges. They’d been getting a lot of attention from guys. A lot.

They made it to the third bar sometime after ten and it was the best of the lot, a terrace out front, a courtyard bar and dance floor round the back, and in between another bar and dance floor. It was packed but good packed, the DJ playing something with a heavy bass that Ellie could feel deep down, lights low and strobing, a flash of face, a glimpse of shoulder, hands in the air.

Mia grabbed Becca’s hand. “Come on, I love this song.”

Becca looked at Ellie: coming? her expression asked. But Alexa was already steering her towards the bar. “Shots first. I’m not dancing sober in there. House rules.”

Ellie laughed and let herself be led. They found a spot at the bar and Alexa ordered tequila, one each, salt, no lime because “lime is a crutch.” They clinked glasses and knocked the first back, and Alexa immediately ordered two more.

“Pace yourself,” Ellie said, grimacing at the taste. She could hold her tequila but she’d never been a fan.

“It’s Thursday of spring break. We can pace ourselves on Monday.” They did the second round and Alexa shook her head like a dog after a bath. “Ok. Now I can dance.”

“Wait.” Ellie was feeling a little reckless by then as she turned to the bartender and held up four fingers. “Four kamikazes.”

“Four?” Alexa asked, laughing. “What were you saying about pacing ourselves?”

“They’re my favourite, I’ve got them for the other two as well.”

The drinks came and Ellie looked at Alexa. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

They downed them at the same time. “God, that is nicer,” Alexa admitted.

“Can you see the other two?” Ellie asked, picking up the remaining two shots and looking around.

Alexa didn’t even bother looking. “Their loss,” she joked as she took one and held it up. “Cheers?”

Ellie shrugged… why not? “Cheers.” She clinked her glass against Alexa’s then they downed them, watching each other’s reaction. “I’m going to regret that in the morning.”

“Spring break,” was Alexa’s reply. She took Ellie’s hand. “Now we can dance?”

They pushed into the crowd from the bar side, quickly getting lost in the throng. The room was dark and packed enough that Ellie still couldn’t see the other two… just bodies, lights, movement, the really surprisingly good DJ building something that was pulling the whole room into it.

Alexa danced well, her body moving naturally, any self-consciousness seemingly eliminated by the shots they’d done and Ellie danced near her, feeling liberated by the sudden hit of alcohol flooding through her veins, the music good enough that she didn’t need to think about anything. Other people drifted in and out of their orbit. A guy danced with Alexa for a bit until his hand went to her hip and she dismissed him with a shake of the head, another danced with Ellie but she soon turned back to Alexa.

At some point Alexa shouted something about finding the others and disappeared into the crowd, and Ellie kept dancing, alone now but not feeling it, the press of bodies around her creating more than enough company.

Then a hand found her hip.

Not from the front but from beside her, a hand that settled on the curve of her hip. Ellie turned in surprise and Alexa was there, right there, having reappeared out of the crowd, her face close, her eyes catching the strobing light.

“Hey,” Alexa said, or mouthed… the music was too loud for it to matter which.

“Hey. Where’s Becca and Mia?”

Alexa nodded vaguely behind her, somewhere in the crowd, and then she was dancing with Ellie again, but close, closer than she needed to, her hand still on Ellie’s hip, their bodies finding a rhythm that had nothing to do with anyone else in the room, both of their inhibitions blown away by the sheer, semi-drunken euphoria of a good dance floor on spring break.

The song changed to something slower, heavier. The crowd moved around them. Alexa’s hand slid from Ellie’s hip to the small of her back and they were pressed together now, Alexa’s thigh between Ellie’s, their faces close enough that Ellie could feel Alexa’s breath and see the light catching the faint freckles on her nose.

Alexa was looking at her. Not a glance, not casually, this was direct and steady, a look that cut through the dark and the noise, and Ellie felt the realisation hit her, the sudden, dizzying recognition that this wasn’t friendly dancing.

Alexa wanted to kiss her.

What shocked Ellie, even through the buzz, was that she didn’t feel panic, she felt no instinct to step away or go to Becca, instead she felt something else: a deep, breathless need of her own that she hadn’t seen coming. She’d spent the whole evening enjoying the group, enjoying the four of them, and she hadn’t been watching for this, hadn’t been reading the signals, hadn’t let herself imagine that she was the one someone would want tonight. That was Becca that other women wanted, not her. And now Alexa’s face was inches from hers, and Alexa’s hand was on her back, and the desire was unmistakable.

Then Alexa leaned in and closed the gap.

Her lips were soft and tasted faintly of tequila and Alexa’s lip balm. The kiss was tentative, testing how she reacted, and for a few seconds while her mind struggled to catch up with this turn of events Ellie kissed her back on pure instinct… the unfamiliarity of a mouth that wasn’t Becca’s, the electricity of a new body pressed against hers, the sheer breathtaking novelty of it after seven years of kissing only one person.

Then her mind caught up and she stopped. Not sharply but gently, pulling back a few inches, her hands on Alexa’s shoulders, her heart slamming against her ribs.

Alexa’s expression flickered. “I’m sorry, I…”

“Don’t apologise. Just… one second.”

Ellie turned her head and searched the dance floor. Bodies, lights, movement.

And then, across the crowd, there she was. Becca. Standing at the far edge with Mia beside her, and she was already looking at Ellie, had seen what had happened, and her face in the strobing light was flushed and carrying an expression that Ellie knew intimately because she’d worn it herself so many times. The widened eyes. The parted lips.

The jealousy feeding the arousal.

Their eyes met across the room.

And Becca, slowly, with a small, confident smile, nodded.

Go for it.

Ellie turned back to Alexa, put her hand on the back of Alexa’s neck, and kissed her again. Properly this time. It was Alexa’s turn to be surprised, but when she got past that she kissed Ellie back hungrily, her hands pulling Ellie closer and Ellie let herself fall into it… the different taste, the different feel, the different everything.

They kissed for a long time. Long enough for the song to change, long enough for Ellie to stop being aware of the crowd, long enough that when they finally broke apart, breathing hard, foreheads touching, Alexa laughed in disbelief.

“Four years of spring break and that was a new one.”

Ellie smiled, but then she looked across the dance floor and the world tilted beneath her.

Becca was kissing Mia.

Not the messy nursing-student kiss from Saturday. This was real, charged, mutual… Mia’s hands were cupping Becca’s face, Becca’s fingers were in Mia’s dark hair, the two of them were pressed together, and the loop, the jealousy-arousal loop that had been quiet all evening, roared to life so hard that Ellie’s knees nearly buckled. There was the plausible rival. Mia was confident, gorgeous, funny, the kind of woman Becca could genuinely fall for, and she was kissing Ellie’s wife like she meant every second of it.

Alexa saw too and pulled Ellie back towards her, kissing her again, hungrier this time, her hand sliding down from Ellie’s hip to her ass, and Ellie let herself be kissed, the sensation of Alexa’s mouth and the image of Becca and Mia tangling together into something she had no name for, something new and vast, somehow terrifyingly more wonderful than anything her and Becca had done before.

Then they were interrupted.

Mia and Becca appeared out of the crowd, breathless, flushed, grinning, Mia’s hand in Becca’s. They came together in a huddle, the four of them close together, and Mia leaned in and put her mouth to Alexa’s ear. Ellie couldn’t hear what she said. But she saw Alexa’s eyes go wide, saw her look at Mia, saw Mia nod, then Alexa looked at Becca, then back at Ellie.

Alexa’s voice was steady despite the flush on her own cheeks. “So, we’ve got some rum back in our room,” she shouted over the music. “You guys want to come back for a drink?”

Ellie looked at Becca. “Give us a sec?” she shouted back, but she smiled with it, wanting to reassure them.

They headed out to the courtyard where there was fresh air and they could actually talk. Becca took both of Ellie’s hands.

“You kissed her,” Becca said. Her expression wasn’t accusatory though, it was excited, like something unbelievably cool had just happened.

“I did.”

“I watched you kiss her.”

“I know.”

Becca’s grip tightened on Ellie’s hands. “El, it did something to me. Watching her kiss you and watching you kiss her back. I felt it. The jealousy and then something behind it, something… fuck, that was hot, something that made me want to…” She trailed off and shook her head. “I kissed Mia because watching you with Alexa made me need to.”

Ellie nodded, smiling herself. “Becca. Do you want us to go back with them?”

Becca’s expression was careful, reading Ellie, containing her excitement. “Do you?”

“I’m asking you.”

“And I’m asking you. Because this is different, El. Tonight you kissed someone. You’ve never done that before. I don’t want to rush past that and bounce you into something you don’t want.”

“You’re not rushing past anything.” Ellie squeezed her hands. “I’m asking you because I’m worried you’ll think I’m only saying whatever because you want me to.”

