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      “Why are you staring at me?” Vanessa lifted her wine glass from the table, her eyes narrowed with a hint of curiosity as she gazed at Emma over the rim. The red liquid caught the soft glow of the restaurant’s candlelight, but it was those delicious blue eyes that Emma couldn’t tear herself away from. “You’ve been staring for the last few minutes.”

      “Because I love you. Because you look gorgeous. Because…you’re all mine.” Emma’s smile curled slowly as she reached a hand across the table, her fingertips grazing Vanessa’s knuckles. “Because I want to.”

      “Well.” Vanessa tilted her head, studying her wife with a bemused smile as she lowered her glass. “Unless you’ve done something you shouldn’t have, I don’t know what’s changed.”

      “Nothing has changed. I just want to look at you.” Emma leaned back slightly, her hand still extended, now resting palm-up as Vanessa carefully stroked her fingertips over it. Around them, the low hum of conversation and clinking cutlery filled the air, but in that moment, it all faded into a distant murmur. “It’s been a year, and I’m still incredibly proud of you.”

      Vanessa glanced down, her brows drawn together. She turned her wrist and checked her watch, squinting at the date. “A year since what?”

      “Okay, really? Y-you don’t know what I’m talking about?”

      “I…”

      “Your mastectomy, babe. It was a year ago today.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened. “Oh! Really? It feels like ten years ago.”

      God. Emma’s chest ached with how casually she said that. How easily it seemed to have drifted from Vanessa’s mind. Something so huge surely couldn’t be so effortlessly forgotten. “It feels like yesterday to me.”

      Vanessa looked down at the table, her fingers absently tracing the base of her wine glass. “Well, now I know why you were so insistent on coming out for dinner this evening. I had no idea this date meant anything to you. And yes, I’d forgotten what it represented.”

      Emma wanted to say more, to unpack whatever had settled deep in her chest, but she held it back. Vanessa wasn’t brushing this off. She was just…compartmentalising. Like she always did. It was how she coped, and Emma knew that. Still, the realisation stung. How could she forget something so defining?

      The past year had been a blur, from Daisy’s chaotic entrance into nursery life and the endless lesson plans both Emma and Vanessa faced daily, to Emma being promoted to department head. That was no small feat. Emma had played it down—she’d never liked the spotlight—but it had been a huge shift. All of it was. But even with the whirlwind year they’d had, this date had burned itself into her memory, etched there with stark clarity. She remembered the hospital room, the silence afterwards, and the way Vanessa’s voice had trembled just once or twice before she’d joked about how she’d never look good in a bikini again.

      “I wanted to celebrate you,” Emma said quietly. “I wanted to celebrate how far you’ve come in the last twelve months. It’s important that we remember this date and what you’ve battled through.”

      “Oh, I didn’t battle.” Vanessa’s tone was light and almost dismissive. “People have it far worse than I did.”

      Emma’s jaw tightened slightly, but her smile stayed soft. She reached across the table again, this time taking Vanessa’s hand fully in hers and holding on tight. “Just because someone else is going through hell, it doesn’t mean your pain doesn’t count. Don’t make it seem like it wasn’t a big deal. It was. You made a huge decision. You gave up a part of yourself for a chance at something more. A future. That’s not small.”

      Vanessa’s gaze lowered to their joined hands, her thumb moving slowly over Emma’s knuckles. “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am.” Emma sat back with a smug smile. “It’s why you married me.” Vanessa laughed at that, and Emma noted how her shoulders seemed to loosen. “And this is the first night we’ve had the chance to come out for dinner since the new school year started.”

      “I thought this half-term break would never arrive.” Vanessa’s head fell back slightly as she exhaled. Even with a noticeable tiredness written all over her face, she was still exceptionally beautiful. “We should make some plans for this week. Get out of the house and do things that we enjoy together.”

      “Whatever you feel like doing,” Emma shrugged. “You know I’m game.”

      “Maybe we could drive out somewhere. Hiking, that kind of thing.”

      Yes. Yes, that sounded perfect. Emma spent most days outside, but there was something different about being in the quiet with Vanessa. No students shouting over netball, no bells marking time, no admin to drown in. Just open sky, fresh air, and them.

      “Do we get to take a picnic, too?” Emma asked, her eyes narrowed.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Should I see if Lauren and Daisy want to meet us towards the end of it? I’d invite them to join us on the hike, but, well…small children, you know?”

      “One muddy tantrum and it’s game over.” Vanessa chuckled, that warmth in her eyes that Emma repeatedly fell in love with on the daily as present as ever.  “Let’s just spend time alone together this week. We give plenty of our time to Lauren, Daisy, and Rob.”

      Vanessa didn’t have to say that twice. Emma was already nodding as she pictured lazy mornings tangled up in warm sheets and coffee that didn’t go cold on the counter. Vanessa was right. They adored Daisy, but it was time to recharge. Time for them. “You’re right. And we can see them whenever we like.”