“And I’m asking you because I don’t want you to think I’m pushing you.”

They looked at each other for a long few moments, the courtyard music all around them, and then the absurdity of it hit them both at the same time and Becca started to laugh.

“We’re doing it again,” she said. “The thing where we both want the same thing and we’re both too careful to say it.”

“We really are.” Ellie was laughing too. “Ok. Cards on the table. I want to go.”

“I want to go too.”

“Good.”

“But it’s more than that.” Becca paused, choosing her words. “I want this for you. Alexa clearly wants you, and watching you with her was…” She bit her lip. “Remember what Kelly told you about the night after the gig? About wanting to say thank you to Colt?”

Ellie felt her pulse quicken. “Yeah.”

“This could be that. My thank you to you. For everything you’ve given me… the watching, the freedom, all of it. You’ve sat in that chair and let me have the most incredible experiences. Kelly, yes, but Cass too. If you want Alexa, I want you to have her.” She held Ellie’s gaze. “If you want that.”

Ellie stood there, holding her wife’s hands in a crowded bar on the Florida panhandle.

“I want that,” she said. “You want Mia too?”

“I want that,” Becca replied, smiling, and Ellie could read volumes in that smile. It was the smile that said I love you and I trust you and let’s have some fun together.

“Then let’s go drink some rum.”

“Wait.” Ellie reached behind her neck and unfastened her necklace. Becca saw and grinned, doing the same. They put them on each other, then stood back.

Becca started laughing. “You look exactly the same! I knew we shouldn’t have bought identical necklaces…”

Ellie grinned back. “Yeah, we really should have planned that Christmas for when we’d go to spring break and fool around with other people.” She paused. “The important thing is we know.”

“Yeah, we know.” She took Ellie’s hand. “Now let’s go and find our volleyballers before someone else tries to hit on them.”


Chapter 27


They walked to Mia and Alexa’s hotel, which turned out to be three blocks from the final bar and about as far from Ellie and Becca’s rental as it was possible to get while still technically counting as a habitable space. The lobby smelled of chlorine and cheap air freshener, the elevator made a sound that suggested it was considering retirement, and when Alexa unlocked the door to their room Ellie got a pretty clear picture of what a week of spring break on a college budget looked like.

The room itself was decent enough: a double bed, a sofa bed pulled out under the window, a bathroom near the door and a window that seemed to look out directly onto another hotel just a few yards away. It was clean, functional, there was nothing wrong with it except that it was clearly designed to be slept in rather than lived in, and after a week of occupation it showed. Bikinis were drying on every available surface, a suitcase had clearly exploded on day one and never recovered, and there was a precarious tower of empty cans on the chest of drawers that Mia seemed genuinely proud of.

“Welcome to the penthouse,” Alexa said drily.

“It’s… cosy,” Becca offered.

“It’s not luxury, but it’s got character.” Alexa grinned. “And hey, this is the full spring break experience, right? We promised to show you.”

“It’s a shithole,” Mia said cheerfully, rummaging in a bag and producing a bottle of rum that was about two-thirds full. “But it’s our shithole, and it has rum.”

She poured four generous measures into the only receptacles available, two actual glasses which she gave to their guests and two chipped mugs. They stood in the space between the two beds and the four of them clinked their mismatched vessels and drank.

The rum, if Ellie was being honest, was terrible, but nobody cared.

“So,” Mia said, looking between the four of them with an expression that was ninety percent bravado and ten percent oh God what now. “This seems to be happening.”

“This does seem to be happening,” Becca confirmed.

“Cool. Great. Love that.” Mia took another drink and winced at the taste. “So, Alexa and I have a method that works. We’ve done this enough times before.”

Alexa laughed. “Not this exactly, not a married couple…”

Mia smiled. “No. Not women either. But… you know. Hookups where we’re both in the room.”

“At the same time?” Ellie asked, and was surprised by how level her voice was given that her heart was doing something that felt like she may need medical intervention sooner rather than later.

“Same time, same room, yeah. We’ve got rules.” Mia glanced at Alexa, who nodded. “Lights off. And whatever you hear from the other side of the room, you ignore it. None of your business. It sounds weird but it works. We’ve been doing it since sophomore year.”

“It’s not weird,” Becca said. “It sounds practical.”

“It’s the only way one of us can get laid without the other having to sleep in the hallway,” Alexa said. “Which happened once, by the way. Freshman year. I sat outside our door for forty-five minutes in my pyjamas.”

“It was twenty minutes,” Mia said.

“It was forty-five. I timed it. I didn’t have anything else to do.”

“He was drunk and took his time. Don’t blame me.”

Ellie caught Becca’s eye and the look they shared was a mix of affection, amusement, and something bordering on disbelief. They were standing in a budget hotel room with two college volleyball players, drinking bad rum out of a water glass, negotiating the logistics of something kind of crazy using rules designed for sneaking boys back to a dorm room. It was so far from the boutique hotel with Cass, so far from Kelly’s ranch, so far from any version of this they’d imagined, that Ellie wanted to laugh. Not at Mia and Alexa but with them, at the beautiful absurdity of how the evening had delivered them here.

“Lights off works for us,” Ellie said.

“Yeah?” Mia looked relieved, as if she’d been bracing for a more complicated negotiation. “Ok. Cool. So, I guess…” She looked at Alexa, then at Becca, then at Ellie, and for the first time all evening her confidence wobbled. “God, how do you actually start this? With guys they just sort of… launch themselves at you. This feels way more civilised and I don’t know what to do about that.”

“You could start by turning the lights off,” Alexa suggested quietly, and there was something in her tone that told Ellie she was ready even if Mia was getting a last minute attack of the nerves.

Mia reached for the light switch. “Last one to the bed gets the sofa bed.”

Ellie stood still as the room went dark and she heard movement around her, then Alexa laughing. “Looks like I win…”

The only faint light was an orange glow from the other side of the curtains, enough to see shapes and movement but not a lot more. Ellie felt a hand take hers and squeeze, then Becca’s voice in her ear, whispering quietly, “Just me. Have fun.”

“You too,” she whispered back, then Becca let go. She heard the sound of Becca feeling her way over to the sofa bed then a giggle, probably Mia, followed by a whispered exchange she couldn’t catch before the sounds got quieter but more intimate. Definitely some kissing, she was sure of that.

Ellie stood by the double bed, waiting for her eyes to adjust, and felt Alexa’s hand find hers.

“Hey,” Alexa whispered.

“Hey.”

“I’m nervous.”

“Me too.”

“You don’t seem nervous.”

“I’m extremely nervous. I’m just good at hiding it.” Ellie paused. “Also I’ve had a lot of tequila.”

Alexa laughed quietly, and pulled Ellie down next to her. In the near-dark, with the sounds of Becca and Mia kissing a few feet away, Alexa kissed her again.

God, it felt good.

It was slower than on the dance floor, both of them had sobered up a little but only a little, and it felt like they had as long as they needed which was, Ellie realised, kind of true. Alexa’s hand found her face and Ellie’s hand found Alexa’s waist, and the kiss deepened gradually until Ellie felt Alexa’s tongue against hers, her whole body responding with a jolt that she felt right down to her toes.

They lay on the bed kissing, their bodies pressed together. Alexa was a little taller than Ellie, longer-limbed, and the angles were different to Becca, different body too, different everything.

Alexa’s hand moved from Ellie’s face to her neck, to her collarbone, trailing down, and paused at the edge of Ellie’s t-shirt.

“Can I?” she whispered.

“Yeah.”

Alexa’s hand slid under the fabric, warm fingers on Ellie’s stomach, and Ellie felt her muscles tense involuntarily, not out of reluctance but rather because it was so unusual feeling a touch that wasn’t Becca’s. Alexa’s hand moved up, slowly, over Ellie’s ribs to the bikini top she was still wearing, and when her fingers found Ellie’s breast through the thin fabric Ellie heard herself gasp into the kiss.

From the sofa bed, the sounds had moved beyond kissing. Ellie could hear movement, the creak of the sofa bed frame, a low murmur from Mia that might have been words or might have been something else. She couldn’t see anything beyond shapes moving, but the sounds were doing plenty: the sound of her wife with another woman, somewhere in the dark, a few feet away, while a different woman’s hand was inside Ellie’s top, touching her, and Ellie was letting her, wanting her to.

It was surreal. That was the only word she could think of for it. Completely, wonderfully surreal.

She reached for Alexa’s body, her hands finding the muscles of Alexa’s athlete’s stomach, feeling the hard definition under her fingertips. Alexa’s breath caught when Ellie’s fingers moved higher and they lay there in the dark, touching each other through and under clothes, mouths and tongues meeting and breaking apart and meeting again, building slowly because neither of them was in a rush and both of them were, in their own ways, feeling their way through something new.

Alexa’s hand moved lower. Down from Ellie’s breast, across her stomach, to the waistband of her shorts, and paused there, fingers resting against the bare skin just below her navel.

“Yeah?” Alexa whispered again.

“Yeah.”

Alexa’s fingers slipped beneath the waistband, beneath her bikini bottoms, and found her. The moan that escaped Ellie’s lips was entirely involuntary. Alexa’s fingers fumbled to start with, finding their rhythm and exploring her, but Ellie shifted her hips to help her find the right angle and when she got it Ellie pressed her mouth into Alexa’s shoulder to muffle the cry of pleasure that went with it… it felt good, really good, different to Becca but different good. She could tell that Alexa wanted to get this right, and Ellie moved her body to help her.

Ellie let herself be selfish for a few minutes, then forced herself to copy Alexa’s path, down, under the waistband, finding Alexa very obviously ready for her, and the gasp that Alexa let out into their kiss when Ellie started to touch her was gratifying in a way she’d not anticipated. She’d never made anyone but Becca make that sound, ever. The power of being able to draw that reaction, the novelty, the intimacy of touching a near-stranger in the dark while her wife was doing God-knew-what a few feet away… it was intoxicating.

They got into a rhythm and Ellie could tell that Alexa was following her lead, understandable since while she didn’t know whether Alexa had been with a woman before she did know that Alexa wouldn’t be anything like as experienced as her. It wasn’t rushed, but it was very good, both of them breathing hard, their free hands gripping whatever part of the other body they could find. The sofa bed was creaking faster now, more rhythmically, and Ellie could hear Mia’s breathing getting ragged, low sounds that were climbing in pitch, and mixed in with that Becca’s unmistakable gasps and moans.

She was hearing her wife being touched by someone else, and she couldn’t see it. The darkness made it strange and abstract, yet somehow more intimate than watching had ever been: not the visual feast of Kelly in the moonlight, nor the kinetic intensity of Cass giving Becca exactly what she’d dreamed of, but something raw and reduced to the essentials. Sound. Breath. The knowledge of what was happening without the proof of it. And instead of the jealousy-arousal loop firing up in the way she was used to, it was different: less frantic, less frustrated, more tender, not so much about threat as a parallel experience. They were both doing the same thing, in the same room, at the same time, with different people. They were in it together, even apart, and Becca’s necklace rested around her neck while Becca wore Ellie’s, a reminder of who they both were.

Alexa’s fingers were moving a little faster now having found what worked, and Ellie felt the climax building, slower than usual, arriving from further away, the unfamiliar hand and the unfamiliar rhythm meaning her body had to work harder to get there, but she was getting there, she was definitely getting there.

“I’m close,” Ellie whispered, and felt Alexa nod against her shoulder, her fingers adjusting, giving Ellie exactly what the whisper had asked for, and when it hit it was quiet and deep and shuddering, a climax that rolled through her in waves while she pressed her face into Alexa’s neck and gripped her shoulder and let it happen as she felt her body clench around Alexa’s fingers. It felt good… really, really good.

She lay there for a few seconds, catching her breath. She’d just had an orgasm with someone who wasn’t Becca. The first in seven years. She was lying in a cheap hotel bed in Panama City Beach with a college volleyball player’s hand still down her shorts, her fingers still inside her, and she could hear her wife breathing hard across the room, and the ceiling she was staring at wasn’t hers. Nothing about this moment was anything she could have predicted or imagined, and it was ok. It was more than ok. It was extraordinary, life-affirmingly extraordinary.

She focused on Alexa then, moving her hand, finding the rhythm again, and Alexa buried her face in the pillow making sounds that were muffled but unmistakable, her hips rocking against Ellie’s fingers, her breath fast against the cotton, and when she came it was with a full-body shudder and a gasp that she tried to suppress and couldn’t, her hand gripping Ellie’s wrist, holding her there while the waves passed, her head turning to look at the ceiling and crying out once, twice, a third time… Ellie grinned to think that Becca, and Mia, would definitely have heard that.

They lay still, breathing, Alexa’s head against Ellie’s cheek, and in the quiet that followed Ellie heard it all from across the room.

Mia first. A series of sharp, climbing sounds that she clearly tried to keep quiet and failed at spectacularly, she came loudly, gloriously loud, before her breathing went ragged and then stopped entirely for a few seconds before she let out a long, shaky exhale that was followed by a breathless, whispered “oh my God, Becca, oh my fucking God.”

And then, maybe a minute or two later, Becca. Quieter than Mia, of course she was because it would be hard to be louder, but Ellie heard every nuance of it: the catch in her breath, the gasps and moans she always made right before she came, the silence that meant it was happening, and then the long, slow exhale that meant it was over. Ellie knew that soundtrack, could have identified it in a room of a thousand people, and hearing it in the dark, caused by someone else’s hand, was the weirdest and yet most beautiful thing she’d experienced all night.

Ellie lay there holding Alexa, who she could tell was drifting in a post-orgasmic haze, and stared at the orange glow on the ceiling, trying to organise her thoughts. It wasn’t jealousy, nor arousal, nor compersion, not any of the words she’d learned over the past weeks. It was something simpler and larger than all of them. Gratitude, maybe. For Becca, for this night, for the improbable chain of events that had led from a hand on her wife’s arm in an Austin bar to lying in a hotel room in Florida having just been touched by a woman she’d met six hours ago.

Life was very, very strange.

And very, very good.

The room was quiet. Alexa’s breathing had slowed. From the sofa bed, silence.

Then, softly, from across the dark room: “El?”

“Yeah?”

“You awake?”

“Yeah.”

A pause. Then: “Can I talk to you for a second. In the bathroom.”

Ellie gently disentangled herself from Alexa and rolled over, padding barefoot across the gap between the beds, bumping her shin but following Becca’s shape until she was near blinded by the bathroom light switching on.

“Hey,” Becca whispered, pulling the door shut behind them.

“Hey.”

“You ok?”

“Very ok. You?”

“Very.” Becca leaned in close and kissed her, then pushed her mouth against Ellie’s ear. “I have an idea,” she whispered.

“Go on.”

“What if we got a taxi back to ours? Right now. Tonight, all of us. The house is bigger, there’s the pool, it’s actually nice.” She paused. “And we wouldn’t have to do it in the dark. They could hang around as long as they want.”

Ellie felt herself smile. “You want to be able to see next time.”

“I want to be able to see. And I want you to see. But more than anything I want an actual bed that doesn’t have a bar digging into my spine.” She twisted and winced. “Seriously, that sofa bed is a crime against humanity.”

Ellie thought about Becca’s suggestion. Mia and Alexa at the rental house, the pool, the space, the privacy. Being able to watch.

Being watched.

The night was still young, it was barely eleven, and there was a house twenty minutes down the coast with a pool, good wine, and enough room for four people to do whatever four people wanted to do without worrying about rules of the road for hookups in a hotel room.

“Yeah,” Ellie whispered. “Let’s do it.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s not even eleven. The night’s only just getting started.” She kissed Becca, slowly, lingering. “I love you, remember that. More than anything.”

“I love you too. But…” Becca grinned. “It’s spring break. Let’s keep the party going.”

They came out of the bathroom. “Mia. Alexa. Change of plan,” Ellie said.

“I’m listening,” Mia said. She’d sat up on the sofa bed and one of them had turned a lamp on. It looked like they'd been talking.

“How do you both feel about coming back to our place? Right now. We’ve got a house, pool, ocean view, actual space. Stay the night, stay all day tomorrow if you want.”

The silence lasted about roughly a quarter of a second.

“Are you serious?” Alexa said from the double bed, already swinging her legs over the side.

“Very serious.”

Mia looked at Alexa. Ellie couldn’t quite see the look that passed between them but she didn’t need to… it was the silent communication of two people who’d been best friends for years and could have pretty much an entire conversation without speaking.

“We’re in,” Mia said. “Obviously we’re in. Is that even a question?” She was already on her feet, looking around the room. “We are so done with spring break anyway.” She paused. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” Becca replied. “And… no strings, right? Just come and hang out. Or…” she shrugged. “We can see.”

Alexa laughed. “You had me at or. Can you just give us both a few minutes to throw a few things in a bag. Otherwise I’m going to be gross tomorrow if all the clothes I’ve got are what I’m wearing.”

“Take your time, I’ll call us a taxi.”

Ellie got out her phone and Becca came over. “You’re sure?” she whispered.

“Yeah, you?”

“Yeah. I think…”

“Don’t forget this,” Mia interrupted, holding up the bottle of rum then jamming it into the rucksack she’d been packing.

Ellie looked at Becca and laughed. “Spring break.”

“Yeah. Spring break.”


Chapter 28


The taxi pulled up to their rental just before midnight and Mia’s reaction was priceless.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“It’s nice, right?” Becca said, understating it considerably.