      She thought back to the last time Daisy had joined them at a restaurant. The tiny tornado—as Emma had nicknamed her—had insisted on eating ‘like a big girl’, which had mostly involved launching her spaghetti across the table and onto Emma’s new white blouse. Emma hadn’t been mad. It was hard to be mad when Daisy’s little face beamed up at her, oblivious to what she’d done wrong.

      “Knowing Lauren, she’s probably already scheduled an entire week of activities with Daisy. You know what she’s like. She finds it very hard to sit still.”

      That was true. Seeing Lauren whirl around after Daisy exhausted Emma just from watching. And Lauren didn’t get the same break they did. Rob travelled so often these days that Emma wondered how Lauren didn’t just keel over mid-morning. “We try to help,” Emma said as she lifted a shoulder. “I just hope it’s enough.”

      Vanessa reached out and laid her hand over Emma’s. “Lauren appreciates what we do for her.”

      That satisfied Emma. She glanced up and caught the look in Vanessa’s eyes. Soft, certain, and filled with endless amounts of love. God, she adored that look. She felt herself smile in a way she only ever did when it was just the two of them. “So, this week is all about us then, babe?”

      “I couldn’t think of anything better.” Vanessa smiled as the server collected their empty plates. When she leaned forward, her face lit up with the pride she had for Emma. “So, how was your first term as head of department?”

      Emma puffed out a breath and ran a hand through her hair. “I’m easing myself into it. Nothing much has changed, not yet, but I’m sure it will.” She didn’t say how sometimes the weight of it all pressed down on her when she lay in bed at night. Or how the to-do lists at the office kept multiplying like rabbits. But she’d asked for this. She wanted it, and she could handle it. She always did. “I bumped into Dani earlier,” Emma added, hoping to shift the conversation. “She was glued to her phone. Grinning at it like the Cheshire Cat.”

      Vanessa raised a curious eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I mean, it’s probably nothing, but she’s usually walking around with a face like thunder.” Emma sat forward and lowered her voice, wondering if her wife could give her an insight into Dani’s recent behaviour. “Any idea why she was all smiles?”

      “She did mention a date she was going on last weekend, but I haven’t really had the chance to catch up with her. Work was hectic this week, as you already know.”

      “Parents’ evening,” Emma groaned. “I hate that time of year. I know I love gushing about the kids to their parents, but it’s just one hell of a long day by the time it’s over.”

      Vanessa nodded in agreement, her wine glass now nearly empty. The light played against the red stain on the inside rim, and Emma watched her for a second, noting how good she looked when she was just…at ease. She quickly brought herself out of wherever her mind was almost spiralling to. It would only get her into trouble, and they had cocktails to enjoy before they got naked. “Anyway, let’s grill Dani when we’re back after next week. Let her have her mysterious romantic glow-up for now.”

      “Mm.” Vanessa tipped the last of her wine back with a satiated sigh. “I’m using the bathroom while you get the bill. Then we are going dancing.”

      Emma smiled as Vanessa rose gracefully from her chair. Her royal blue dress hugged her curves just right, dipping and clinging in ways that turned more than a few heads as she walked away. But Vanessa didn’t seem to notice. She’d never been the kind of woman to think highly of herself.

      Gone were the days when she’d tug self-consciously at her clothes, checking her reflection with a worried look whenever she could. That hesitancy had burnt out over the last year, and it had been replaced by a radiant glow. And Emma? Emma couldn’t take her eyes off her wife. She watched until Vanessa disappeared around the corner, then let her gaze linger on the space she’d just occupied. “Oh, you’re one lucky fucker.”
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        * * *

      

      Vanessa watched Emma from across the room, her gaze sweeping up the back of her wife as she took her bottom lip between her teeth. God, they needed this week off together. At least, Vanessa believed so. It wasn’t often she counted down the days until the end of term, but lately, it was all she thought about. Perhaps she was just getting too comfortable at home. Whatever the reason, Vanessa preferred to be alone with Emma at any given opportunity.

      She wanted to celebrate…

      But it was a celebration of more than just this evening. It was more than celebrating the quiet joy of having time away from responsibilities and the daily grind. Emma wanted to celebrate her and the recovery Vanessa had made, while Vanessa wanted to celebrate them and the beautiful life they’d built.

      Vanessa’s hand found its way beneath her chin as she rested her elbow on the table, her eyes fixed on Emma, where she stood at the bar. The way she made these little moments feel so precious…it was as though Emma was forever doing something sweet, without even trying. And yet, Vanessa hadn’t expected anything special this evening. She had planned to come home from work, slip into her favourite worn-out yoga pants, and dive into the book she’d been reading. Still, as she sat here watching Emma, this was exactly where she wanted to be. Dancing with her, loving her, and savouring these small, fleeting moments together.

      A whole year without them. Vanessa looked down, the faintest smile tugging at her lips as she traced the lines of her chest, the subtle curve of her body that no longer mirrored what it had once been. The loss had been initially devastating. But now, those thoughts didn’t linger long. She couldn’t change the past, and she couldn’t rewind time to make different choices. So, why hold on to regret when she had so much beauty right in front of her?