“Nice? This is…” Mia stood on the path looking at the house, the Gulf a distant murmur beyond. “This is obscene. We’ve been living in a room the size of a closet for a week and you’ve been twenty minutes away in actual paradise.”

“The tech salary helps,” Ellie said with a shrug.

“I need to marry a tech person,” Alexa said quietly, taking it all in.

“I thought the plan was a rich man,” Mia said.

“Like I said earlier the plan is sophisticated. It just evolved.”

They went inside and Mia and Alexa wandered through the house like they were visiting a museum, touching the countertops, looking at the lit pool from every window they could, Alexa opening and closing kitchen cupboards for no apparent reason other than that they were there.

“The second bedroom’s through there,” Becca said, pointing. “It’s got its own bathroom. You’ll need to share the bed, but I figure you’ve had worse.”

Alexa grinned. “Much, much worse.”

“Dump your stuff and come out to the pool.”

By the time Mia and Alexa had deposited their hastily packed bags, Becca had produced a bottle of cold white wine from the fridge along with four actual wine glasses, no chipped mugs, and headed straight for the pool.

Mia was in the water before anyone else had their shoes off, still in her bikini from the day, jumping in with a whoop that probably woke up half of their neighbours. “Oh my God it’s warm. This is heated? You have a heated pool?”

“It’s Florida,” Ellie said. “I figured the sun just does that.”

Alexa lowered herself in more carefully, gasping as the water hit her waist, and Becca followed. Ellie sat on the edge with her legs in, handing glasses of wine down to reaching hands, keeping the bottle safe on the poolside.

They swam, they drank, they talked nonsense. Alexa found the lilo that Becca had insisted buying when they arrived tucked behind one of the sun loungers and commandeered it, floating in the middle of the pool with her wine balanced on her stomach, looking up at the stars with the blissed-out expression of someone who’d just been promoted from the most budget of economies to first class. Mia was doing laps around her, periodically threatening to capsize the lilo, while Becca joined her.

At one point Mia said she wanted to see the ocean and Ellie offered to take her through the gate in the hedge. The two of them walked barefoot down the short path to the beach, the sand cool under their feet, the Gulf stretching out dark and enormous under the moon.

“This is unreal,” Mia said, standing at the water’s edge, the waves washing over her toes. “Like, actually unreal. Six hours ago I was in a bar getting hassled by frat boys and now I’m on a private beach.”

“It’s not private. It just feels like it at midnight.”

“Don’t ruin it.” She looked at Ellie and smiled, the bravado that she’d had when they first met stripped away by the night and the sheer improbability of where the evening had taken them. “Thank you. For all of this. For the bar, for whatever that was at our hotel, for bringing us here. I think you might have saved our spring break.”

Ellie laughed. “Mine too.”

They stood there for another minute, listening to the waves, and then walked back to the pool where Becca and Alexa were having a splash fight that Alexa was comprehensively losing on account of refusing to give up what she was now calling her lilo.

The wine went down fast… warm night, swimming pool, not to mention good company made it inevitable. By the time the bottle was empty all four of them had hit that happy, loose state of people who’d reached the plateau where everything was fun, nothing was complicated, and absolutely anything seemed possible.

Ellie pulled herself up to sit on the pool edge, looking at the empty bottle on the stone beside her, and had an idea, ridiculous and perfect.

“Ok,” she said. “I have a suggestion and I need everyone to promise not to judge me.”

“Promising nothing,” Mia said.

Ellie held up the empty bottle. “Spin the bottle.”

Mia looked at her. Alexa looked at her. Becca bit her lip.

“What?” Ellie asked.

“Spin the bottle,” Alexa repeated, a grin spreading slowly.

“It’s a spring break thing, right?” Ellie said, feeling her cheeks going red. It was, wasn’t it? “You said you’d show us how the pros do it.”

“El,” Becca said gently, wading through the water to come closer to her, her expression not far removed from the exaggerated kindness that’s saved for delivering bad news to a child. “Spin the bottle is a middle school thing. Like, fourteen-year-olds at a sleepover. It’s not really a spring break…”

“It’s definitely not…” Alexa started to say.

Ellie realised her mistake and didn’t care. “I wasn’t one of the cool kids growing up,” she said. “I was a nerd from Portland who went to Stanford and married her first college girlfriend.” She shrugged. “I’ve never played spin the bottle. This is my one chance.”

The three of them looked at her, and then Mia started to grin. “You know what? Fuck it.” She pulled herself out of the water on to the side. “Give me the bottle.”

“We’re doing this?” Alexa asked.

“We’re doing this. The woman wants to play spin the bottle by the pool of her beautiful house in Florida. Who are we to deny her?” Mia took the wine bottle and set it on its side on the flat stone between the loungers. Once the others had climbed out too and were sat two to a lounger she continued. “Ok. Rules. Whoever it points to, you kiss. Properly. No cheek kisses, no pecks. No less than a minute. This is not middle school.”

“That’s a rule you just made up,” Alexa said.

“I’m the spin the bottle authority here. My rules.” She looked around the circle. “Who’s first?”

“Ellie should go first,” Becca said. “It was her idea.”

Ellie reached forward and spun the bottle. It scraped against the stone, rotating unevenly, slowing, slowing, and stopped pointing at Alexa.

Alexa looked at Ellie and smiled. “Well, at least this one I’ve done before.”

Ellie leaned across and kissed her, and Alexa kissed her back. This time they were firmly putting on a show for the other two, hands pulling each other closer, tongues involved from the start, and it felt good, really good. Alexa moaned softly into the kiss and Ellie felt the vibration, not just against her mouth but somewhere deeper down, somewhere more primal, and she knew with certainty right then that whatever that had been with Alexa earlier in their hotel room wasn’t exhausted yet, there was more to come.

They were interrupted by Mia. “Right, time’s up.” They broke the kiss and turned to look at the other two. “God, you guys need to get a room, that was hot.”

Ellie glanced at Becca and blushed when she saw her intense expression, an absolute mix of deep jealousy and insane arousal if she ever saw one. Ellie raised her eyebrows in a question and Becca smiled slightly, nodding. Yeah, that was good. And then her expression changed a little. Wait until you see my turn…

“Not bad for a nerd from Portland,” Alexa said. “Not bad at all.”

Becca spun next. The bottle pointed at Alexa again, which drew an eye-roll from Mia and a cheer from Alexa (“I’ve always been good at this game”), and Becca crawled across and kissed Alexa with a confidence that made Ellie’s stomach do its familiar flip. The loop stirred, the sight of Becca’s hand on Alexa’s face and Alexa pulling her closer enough to light a fire inside her, though not yet the raging inferno that she knew it could become.

Mia spun. It pointed at Ellie, and Mia raised an eyebrow. “The other married one. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Mia’s kiss was more assertive than Becca or Alexa, her hand going straight to the back of Ellie’s neck, her mouth taking the lead. When she slipped the tongue it felt good, really good, and Ellie felt herself leaning into the kiss, wanting and craving more. When they broke apart Mia nodded approvingly. “Stanford teaches well.”

“Stanford taught me engineering. You’ve got my wife to thank for that.”

“Noted.”

Alexa spun, and the bottle rotated and slowed, gradually, coming to rest pointing directly at Mia.

Something changed.

It was subtle… a fractional tightening of Mia’s expression, a stillness in Alexa that hadn’t been there before. They looked at each other across the bottle and hesitated, and for a second Ellie thought someone was going to suggest a re-spin.

Then Alexa said, very quietly, “Come here.”

Mia leaned forward. Alexa met her halfway and they kissed, and from the first second it was obvious that this was not their first time.

They kissed slowly, their mouths moving together naturally, Mia’s hand finding Alexa’s jaw, Alexa’s fingers slipping into Mia’s dark hair. It deepened without either of them seeming to decide to deepen it, a natural escalation, and within a few seconds it was the most intense kiss Ellie had seen all night: unhurried, intimate, carrying the weight of something much older and much more complicated than a game by a pool.

Ellie looked at Becca. Becca was already looking at her, eyes wide. Their eyes met and the same thought passed between them without words: oh my God, no way is that just a kiss.

Mia and Alexa broke apart slowly, and for a moment they just looked at each other, their faces close.

“Been a while since we did that…” Mia said, eyes focused on Alexa and nowhere else.

A smile twitched around the edge of Alexa’s lips. “Yeah.”

Ellie and Becca sat in silence, not sure where to look, not wanting to intrude, but then Alexa gave a little nod and seemed to pull herself back into the room, her smile widening and her head turning to look at them. “You know, team stuff,” she said by way of explanation.

“Back in junior year,” Mia added, a little too quickly.

Nobody pushed it. Becca, to her credit, read the room perfectly and reached for the rum bottle, pouring four measures into their wine glasses, and moved the conversation on.