      “Cocktail for the most gorgeous woman in the world.”

      Emma’s voice broke through Vanessa’s thoughts as she set down two cocktails, her eyes narrowed playfully as she stared at Vanessa. God, she was beautiful. Not in a flashy, look-at-me type of way, though. No, Emma had a beauty far beyond anything Vanessa could comprehend. It was a beauty that lived in the way Emma made people feel seen and the way she paid attention. The way she made Vanessa feel loved every single day, even when Vanessa found it hard to love herself.

      “Did…I just catch you checking yourself out, babe?”

      Vanessa laughed softly. “God, no. You do that enough for the both of us.”

      Emma slid in beside her and laid a hand gently on Vanessa’s thigh. The touch sent a jolt through Vanessa, a quiet reminder of the intimacy they shared. “Reminiscing?” Emma asked, her voice holding a small hint of concern. “I’m sorry if I brought it all back by suggesting this tonight.”

      Vanessa curled a finger and urged Emma to come even closer. The moment their lips met, Emma’s hand tightened around her thigh. Those simple touches would always keep Vanessa anchored, even if Emma was doing it for other reasons. Oh, she’ll never forget what gets you going. She drew back reluctantly and cupped Emma’s cheek. “You haven’t brought it all back. You’ve just reminded me that I should celebrate my accomplishments more often.”

      “I’d spend the rest of my life celebrating you if I could,” Emma whispered as her lips brushed against Vanessa’s. “I hope you know that.”

      “Just once a year is enough, baby.” Vanessa kissed Emma’s cheek, a smile tugging at her lips when she chose to linger for a moment. “You smell so good tonight.”

      Emma regarded her with a playful grin. “Excuse me, but I smell good all the time.”

      Vanessa raised an eyebrow, a knowing look exchanged between them. “And why is that exactly?”

      Emma sighed dramatically. “Fine. Because I keep stealing your perfume.” She shifted in the booth, sitting side-on to Vanessa, her arm draping casually along the back. She brought her fingers to the nape of Vanessa’s neck, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine as Emma’s nails grazed the skin beneath her hairline. “But what’s yours is mine and all that.”

      “What’s mine will always be yours, Emma.” Vanessa meant that more now than ever.

      Emma tilted her head slightly, her smile soft, but those eyes as enticing as ever. It had the hairs on Vanessa’s arms standing to attention. “I don’t think you realise how much you still take my breath away.”

      Vanessa looked away, her cheeks heating. “You’re laying it on thick tonight.”

      “It’s the cocktails,” Emma said, grinning as she nudged one of the glasses closer. “They make me sentimental.”

      Vanessa reached for hers, the rim cool against her lips as she took a slow sip. It was sweet and tart, with a hint of something citrusy that tanged on her tongue. “We should drink sentimental more often.”

      “We used to. We just never realised what was coming back then. You were still with…him. I was still secretly in love with you…” Emma laced their fingers together. “But regardless of our relationship status back then, you still look at me like you might eat me alive.”

      Vanessa arched a brow. “That’s because I still might.”

      Emma laughed a low, throaty sound that made Vanessa’s stomach flutter. It was that dirty laugh Vanessa adored. “Careful. I’ve had just enough to take that seriously.”

      Vanessa leaned in close, her voice barely above a whisper against Emma’s ear. “Good.”

      Emma turned her head, their noses brushing as she smiled into a kiss. When she drew back, Vanessa noted the look immediately. “I think you forget that I know what you’re capable of, babe. Eating me alive sounds just perfect to end this night.”

      “I…think we should dance now. Before I start doing things in this booth that will get us kicked out.”

      Emma squeezed Vanessa’s thigh and created a slight space between them. “No, wait. I’m not ready to dance yet. I wanted to speak to you about something.”

      Vanessa watched Emma expectantly. “Okay…”

      Emma lifted her cocktail, her eyes sparkling as she studied Vanessa. “Christmas.” Her voice shifted from that teasing tone Vanessa loved, now carrying a sense of urgency and excitement instead. “What plans do we have?”

      Vanessa blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in conversation. “Well, since it’s only October…none.” Her mind started to race, but she was struggling to connect the dots. Why was Emma asking about Christmas now, of all times? It felt like Vanessa had just had a conversation with Lauren about Daisy’s Halloween costume. “Why?”

      “I want to be ahead of the game. I want to get plans in place as soon as we can so I can start to build that excitement. No time like the present, and let’s be honest, it’ll be here before we realise it.”

      Vanessa understood immediately. She knew the joy Emma found in these things—the planning and the anticipation. The last few Christmases had been nothing short of magical, and Vanessa had to admit that it was all thanks to Emma’s perfect sense of timing and organisation. Schedules, playlists, hand-painted ornaments. God love her, she’d even organised matching pyjamas. “You’re not playing Santa again, are you? It took me a week to get the red glitter out of the living room carpet last time.” Vanessa laughed at the thought. And then her palms tingled when she reminded herself of how that night had ended. By the time bedtime came around, Emma had slipped into a far sexier Santa outfit…in the bedroom.

      Emma grinned. She knew exactly where Vanessa’s mind had wandered to just then. “I haven’t decided what or who I’m dressing as yet.”

      Vanessa shook her head, feeling a warmth spread through her chest. This was too much. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to fall in love and marry Emma all over again. “Right, enough of this. Get up, get on the dance floor, and show me what you’ve got.”

      “Oh, come on, babe. You know I love Christmas.” Emma’s bottom lip jutted out in a pout. “And I’ve realised lately that it’s because Christmas with my parents was always crap. Then you lot came along, and it got better. Now that I have a wife and a home with that beautiful wife, I get to make it as fun and exciting as I want to.”

      Vanessa rose to her feet and urged Emma up with her. As she pulled Emma close, their bodies pressed together, she gazed into her wife’s eyes…eyes that had seen her through everything. “You deserve any kind of Christmas you want, Emma.”

      “Thanks, babe.” Emma kissed her slowly. “I just want it to always be as perfect as it can be.” Vanessa’s breath caught as Emma nipped at her bottom lip. “Since you and I got together, Christmas feels really special to me.”

      “Me too. Even if I don’t show as much enthusiasm as you do.” Vanessa brushed her fingers gently against Emma’s cheek and secured an arm around her waist. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Emma whispered, peeling Vanessa’s hand from her back to intertwine their fingers. She led them both towards the dance floor, her grip never loosening. She was determined to let the world know that they were taken and always would be. “You know,” Emma said, her voice low as she dipped her head towards Vanessa’s ear. “Since last year and everything that happened, you just get sexier every day.”

      If Emma was trying to ensure this night ended with a bang—literally—she was far too late. Vanessa already had a dozen filthy plans lined up for the moment they stepped through the front door. But hearing Emma say the things that always reassured her, her pulse stuttered the way it always would.

      She pressed her body closer, her hips swaying with Emma’s, and murmured against her lips, “Keep talking like that, and I’ll have you bent over my knee before your heels even hit the floor.”
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      Flipping a few pieces of bacon in the pan, Emma swayed to the smooth rhythm drifting from the radio, the autumnal morning light spilling across the kitchen tiles. For a moment, everything felt perfectly fine. She felt refreshed after her night out with Vanessa last night, and her shoulders were free of the usual weight she carried. Weight generally caused by too much work and not enough play. Honestly, she was buzzing with excitement for the week ahead. She had a very rare stretch of uninterrupted time with Vanessa.

      They had made a pact last night to lay low, to…not see Lauren and Daisy unless it was necessary. A soft boundary. One that was needed if they had any hope of ending this week off together unscathed. Still, Lauren had somehow found her way inside the house this morning, already seated at the dining table like it was the most natural thing in the world. Because, usually, it was.

      “Be the bestest friend and throw on a few extra slices for me, Em.”

      Emma turned towards her with a smile. It was bright but mostly practiced whenever she was around Vanessa’s daughter lately. “I was surprised to see you at the front door.” Her eyes darted back to the pan. She didn’t have any extra slices left. That had been the last of it. But Lauren probably needed it more. Emma had only rolled out of their warm, safe bed thirty minutes ago, while Lauren had likely been up before sunrise, chasing after a toddler with boundless energy and no idea what sleep actually meant. “I didn’t know you were coming over today.”

      “I wasn’t. Then I remembered Daisy started her first full day at nursery today, and I was a bit lost. I stood outside the place, not knowing what to do.”

      Emma leaned against the counter, her arms folded loosely as she let out a laugh and shook her head. “You know, you could just go home and have a rest. Put your feet up. Read a book. Anything that doesn’t involve going a mile a minute.”

      “I don’t think I know what sitting down is anymore.” Lauren yawned as she dragged a tired hand through her hair. Her eyes were half-lidded—something Emma was used to seeing these days—her shoulders low with the constant fatigue Lauren lived with since Daisy had learned to walk. “I was hoping Mum would be home. Any idea what time she’s back?”

      Emma inhaled a deep breath and held it for a moment. Today was supposed to be Vanessa’s day. A true day off. Emma had practically begged her to take a little time for herself, somehow managing to convince her to enjoy a rare treat of nails and a massage at the local spa. Vanessa needed it, and Emma needed her to have it. “She’ll probably be home soon.”

      “Okay, good. I just want to check in with her about having Daisy tomorrow all day so I can get some housework done.”

      Emma’s heart free-fell into her stomach. That wasn’t going to work. They had plans. Plans Emma really didn’t want to give up. “Why tomorrow? Doesn’t it make sense to do the housework today while she’s in nursery until five?”

      “I thought maybe I’d just potter about today. Have some time to myself and that.” Lauren shrugged. “I’d planned to get cracking tomorrow anyway, knowing Mum has the week off work, so…”

      Emma pushed off the counter, moving the pan off the heat and sliding the bacon onto a sheet of kitchen roll. She cleared her throat, hoping to stay composed and not say something Lauren wouldn’t like. If she’d realised anything over the last year or so, it was that Lauren could fly off the handle at the slightest of comments. “We’re not around tomorrow. We’re heading out of town for the day for some time to ourselves. We’re doing a walking trail in The Lakes.”