They drank the rum and talked for a while, but that final kiss had changed something in the air, charged it differently, and all four of them could feel it. It was suddenly much closer to the energy from when they’d left the bar to go to the hotel. The pool lights rippled, the warm night wrapped around them, and the silences between the conversation were getting longer and more loaded.

Eventually, after a quick glance at Ellie for confirmation, Becca took the initiative. She stood, looked down at Mia, and held out her hand.

“Come inside with me?” she said, and while her voice was gentle her intent was crystal clear.

Mia looked at Becca’s hand, then up at her face, and took it without hesitation. They walked towards the house, Becca leading, Mia following, their fingers interlaced. Ellie watched them go and felt the loop spring into action.

She turned to Alexa, who’d gone to sit on the edge of the pool, her feet in the water, watching Mia and Becca disappear through the door with an expression that was half dazed and half something else, the aftermath of the kiss with Mia still visible in her expression, in her whole demeanour in fact.

Ellie reached out her hand to Alexa. “Would you like to join them?”

Alexa looked at her and the daze cleared. She took Ellie’s hand. “Yeah,” she said. “I really would.”


Chapter 29


They started in the same pairs as earlier, all in the second bedroom, Ellie with Alexa on one side of the bed, Becca with Mia on the other. The big difference this time, of course, was that they left the lights on.

“You sure about the lights?” Mia asked.

Becca nodded her head. “Our holiday house, our rules. Lights on. Right Ellie?”

“Right.” She paused and flashed a grin. “But only the lamps, none of your overhead light nonsense.” It was the eternal battle between them, and one that Ellie always won, that age old conflict: overhead lights versus lamps.

The hotel had been fun in a spring break experience kind of way, because who didn’t want to have once in their life where they could hear someone else hooking up in the dark on the other side of the room? This, though, just took it a whole step further.

Ellie could see Alexa’s face when she kissed her, could see the flush on her cheeks and the way her eyes kept fluttering closed, and she could see Becca and Mia next to them, Mia pulling Becca’s bikini top off, Becca’s hands on Mia’s shoulders, and the visual was so much more than the sound had been… the loop was firing up properly now, the jealousy and the arousal braiding together, feeding each other, as she watched her wife being undressed by another woman within touching distance while her own lips were on Alexa.

One minute they were wearing their bikinis, the next none of them were… Ellie was never quite sure afterwards how it had happened, but it did. She did remember struggling to undo the knot on Alexa’s top, laughing together as she finally managed it, kissing the lines in her skin where it had dug in slightly after a solid day of use. The laughter helped. It dissolved whatever residual awkwardness four naked women in a bed might have had, so that by the time they were all naked the energy was a little bit giddy.

The pairs held for a while. Ellie went down on Alexa, the first time she’d ever used her mouth on anyone but Becca, and the novelty of a different body, different responses, different sounds was electric. Alexa talked to her quietly, responding in real time, and when she came it was sexy as hell, Alexa grabbing the headboard and saying “fuck… fuck… fuck…” with each gasp as the waves rolled through her.

Next to them Becca was doing the same for Mia, her and Ellie exchanging excited grins at one point, and Mia’s reaction was as loud as it had been in the hotel, genuinely noisy, gasping and swearing as her own pleasure coursed through her.

“Last spring break and a first time experience,” Mia said, head back on the pillow, breathless and flushed.

“First time a woman’s been down on you at spring break?” Becca asked, her fingers still teasing Mia, drawing another gasp.

She shook her head though. “First time ever…” Mia laughed. “You took my virginity. Holy shit,” she gasped as Becca stroked her. “Oh… fuck… you’re good.”

Alexa lifted her head from Ellie’s breast, Ellie’s nipple feeling the shock of the air on her now wet skin. “Yeah, you were definitely a virgin before tonight.”

“Shut up,” Mia grinned. “You’ll make me sound slutty in front of the lesbians…”

Ellie couldn’t help laughing at that.

Not long after that the boundaries broke down. Ellie did it first, leaning across to kiss Mia while Alexa’s lips kept on exploring Ellie’s body. When she glanced at Becca she saw a look of almost feral intensity, confirmed when Becca pulled Alexa to her and kissed her hard. It all started to blur, hands and lips and tongues everywhere and nowhere all at once, a haze of increasingly pleasurable sensations.

Alexa went down on Becca, tentative at first, looking up for guidance, and Becca gently steered her with her hands in Alexa’s blonde hair, patient and encouraging. When Alexa found the right rhythm Becca’s head fell back and she moaned. Ellie watched from inches away, even while Mia’s hand played between her legs sending little sparks of pleasure through her, and felt the loop spin up to a level she’d never experienced… her wife being pleasured by the woman who’d been touching Ellie not ten minutes before, the boundaries between watching and participating collapsed entirely, and it was overwhelming in the best possible way. She was jealous of both women, she realised, wanting them both, not just one, and all the while Mia’s fingers pushed her higher and higher.

“It’s been a while,” Alexa grinned when Becca came, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, looking flushed and decidedly pleased with herself. “Was that ok? I’m a little rusty.”

“That was more than ok,” Becca said breathlessly. “How rusty are we talking?” She laid her head back on the pillow again. “That didn’t feel rusty.”

Alexa’s grin widened with pride. “A few years. Not since high school. Clearly I remembered more than I thought.”

***

The four of them kept going until, sometime in the early hours, the intensity started to settle into something calmer… not surprising, Ellie figured, given the hour and how much they’d drunk that evening.

Ellie went to fetch a drink of water, lingering in the kitchen for a few minutes to catch her breath, but as she came back upstairs Becca intercepted her.

“Ssshh…” she said quietly, putting her finger to Ellie’s lips.

“What is it?” Ellie whispered.

Becca was smiling excitedly. “Look.” She gestured with her head towards the second bedroom. “Quietly.”

Ellie tiptoed along until she could see past the door and stopped, enthralled. One lamp was still on, presumably Becca had pulled the door half-closed, but otherwise the room was as she’d left it a few minutes before.

On the bed though… Mia and Alexa were under the covers now, Alexa on her back, head resting on the pillow, and Mia was next to her, leaning across, kissing her deeply, her hand moving under the covers while Alexa’s hand was on the back of her head, pulling her close.

It was electric.

Ellie half expected to see lightning crackling across the room it was so hot… nothing, absolutely nothing, existed in the world right then for those two except each other and whatever this had ignited between them.

She felt Becca walk up behind her, her chin resting on Ellie’s shoulder, her arms reaching around Ellie’s front, holding her tight. Ellie reached a hand back.

The kiss went on, slowly, timelessly, Alexa and Mia utterly lost in each other, and Ellie couldn’t tear her eyes away even though her gut told her she must, that something was happening there that was intensely private and was for the two of them alone.

Couldn’t tear her eyes away, that is, until Becca’s lips found her neck, once, twice, three times, and then her lips found Ellie’s ear and whispered so quietly that only Ellie could possibly hear, “Come to bed, and let me kiss you like that…”

Ellie didn’t need asking twice, the spell broken, and turned to follow Becca through to their bedroom, turning off the landing light as they went.

***

Becca closed the bedroom door and turned to face Ellie, and for a moment they just looked at each other in the lamplight. They both looked exactly like two women who’d spent hours drinking and fucking, and Ellie reckoned she’d never liked the look of Becca more… she looked liberated, freed.

“Hey,” Becca whispered.

“Hey.”

“You ok?”

“I’m incredible. You?”

“Same.” She stepped forward and took both of Ellie’s hands. “I need my wife now.”

“I need mine.”

Becca reached behind Ellie’s neck and unfastened her own necklace from where it hung. Ellie did the same, returning Becca’s, and they put them back where they belonged… each woman wearing her own chain again, the pendants warm from the other’s skin.

“Back where they belong,” Becca whispered, touching the pendant at her own throat.

“Always.” Ellie smiled. “I mean no one could tell the difference.”

“We can, though. We really can.”

Suddenly they were all over each other, and quickly they were in their bed, their actual bed, and it was like the first night after Kelly all over again: the fierce, possessive, reclaiming sex that both of them needed after giving themselves to other people, except this time Ellie needed it too, needed to be reclaimed as much as she needed to reclaim, because tonight she’d been someone else’s as well.

It was fast, it was frantic, and Becca absolutely kept her promise to kiss Ellie precisely how Mia had been kissing Alexa. They were fast, they were frantic, but above all they were quiet. Neither woman wanted to risk interfering with whatever it was that was happening down the hall.

They both came fast, too fast, but neither cared. They reclaimed each other, thoroughly and completely, and that was what mattered. Good, slow, sensual sex… they had plenty of time for that another time.

“You’re mine,” Ellie said, “and thank you. For tonight.”