      Lauren snorted, almost dismissively. “You hate walking trails.”

      “Used to,” Emma said, her gaze cast towards Lauren as she tried to read her. There was something hard to pin down in Lauren’s expression. A disinterest, maybe even irritation. Huh, she can stop with that right now! Emma beamed a smile, choosing to disregard whatever mood Lauren was trying to put on her. Nobody was bringing it down today. “But I quite enjoy them now. More so since everything happened last year. It’s nice to get out and connect with nature.”

      “I’m sure she’ll just rearrange for later in the week.” Lauren waved a hand between them, brushing off Emma’s words as if her plans didn’t matter. “It’s only a walk.”

      “Yeah. It’s only a walk,” Emma muttered as her shoulders slumped. She turned away, pretending to focus on tidying the counter, but deep down she ached with disappointment. She had desperately wanted this time with Vanessa. Just the two of them somewhere quiet without interruptions or obligations. “Just speak to her when she’s home and see what she says. I’m sure she’ll agree to take care of Daisy for you.” And she would—of course she would. Vanessa always did. “I’ll work on some lesson plans or something when I have a minute to.”

      “Thanks, Em. You’re both amazing.”

      Emma offered a half-smile over her shoulder, but the spark and excitement she’d felt earlier were gone. The walking trail had only been the start of her plan. She’d booked the little lake house late last night on a hopeful whim. It was the same place they’d visited before Vanessa’s surgery, when everything had felt fragile but full of love. It was going to be a surprise. A tiny escape. A moment to enjoy their marriage without everyone expecting something from them.

      But now…there was no point mentioning it.

      She plated up the toast, laying the bacon on top without even bothering to focus, then crossed the room and set it down in front of Lauren. Her own appetite had vanished the moment Lauren had dismissed Emma’s plans. “There you go. Have mine. I’m not that hungry anyway.”

      The front door creaked open, followed by the familiar soothe of Vanessa’s voice. “Baby, are you home?”

      “Yeah,” Emma called back, aware that she sounded flat. “In here.”

      The door swung open, and Vanessa stepped inside, glowing from her morning pamper session. She grinned, her eyes bright and excited…just as Emma’s had been before Lauren had shit all over their week off. “Right, after that massage, I’m ready to take on the world.”

      Emma didn’t quite match her enthusiasm, even though she wanted to. Her smile faded as she nodded subtly towards Lauren. “That’s nice,” she said, clearing the frustration from her voice. “But Lauren is here. She wants us to look after Daisy tomorrow.” Emma crossed the room slowly and kissed Vanessa on the cheek. The contact may have only been brief, but it still grounded Emma and reminded her that no matter what, Vanessa was hers. “We can do the hike during the next half term. It’s no big deal.”

      Vanessa didn’t move further into the room. She remained in the doorway, her posture stiffening as the air shifted. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      Emma raised her hands as she took a step back. She wasn’t going to be the bridge between them. Not this time. She was sick and tired of everything being up in the air 24/7. “I’m not getting involved. You make the decision, and I’ll go with that.”

      Vanessa looked between the two of them. “There’s no decision to be made. We have plans, and those plans will not change.” Calmly, Vanessa pulled out a chair at the table and sat directly facing Lauren. “Why do you need us to take care of Daisy tomorrow, sweetheart?”

      Lauren’s brows drew together as if Vanessa shouldn’t even need to ask the question. “So I can sort the house out. It’s a tip, and if I fall over one more of Daisy’s toys, I swear⁠—”

      “So, you could be doing that now instead of sitting here?”

      Oh, shit. The tension in the air had just intensified. Emma winced and turned back towards the counter, suddenly very interested in wiping down an already clean surface. Her pulse quickened, but she wasn’t going to speak. This was mother and daughter territory. She knew when to stay in her lane, and right now was one of those times. “Anyone want coffee?” Emma offered as she chanced a look in the direction of the dining table. “Tea, maybe?”

      Lauren shot up, her chair scraping harshly against the floor. “Can’t. Need to get home to do the cleaning since my mother doesn’t want to look after her grandchild!”

      Vanessa scoffed, her nostrils flaring as she stood up. “How dare you. Every moment I’m not working, I have Daisy for you. This is the first day of my week off, and you’re here asking me to take care of her again.” Her voice didn’t rise, but it held a sharpness that Emma was familiar with. Vanessa’s authority was showing, and as sexy as it was…now wasn’t the time for Emma to enjoy it. “I know you’re tired, love. I know you have things to do. But so do I.”

      “I think my need to take care of the house and your need to go for a walk are two different things, Mum.”

      That was it. Emma wasn’t doing this. “Look, your mum has been working her arse off since September. We barely get a minute to ourselves, and we just wanted one week together where we didn’t have to worry about taking care of anyone other than us.”