Becca grinned beneath her. “No, you’re mine.” She planted a quick kiss on Ellie’s lips. “We should do that more often.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s think about it. I mean, yeah, but I like watching and not taking part just as much.”

Becca nodded. “Yeah, I like you watching. I can save sharing you for someone special.”

Ellie rolled over onto her back, reaching to switch off the light. Becca cuddled up into her, their usual sleeping position, Becca’s head on Ellie’s shoulder, Ellie’s arm around her.

“It was a good night,” Becca whispered.

“The best night.”

Then, through the closed bedroom door, they heard it… faint but unmistakable, coming from the second bedroom.

A moan… another… then another… getting louder… getting closer together…

“Oh my God,” Becca whispered. “They’re really going for it.”

They listened. The sounds built, what sounded like Alexa getting louder, Mia’s voice breaking through, and a steady rhythm now, the creak of a bed. And then there was no doubt, no doubt at all: Alexa came loud and long, a series of cries and swear words followed by silence.

Ellie started giggling, and that set Becca off, and soon the two of them were desperately trying to keep quiet.

“That’s our fault,” Ellie whispered when the giggles finally subsided.

“Good. There’s definitely something there.”

“Totally.”

They lay there in the dark for a few minutes, feeling the house go silent around them, and then the noises started again, what sounded like Mia this time.

“You think this will go on all night?” Ellie asked. “I want to get some sleep.”

She felt Becca shrug against her. “They promised us the full spring break experience tonight, didn’t they?” Becca snuggled in closer.

Then sleepily she added, “Good for them.”


Chapter 30


Ellie woke to bright sunlight and a worrying throb behind her eyes that told her that last night was absolutely about to have consequences. She lay still for a moment, letting it all come to her. I’m in Florida, we went out last night, we went to a bar, we… oh.

She felt herself blush even as she knew she didn’t have anything to blush about, but then she smiled… it all started coming back to her. Spring break, she thought, better late than never.

Ellie reached across to check her phone. 11:17am. Even later than she’d slept after the last time, which told her something about the trajectory of this holiday.

Next to her Becca was face-down, one arm hanging off the bed, her hair a dark catastrophe against the white pillow. She was breathing with the slow, heavy rhythm of someone who was either not waking up anytime soon or was desperately trying to get herself into that state. Either way she was a long way from being ready for coffee, and until coffee she’d be no use to anyone.

Ellie slipped out of bed as quietly as she could, pulling on shorts and a t-shirt. She padded barefoot downstairs to the kitchen.

The house was quiet. The pool glittered undisturbed beyond the glass doors, the sun already high and hot. Evidence of the previous night was scattered around: wine glasses on the poolside, the rum bottle on the kitchen counter with about an inch left in it, and a single sandal near the terrace door that Ellie was fairly sure belonged to Mia.

She made coffee, strong, tidying up while it brewed, and was standing at the counter taking her first sip when she heard footsteps on the stairs.

Alexa appeared in the kitchen doorway wearing a Georgia Volleyball t-shirt and shorts. Her blonde hair was piled into a messy bun, her face was bare, and she had the slightly shell-shocked expression of someone who was replaying the previous twelve hours and couldn’t quite believe what her memory was telling her.

“Morning,” Ellie said.

“Morning.” Alexa looked at the coffee. “Is there enough for two?”

“There’s enough for twelve. Help yourself.”

Alexa poured a mug, wrapping both hands around it, and leaned against the counter opposite Ellie. They stood in comfortable silence for a minute, drinking, the kitchen cool but bright around them.

“So,” Alexa said eventually. “Last night got a little wild.”

Ellie smiled. “A little.”

“Yeah.”

Ellie took a sip of her coffee. “So was that the full spring break experience?”

Alexa laughed. “And some. I’d put it around eleven on a scale of one to ten.”

“Even spin the bottle?”

“Especially.” Alexa laughed. “You had fun?”

“Loved it. You? Any regrets?”

“No.” The answer came quickly and with absolute certainty. “No, I don’t regret it. Any of it.” She paused, and something flickered across her face that Ellie couldn’t quite read. “It was kind of amazing, actually.”

“It was kind of amazing.”

“You and Becca are…” Alexa shook her head. “I don’t know how to say this without it sounding weird, so just… You’re really inspiring. The way you are together, even when you’re with other people. There’s this thing between you that never goes away. I could feel it all night.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.” Ellie meant it. “Is Mia up?”

Alexa let out a short laugh. “Mia is absolutely not up. Mia is face-down and making sounds that suggest she might not be up until Tuesday. She isn’t a morning person.” Alexa looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. “Or a midday person either, thinking about it.”

“Becca’s the same. They must be the same species.” Ellie put her mug down. “You want to go for a walk? Get some brunch? We can bring stuff back for the other two.”

“God, yes. Fresh air sounds incredible.”

They headed out through the gate in the hedge, down the short path to the beach. The morning was beautiful: white sand, emerald water, the sky a deep, cloudless blue. It was quiet on their stretch, just a few walkers and a guy throwing a ball for a dog in the distance. They walked at the water’s edge, the waves washing over their feet, talking about everything except the night before, topics like the water temperature, how different this beach was from the chaos of PCB, Alexa’s plans for after graduation, Ellie’s work in Austin. The conversation flowed easily, like they were firm friends and not just last night’s entertainment.

They found a cafe at the edge of town and ate outside, Ellie’s treat. Before they left they loaded up with takeout for the casualties, an extra-large orange juice each and a box of pastries.

They were about halfway back along the beach, the house visible in the distance, when Alexa slowed and then stopped.

“Ellie?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I talk to you about something?” She was looking out at the water, not at Ellie, and her voice had changed, the breezy confidence stripped back to something more vulnerable. “I know I’ve known you for less than twenty-four hours, which makes this ridiculous, but I don’t have anyone else I can ask. Not about this.”

“Of course.” Ellie turned to face her. “What’s going on?”

Alexa sat down on the sand, knees pulled up, and Ellie sat next to her, the takeout resting between them. They looked out at the Gulf together, the water flat and glittering, a pelican gliding low over the surface.

“It’s about Mia,” Alexa said.

Ellie waited. She’d learned from Becca that the best thing you could do when someone was working up to something was to give them the silence to find their own way there.

“I’ve been in love with her for a while now,” Alexa said suddenly, and the words came out in a rush, as if she’d been holding them so close for so long that letting them out was explosive. “Two years, give or take. I’ve never told anyone. Not a single person.”

Ellie kept her expression open, present, leaving Alexa the room for whatever she wanted to say. “Ok.”

“She’s my best friend. My teammate. My roommate. We do everything together, we know everything about each other, and for two years I’ve been carrying this one thing that she doesn’t know about and it’s been…” She let out a breath. “It’s been really hard. Because I can’t risk it. If I tell her and she doesn’t feel the same way, I lose everything. The friendship, the dynamic, living together next year after we graduate. All of it.”

“That’s a lot to hold to yourself.” Ellie paused. “Can I ask you something? Is it just Mia, or have you been interested in any other women?”

Alexa dragged her hand through the sand, letting it run through her fingers. She didn’t answer for a few seconds. “I may have slightly underplayed my prior experience last night,” she said eventually, a wry smile flickering across her face.

“How so?”

“I had a thing with a girl in high school. A teammate. We kept it completely secret, nobody knew, not our friends, not our families, nobody. She even had a boyfriend.” She shrugged. “It ended when we went to college and we never talked about it again. But it wasn’t just fooling around. It was a relationship. A real one.”

“And Mia doesn’t know that?”

“She knows I hooked up with a girl a few times before I knew her. One of those brags when you first meet people, showing everyone how experienced I was. She doesn’t know it was a relationship. She doesn’t know I’m…” She waved her hand vaguely. “Whatever I am. I’ve never really labelled it.”

“You don’t have to label it.”

“I know. But the point is, she doesn’t know the full picture. And now…” Alexa’s voice caught slightly. “Now I slept with her. Last night. Not just when all four of us were… whatever we were doing. After you and Becca went to your room we just… it happened. What I’ve wanted to happen for years. And it wasn’t drunk fooling around, Ellie. It wasn’t spin the bottle or spring break or any of that. It was real. She was looking at me, and I was looking at her, and it was amazing. We… you get the picture. We didn’t get much sleep.”

Ellie nodded. “How did she seem? Afterwards?”

“Happy. Like, genuinely happy. We held each other while we fell asleep, we kissed, she kept saying ‘that was amazing’ and so did I.” Alexa’s voice was shaking slightly now. “And I’m terrified because I don’t know if that was Mia having a wild night at spring break and moving on, or if it was Mia feeling what I’m feeling. And if I ask and it’s the first one, I’ve ruined everything.”

“What does your gut tell you?”

Alexa was quiet for a long time. A wave ran up the sand and touched their feet.