      Lauren’s head snapped around to Emma. “You’re taking her side?”

      “I’m not taking anyone’s side. But I won’t have you coming here guilt-tripping Vanessa into looking after Daisy because you can’t be arsed to do the cleaning today instead of tomorrow.”

      Silence fell. It would be brief, but it spoke volumes already.

      “Fine. I won’t ask again. Enjoy your walk.” Lauren strode towards the door, and before either of them could respond, she was gone.

      Emma stared at the closed door, then turned her attention to the abandoned bacon sandwich. She pounced on it, enjoying the first mouthful, then looked up at Vanessa. “You okay, babe?”

      As Vanessa emptied her coat pockets, she paused for a beat. Her brow rose, turning Emma into a puddle on the spot. “Me?” She set her phone and keys down as she smiled. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “You’re sure? Because that was a bit intense with Lauren.”

      Vanessa let out a slow breath, her shoulders relaxing as she reached across the dining table to grab the other half of the sandwich from the plate. “I love her and Daisy to death, but I’m not giving up this week with you, Emma.” She shook her head, enjoying the bacon on toast she’d just stolen from Emma. “You know the last time we had a few uninterrupted days with one another was the first week of the summer holidays. Three months ago.”

      Emma couldn’t believe just how long it had been. “Really?”

      “Yes. Really,” Vanessa said as she brushed crumbs from her fingertips and moved towards the coffee machine. “And I know she struggles to get things done, but that’s something she needs to discuss with Rob. He’s a great dad, but he’s working too much and she’s suffering because of it.”

      Emma leaned her hip against the counter, watching Vanessa as the coffee beans started to grind. She thought about Rob. He was charming and ambitious, but Vanessa was right. He was always on the move, and usually in a different country. “Do you think it’s something she’ll discuss with him?”

      “Probably not,” Vanessa answered over the sound of the coffee machine. “I spent years in the very same situation with Richard. He worked longer hours so I could take more time off work to be a mother. I’m not complaining about that—it meant I could bond with Lauren far more than if I was working all hours of the day—but in the long run…it’s just not maintainable.”

      Emma nodded. “Then you’re right. She needs to speak to Rob.”

      As Emma finished the last bite of her sandwich, Vanessa turned towards her with an outstretched hand. She pulled Emma close, wrapping her arms around her waist with a gentleness that made Emma’s breath catch. “Right now, my marriage is my priority.”

      “Babe, we’re fine.” Emma’s brows drew together slightly. She studied Vanessa’s face, wondering if that comment had a deeper meaning to it. “I hope you know that.”

      “I do know that,” Vanessa said as she tucked Emma’s hair behind her ear. “But I still want to focus on us this week. I know it’s only a walk around The Lakes, but the idea of us being alone, phones off and nothing to worry about…it’s all I’ve thought about all morning.”

      Emma leaned into Vanessa, her fingers stroking the soft fabric of her blouse. “Then we should have a relaxing day today, do whatever we feel like, and head off early in the morning.”

      Vanessa drew her in, her fingertips curling under Emma’s chin, that familiar tenderness in her smile that always made Emma’s heart pound. She kissed her slowly, and it was the kind of kiss that said, ‘this is home’. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else…with anyone else.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma stood by the chest of drawers as she slipped her hoodie over her head and tossed it into the laundry basket. She didn’t know why she felt tense, she was used to Lauren’s selfishness, but today it had really pissed her off. The way she’d spoken to Vanessa, the bitterness in her voice for her mum daring to want to do something for herself…yeah, Emma was quietly seething with her best friend.

      She heard the soft creak of the mattress behind her, and as Emma glanced over her shoulder, Vanessa was sitting on the edge of the bed wearing nothing but her robe. “Nice shower, babe?”

      “Mm.” Vanessa smiled as she rested back on her hands. “You know, I’ve been fantasising about having you to myself all day.”

      Emma turned, her top half bare. “Yeah?”

      “God.” Vanessa gazed back at her and hummed her approval. “Look at you.”

      That was all the invitation Emma needed.

      She crossed the room slowly and lowered herself between Vanessa’s parted knees. With a soft nudge of her palms, she eased Vanessa back onto the mattress, and her wife gave in without resistance. She fell back on her elbows, her robe opening slightly at the thigh. “Let me take care of you,” Emma murmured as she lowered a kiss just above Vanessa’s knee. “No interruptions. Just us.”

      Vanessa’s head lolled back with a sigh. “Finally.”

      Emma reached up and pushed Vanessa’s robe further aside, trailing kisses inward, higher and higher, until her mouth hovered over the one thing she would always desire.

      Vanessa let out a quiet groan when Emma’s breath teased her. “God, Emma…”

      But Emma wasn’t in any rush. Not this afternoon. She nudged Vanessa’s legs wider apart, inhaling the scent of her before dipping lower, her tongue parting her slick lips with aching precision. She licked slowly, savouring every moan and every tremble beneath her mouth as she gripped Vanessa’s thighs and circled her tongue over her clit.

      Vanessa’s hips rolled as her hands tangled in Emma’s hair.

      “You’ve been thinking about this all day,” Emma whispered between strokes. “Haven’t you?”

      Vanessa whimpered in response. “You have no idea.”

      Emma slid two fingers inside her wife, her tongue still working over Vanessa’s clit. The effect was instant. Vanessa cried out and arched into her touch as her legs fell further apart. Vanessa’s breath quickened, her body now trembling on the edge, but she wasn’t quite where Emma wanted her just yet. 

      “Oh, no,” Emma said, pulling back just enough to still her hand. “I want more than this.”

      She stood quickly and moved to the drawer beside the bed, pulling out a black harness and their favourite sleek silicone toy. It was one that fit Emma perfectly, and one that always left Vanessa breathless within seconds.

      Vanessa’s eyes darkened as she watched Emma secure it around her hips. “You read my mind.”

      “Turn over,” Emma said, softly. “And get on your knees.”

      Vanessa obeyed, her body gliding over the sheets, her skin flushed and glistening. Emma stepped up behind her and trailed kisses along her spine, over her shoulder…then moved lower, her fingertips tracing along Vanessa’s waist as she lined herself up.

      She guided the toy between her wife’s soaked lips and pressed in slowly.

      Vanessa gasped as her back arched. “Fuck, yes!”

      Emma slid her hands over Vanessa’s hips and thrust harder. There was nothing she enjoyed more than watching her wife unravel like this. The definition in her back, the softness of her moans, the way her fingers tightened around the sheets when the angle was just right.

      Emma leaned forward against Vanessa’s back and whispered, “You feel so fucking good.”

      Vanessa moaned in response, her body rocking back into her.

      Emma picked up the pace, reached one hand around to circle Vanessa’s clit, and fucked her wife with everything she had. “Let go for me.”

      Vanessa’s orgasm hit fast as she cried out, her whole body convulsing beneath Emma as pleasure tore through her. Emma kept moving slowly, coaxing everything from Vanessa, until she collapsed forward onto the sheets with a satisfied moan.

      Emma slowly eased out and stepped out of the harness, then lay down beside Vanessa, her cheeks flushed as she tried to catch her breath.

      Vanessa turned to her with bliss written all over her face. “That was exactly what I needed.” Vanessa rolled onto her side and dragged her fingertips down Emma’s stomach. “But you didn’t think I was going to let you do all the work, did you?”

      Emma’s lips parted, but whatever words she may have found were lost the moment Vanessa’s hand dipped lower and slid between her thighs. It was the lightest touch—barely more than a graze—but it made her shiver all the same.

      “I was enjoying the view,” Emma managed as she shivered again.

      Vanessa smiled as she leaned and kissed her. “And now it’s time for me to enjoy the very same.”

      Emma moaned into a kiss as Vanessa’s fingers found her clit, circling with precision. Her body arched towards her wife’s touch instinctively, her legs parting as heat flared low in her belly.

      “Mm. You’re soaked,” Vanessa whispered against her lips, rubbing lazy circles over her clit as she pressed a kiss to the corner of Emma’s mouth. “Is that from fucking me…or from knowing I’m about to taste you?”

      Emma gasped, her hands fisting in the sheets. “Jesus, babe…”

      Vanessa smirked, clearly satisfied with her reaction, and trailed kisses down Emma’s body. She paused over her chest, sucking a nipple between her lips, then moved further, licking a line down her stomach until she was kneeling between Emma’s spread thighs.

      Vanessa looked up, her eyes dark and fixed on Emma’s. “Watch me taste you.”

      She lowered her head and pressed her tongue between Emma’s lips, slow and confident, tasting her with the same focus and hunger Emma had shown earlier. Emma let out a strangled moan, her hips jerking upwards as Vanessa’s tongue found her clit and circled, teasing, then pressed firmly.

      “Y-yes! Fuck, r-right there,” Emma panted.

      Vanessa gave her exactly what she wanted. Her tongue moved in tight, controlled flicks, building Emma up with every pass. She eased two fingers inside without resistance, curling them just right, knowing Emma was close. 

      “Shit, babe…I-I—” Emma gripped the back of Vanessa’s head and rode her fingers and tongue. The fire burning inside of her was too much.

      “I’m not going to stop until you come in my mouth.” Vanessa moaned. “So you’d better let go. I’m dying to taste you.”

      And that was it.

      Emma’s body tensed, her back arched, and a cry tore from her throat as pleasure flooded her. Vanessa didn’t let up; her fingers moved steadily as her tongue pushed Emma through her orgasm, drinking up everything she had to offer.

      Emma collapsed against the sheets, her breath ragged and her body limp with satisfaction. “Holy shit.”

      Vanessa crawled up beside her, grinning as she slumped down. “You always taste so fucking good.”

      Emma turned her head and sighed. “I can’t handle you. I swear.”

      Vanessa nuzzled into the crook of her neck, her voice soft as she said, “Oh, baby. You handle me just fine.”