“I’ve seen Mia like that with guys. If she hooks up she’s all-in. But… my gut tells me she felt it too,” she said quietly. “The way she kissed me wasn’t how you kiss someone you’re hooking up with. It was… God, it was incredible. And after, when we were lying there, she said something…” She paused. “She said, ‘We should have done this sooner’. And I didn’t know if she meant earlier in the evening or, like, two years ago.”

“Did you ask?”

“I was too scared to ask.”

Ellie thought carefully about what to say. This wasn’t her area, she wasn’t the therapist, Becca was, but she knew how to listen, and she could ask the questions that might help Alexa find her own way through it.

“What’s the thing you’re most afraid of?” Ellie asked.

“That I tell her and she panics. That it makes everything weird. That I go from being her best friend to being the friend who’s in love with her, and she can never look at me the same way again.” She shrugged. “That we lose what we already have, which is great.”

“And what’s the best-case scenario?”

Alexa turned to look at her, and her eyes were bright. “That she feels the same way. That last night was the start of something. That we’ve been idiots for years and we finally figured it out.”

“Can I ask you something else?”

“Yeah.”

“Before last night, before us, before the kissing game, before any of it, was there ever a moment where you thought Mia might feel the same way?”

Alexa thought about it. “Sometimes. Little things. But you ask yourself whether they’re real or you’re just being hopeful. Like the way she looks at me every now and then when she thinks I’m not paying attention. How she gets jealous when I hook up with someone, even though she tries to hide it. Those couple of times we kissed… she was the one who started it, drunken bravado she claimed, and afterwards she acted like it was nothing but she couldn’t look at me for two days.” She paused. “And last night, during spin the bottle. When the bottle pointed at me. The look on her face before she kissed me. I swear that wasn’t nothing.”

“It really wasn’t nothing,” Ellie agreed. “From where I was sitting, that was the most intense, hottest kiss I’ve ever seen. And that wasn’t just you contributing to that.”

Alexa let out a small, shaky laugh. “It’s ridiculous. You’re three years older than me and you seem to know everything about this. I feel like a child.”

Ellie shook her head. “I don’t know everything. I don’t know anything, really. Becca and I stumbled into what we have, and we made about a thousand mistakes getting there. We’re still figuring it out every day. Three years doesn’t give you wisdom. It just gives you slightly more experience of being confused.”

“But you figured out what you wanted. You and Becca. You knew.”

“We knew we wanted each other. Everything else has been improvisation.” She smiled. “Messy, terrifying, occasionally spectacular improvisation.”

Alexa was quiet for a while, sifting sand through her fingers, looking at the water. “What should I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

“I want to tell her. I want to tell her everything… that I love her, that I’ve loved her for years, that last night was the best night of my life and it wasn’t anything to do with what happened before we slept together. It was that, me and her, that was everything I want.”

“Then I think you have your answer.”

“But when? Now? Today? That feels like too much. She’s going to wake up hungover and confused. What if she can’t remember it? I don’t want to ambush her with a declaration of love before she’s had coffee.”

Ellie laughed. “No. Definitely not before coffee.” She thought for a moment. “Maybe see how today goes. See how she is with you. Last night changed something for you, and you’ll be able to feel whether it changed something for her too. You don’t need to have the big conversation today. You just need to pay attention.”

Alexa nodded slowly. “Pay attention. Yeah. I can do that.”

“And Alexa?”

“Yeah?”

“Whatever happens, whatever she says when you do tell her… you slept with her last night and she held you and smiled and kissed your forehead and wished you’d done that sooner. That’s not nothing. That’s really, really not nothing.”

Alexa looked at her, and she looked so vulnerable it made Ellie’s heart melt. Three years age difference felt like ten. “Come here,” Ellie said and pulled Alexa into a hug. “You’ll be ok. I promise,” she said, and felt Alexa nod.

“Thank you,” Alexa said, leaning back again. “Seriously. Thank you.”

Ellie pulled out her phone. “Give me your number. If you ever need to talk about this, or anything, you can call me. Any time.”

Alexa took the phone and typed her number in, then called herself so she had Ellie’s. “You might regret this,” she said, handing it back. “I’m a chronic overthinker.”

“Join the club. I’m a tech engineer. Chronic overthinking is basically my job description.”

Alexa laughed and they stood, brushing the sand off before they started to walk the rest of the way back to the house.

***

When they got back, the scene by the pool confirmed that the comatose had arisen, if only barely. Becca and Mia were both in the water, leaning against the pool wall in the shallows, sunglasses on, looking exactly like two women who were one loud noise away from something very unpleasant.

“We brought supplies,” Ellie announced, holding up the juices.

“You’re an angel,” Becca said, reaching for her juice without opening her eyes. “Both of you. Angels.”

“I’m never drinking again,” Mia said from behind her sunglasses. “I mean it this time. Last night was my last ever drink. I’m done.”

“You said that Wednesday morning,” Alexa said, sitting on the pool edge and handing Mia a pastry, her legs dangling in the water.

“I meant it Wednesday morning too. This time is different though. This time I really, really mean it.” She took a big bite and chewed as if she’d just been rescued from the wilderness after three days without food rather than recovering from a hangover.

Ellie went inside and changed into her bikini, then slipped into the pool next to Becca, who leaned against her shoulder and murmured, “Where did you go?”

“Beach walk with Alexa. Brunch at the cafe.”

“Good walk?”

“Good walk.” Ellie kissed the top of Becca’s head, and the look they shared over the rims of their sunglasses said everything that needed saying: I’ll tell you later.

They chilled for a while. Mia was funny even when hungover, complaining about the sun, the volume of the birds, and the fundamental injustice of mornings in general even though it was afternoon already, while Alexa was quiet but present, her eyes drifting to Mia more than they drifted anywhere else.

Ellie watched the two of them and noticed the initial awkwardness. Alexa was holding herself back, Ellie could see, the morning after what they’d done the night before mixed with everything she’d confessed on the beach. Mia, on the other hand, was going the other direction, overcompensating.

Then Mia reached across and pulled a flake of croissant from Alexa’s hair.

“You’re a mess,” Mia said, showing her the flake.

“You’re one to talk.” Ellie watched as the warmth between them suddenly came back.

Mia grinned and flicked the crumb into the water. Then she looked at Alexa for a moment longer than was necessary, her expression softening into something that Ellie hadn’t seen on Mia’s face before… something unguarded, something that the bravado and the jokes along with the confidence usually covered. It lasted barely a second or two before Mia caught herself, but it was enough. It was more than enough.

“Hey,” Mia said, her voice quiet, meant for Alexa alone. Ellie studiously pretended not to hear, as did Becca, but they were listening… both of them loved a good romance, after all. “You want to go for a walk? Just us? I feel like we should probably…” She trailed off and gave a small, uncharacteristically nervous shrug. “Talk. Maybe.”

Alexa went very still. Then she nodded, and Ellie saw a flicker of excitement in her smile. Good, thought Ellie, she’s not going to die wondering at least.

Mia looked over at Ellie and Becca, and there was a vulnerability in her expression that was so unlike the Mia of the previous twenty-four hours that it was like she was a different person. “You guys ok if we…?”

“Go,” Becca said gently. “Take as long as you need. We’re not going anywhere.”

“The pastries will be here when you get back,” Ellie added. “If Becca hasn’t eaten them all.”

“No promises,” Becca grinned. “But you guys can hang out here as long as you want.”

Mia smiled gratefully and climbed out of the pool. She held her hand out to Alexa, who took it, and Mia dried herself before pulling on a t-shirt. Ellie watched them walk towards the gate in the hedge, Mia leading the way. At the gate Mia paused and said something to Alexa that Ellie couldn’t hear, and Alexa nodded again and laughed, then they were through and gone.

“Alexa’s in love with her,” Ellie said quietly after a few moments. “I think she might tell her.” She paused. “I hope they’re ok.”

She turned to see Becca grinning, the broadest grin you could imagine.

“What?” Ellie asked.

“So Mia thought she should take advantage of one-on-one time with a therapist while you were gone.”

“And…”

Becca took Ellie’s hand in hers under the water and gave it a squeeze. “Let’s just say, I think if Alexa does that it’s going to work out for them both very well indeed.”

She leaned her head back against the edge of the pool, eyes closed, and Ellie copied her. The sun was warm on her face, the water cool against her body.

They were hungover, tired… this is perfect, Ellie thought to herself, absolutely perfect. And… I even got to finally play spin the bottle last night. It doesn't get better than that.

"Best holiday ever," Ellie offered after a few moments.

She felt Becca nod next to her. "Yeah, it has been." She laughed. "Same time next year?"
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Her Miss Perfect

Set in the Coming Into The Light universe, introducing a new set of characters (including Bel), is Her Miss Perfect… similar heat, similar themes, same London. Here is the Prologue:

Laura had been at her desk since quarter to eight.

Northern line from Clapham South at not long after seven, change at Stockwell, Victoria line to Oxford Circus, eleven-minute walk. Coat hung up, computer on, first coffee made. This was who Laura was. You grew up the way she grew up and you learned that being early was the minimum.

She was deep in a specification… line forty-seven, cladding system, fixing details… when the office door opened at twenty past ten and Golden Girl breezed in, mid-conversation on her phone.

Saskia was in gym kit, but not the kind of gym kit Laura owned, faded leggings and a Sheffield Hallam t-shirt she'd had since second year. No, this was the kind that looked like it had been designed for someone who wanted to be photographed leaving a gym. Matching set, an achingly stylish muted olive, a brand that Laura didn't recognise but knew was expensive. Her hair was pulled back and she was slightly flushed. She dropped her bag on her chair and sat down on the other side of the shelf unit without acknowledging Laura's existence, because she was laughing at something the person on the phone had said.

"No, I know. I know. It was ridiculous." Saskia kicked off her trainers, expensive and immaculate, and tucked her feet under her. "The whole thing was ridiculous. I mean, who hires a band for a weekend in the Cotswolds? It's not a wedding, it's a house party."

Laura looked at her screen. Line forty-seven. Cladding system.

"The house was insane though. Properly insane. I still can't get over the pool house… did you see the sauna? I didn't even find it until Sunday morning." Saskia laughed. "I keep thinking I should get Dad to look at something like that for the garden. He'd have a fit."

Line forty-seven. Fixing details. Thermal performance.

"I still can't believe you pushed Dom in the pool. His face. I thought he was going to cry." Saskia laughed, a warm, conspiratorial sound. "And then that friend of his, the one from Verbier… I'm not even going to say what happened after the fireworks. Actually, I can't even if I want to, I'm at work. But you know exactly what I mean."

Laura stared at her specification and thought about her own Saturday night. Pub near the Common with her flatmate Nisha and a few friends, wine then cocktails, then dancing in Infernos until late because Nisha had insisted. It had been a good night. A really good night in fact. Just not the same universe as a Cotswolds house party with a band and fireworks, not to mention a pool and sauna.

"And what about you and Freddie? Don't play coy with me, I saw you disappear after the fireworks." A pause. More laughter. "I knew it. I absolutely knew it. Was he good? He looks like he'd be good." Another pause. "Oh God, really? That's either amazing or horrifying, and I need more details immediately."

Laura was not trying to listen. She was actively, determinedly trying to concentrate on line forty-seven of a cladding specification. But the office was small and the shelf unit was not a wall.

"Listen, I've got to go, I'm at work and I haven't even showered yet. Lunch this week? Thursday? Perfect. I'll book somewhere. Oh… and send me that video of Dom going in the pool. I need it for blackmail purposes."

Saskia hung up, tossed her phone on the desk and stretched, arms above her head, the gym kit riding up slightly, and seemed to notice Laura for the first time.

"Morning. Sorry… that was rude, wasn't it? Long catch-up." She glanced at Laura's screen. "God, are you on the spec already? It's not due for weeks."

"It's due in nine days."

"That's basically weeks." Saskia smiled. "Miss Perfect. You make the rest of us look terrible, you know that?"

Laura forced a smile back. Miss Perfect. She knew that Saskia didn’t mean it as a slur, Saskia didn’t have a bad bone in her body, but it should burn anyway… Laura had had to be perfect to be sat in this office doing her job. People from her background didn’t do this. They were shop assistants, or van drivers, or sat at home with two kids to look after by the time they were seventeen. Laura had had to scrap for everything to get where she was… perfect hadn’t been an option, it had been a necessity.

Should burn… but there was something else, something deeper, something that Laura tried and frequently failed to ignore. Being called Miss Perfect, it just… well, it just triggered something inside, something warm and fuzzy and entirely the opposite of what she should feel, and… stop it, Laura told herself, not now.

Saskia simply ploughed on, seemingly oblivious to the colour that had come into Laura’s cheeks and must surely be obvious.

"Right, I need a shower and then coffee. Do you want one? A coffee, not a shower." Saskia grinned. "The showers here are grim."

"Coffee would be great, thanks. Just black."

"Black. Of course. Even your coffee is no-nonsense." Saskia grabbed her towel and washbag from her gym kit and headed for the door. "Back in ten. Don't finish the whole spec before I get back."

Saskia left and the office settled back into silence. Laura could still smell the faint trace of Saskia's gym… not sweat, somehow, but something clean and expensive, the scent of a woman whose personal trainer probably cost more per hour than Laura spent on food in a week.

A band in the Cotswolds. A pool house with a sauna. Fireworks and someone pushed into a pool at three in the morning. And on Monday morning, gym kit and a phone call and a shower and a coffee, and starting work an hour and a half after everyone else, and somehow none of it mattered, because Saskia could be late and unbothered and still be the most talented architect in the building. The Golden Girl. The family name that opened every door, the father whose property empire was a client of the firm, the connections that meant the rules simply didn't apply. The world rearranged itself around her the way it always did.

Laura turned back to line forty-seven. Cladding system. Fixing details. The work that kept buildings standing and that nobody noticed unless you got it wrong, which Laura never did, because getting it wrong was something that Laura simply couldn’t afford to do.

Reading on is just a few clicks away: Her Miss Perfect


Still Want More?


Beyond The Game

The most powerful woman in the room has never knelt for anyone. Until tonight. 


Caitlin doesn't submit. Not to demanding clients, obstinate CFOs, or anyone who dares challenge her authority. She's built her entire identity on being the one in control... at work, in relationships, in every aspect of her life. At twenty-eight she's already a legend of the Houston consulting scene: the consultant everyone wants on their team, the woman who makes things happen through sheer force of will.


Helena is supposed to be invisible. She's younger, Caitlin's junior, only on temporary assignment to the Houston office from Sao Paolo for a few weeks. But when their team celebrates a major victory, Helena sees what everyone else misses: the cracks in Caitlin's armour, the hunger for something that Caitlin doesn't even know the name for, the desperate need to stop controlling everything.


"Would you like to learn what it feels like to let go?"


One question. One game. One Friday night that spirals from playful commands in a Houston bar to bound wrists in Caitlin's bedroom, where Helena introduces her to pleasures she never knew she craved, and that turns the days that follow into a week that will transform Caitlin's entire life.


Some women are meant to command. The right woman can teach them how to obey.

All three of these steamy, lesbian power exchange novellas are available in a single box-set: Beyond The Game (The Caitlin Collection)

***

Coming Into The Light

Lesbian romance? Check. High heat level? Check. Love triangle spread across continents? Check and check.


Amy fooled around a little at university, of course she did... who doesn't experiment, after all? But now, in her late twenties, living with her boyfriend, most of her friends' thoughts turning to getting married and settling down, those days are far behind her.


Well, at least she thought they were.


When her colleague and kind-of-boss Sarah helps her out with her career it sets in motion of a chain of events that opens the door to long buried emotions... and when she then meets Luisa Amy finds herself with a dilemma, her heart torn between these two amazing women that have come crashing into her life from nowhere and her boyfriend, James.


Discover this spicy lesbian love triangle romance, and join Amy on her journey to rediscover herself as she Comes Into The Light, along with the sequel Burning Both Ends.

Alongside the main novels in the series, companion novels tell the stories of other women in the same world… characters who cross paths with the main trio and have their own journeys to take. Starting with Her Miss Perfect and Your Place Or Ours?

***

Experimenting

Harriet and Zach have everything… a happy marriage, a life together in Sydney, a love that runs deep and strong.

But when Zach has a dream one night, a dream about Harriet with another man, it unleashes desires that neither of them knew they had, making them both ask the question about whether they have the courage to share their deepest selves with the person they love most.

Through encounters with other people and adventures beyond their wildest dreams, they learn that jealousy and desire can coexist, that trust can strengthen their relationship, and that love grows stronger when tested.

A high heat series about hotwives, bulls and polyamory, with Seasons 1 and 2 available now:

Complete Season 1

Complete Season 2

Also there is the prequel, standalone novel Too Sensible To Know Better.

(if you are particularly interested in lesbian high heat romance, you may want to take a look at book 2 of season 2 in particular: Surprising)


About the author


What happens when you push a character past what they thought were their limits? What do they discover about themselves? What lines will they cross?

Camilla's shorts built a devoted following of readers who found answers to those questions: over half a million individual reads, averaging more than 15k reads per story and ratings of 4.8+/5 for her three most popular series of shorts.

Now she writes novels and novellas that let her show what comes next. The full transformation, not just the spark. Relationships that go deep. Tension that builds to something worth the wait. Characters who don't just glimpse who they could be... they become it.

Whether expanding popular series or exploring fresh ground, every story is designed to deliver.
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