      Emma turned slightly, brushing her fingers through Vanessa’s hair, then pressed their foreheads together. “You know what I love about you most…that I can have you whenever I want you.”

      Vanessa laughed and brushed her bottom lip over Emma’s. “I’m all yours. Always.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma strolled along the sunnier side of the lake, the warmth of Vanessa’s hand cradled in one of hers, a cool bottle of water in the other. The world around them had fallen away the moment they’d stepped onto the trail, and the lake was a mirror—unmoving and untouched—reflecting a sky so blue that Emma was sure it had been painted. Autumn in The Lakes was Emma’s favourite season. The way the light filtered through the thinning canopy of trees, the quietness only interrupted by the chirp of birds, the crunch of leaves beneath their feet… All of it was beautiful, and today, all of it belonged to them.

      Two hours earlier, they’d wandered off the beaten path to a quaint little coffee shop tucked away beneath a cascade of ivy. They’d shared sandwiches, coffee, and laughter at a table outside that overlooked Lake Windermere. And since then, they’d strolled along at their own pace, stopping whenever the view insisted on being admired.

      Yeah, Emma loved this place. She loved the peace and the time away from their otherwise chaotic life. Most of all, she loved how unreachable they were in these moments. Her phone had been switched off since lunch, untouched and forgotten at the bottom of her bag. She was almost certain Vanessa’s had been abandoned in the glove box of the car. Here…life didn’t have to try so hard to be beautiful. It just was. At every twist and turn.

      “Did Lauren text you last night?” Vanessa asked as she gently rested her head on Emma’s shoulder.

      “No. I haven’t heard from her. Have you?”

      “Not a word.” Emma glanced down at her wife. Yesterday’s encounter must have lingered longer in her mind than she’d chosen to show. “Maybe you should call her when we get back to the car.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine. You know how stubborn she can be.”

      Mm. Emma knew. There had been a time, not too long ago, when Emma would have leapt at the opportunity to fix things, to get rid of the tension with an apologetic message. But that was before. Before the boundaries had shifted. These days, Emma was realising that peace came at a cost she was no longer willing to pay. If Lauren wanted to give them the silent treatment, then so be it.

      “If I’ve learned anything over the last couple of years, it’s that I’d rather let her pout than try to reason with her. We only end up falling out with one another, and I can’t be arsed with it, babe. I know she’s your daughter, but fucking hell…she gets her attitude from King Dick.”

      Vanessa barked a laugh, lifting her head as she grinned at Emma. “How long have you been calling him that for?”

      Emma wrinkled her nose, aware that Lauren would hit the roof if she heard that being repeated. But she wasn’t here with Lauren. She was here with Vanessa, and Vanessa had been the one to take the brunt of his bullshit for so long. Richard had earned that nickname like a badge of dishonour. “In my head? About ten years.”

      “You know, Rosanna has left him…”

      Emma blinked, surprised by that piece of information. “No way! When? And why am I only just finding out about this now?”

      Vanessa turned her face to Emma. “I don’t know when exactly, but I bumped into a friend of a friend of a friend, and they told me.” She shrugged. “And as for why I didn’t tell you… Well, it’s as simple as it doesn’t really matter to us. I could have gone my whole life not knowing.”

      Emma couldn’t argue with that logic, but she could laugh her arse off about the downfall of Richard’s relationship. He had burned down a marriage to chase a fantasy, and now it had slipped through his fingers. How fucking poetic. “Well, maybe he deserves to be alone for a while. If nothing else, it’ll show him what it feels like to be brushed aside.”

      “Come on, let’s keep walking.”

      As they followed the trail, there was a slight curve to the right, which opened up to a rocky overlook. As Emma stopped, the trees gave way to an endless lake. She tugged on Vanessa’s hand and stopped her in her tracks. “Wait.”

      Emma side-eyed Vanessa as she followed Emma’s gaze out to the water. “Oh, wow.”

      The lake stretched out before them, so still that even a single ripple would be noticeable, the surrounding edges lined with trees that went on as far as the eye could see. The late autumn sun hung lower in the sky, and the partial sunset was something to be admired. A streak of pale purple had scrawled itself across the sky, taking Emma’s breath away in the process. But it was the woman beside her who had really stolen her oxygen in this moment. “Every time we come here, it still gets me.”

      Vanessa nodded slowly, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face. “It’s almost like the world just…stops and takes a deep breath with us.”

      They stood in silence, hand in hand, the slightest of breezes reminding Emma that this was real and she wasn’t dreaming. She leaned her head against Vanessa’s shoulder and enjoyed Vanessa’s gentle fingertips against her neck. “So beautiful.”

      “We should have packed a blanket,” Vanessa whispered. “We could have watched the stars together.”

      Emma lifted her head and smiled. While it sounded like a beautiful idea, they could do that from the comfort of the decked terrace overhanging the lake later this evening. Emma didn’t know how she’d managed to keep it from her wife when she was beyond excited to spend the night away with Vanessa, but she had…and she wasn’t letting herself down now by revealing the truth. “Next time, babe.”

      Anchoring herself to the moment, Emma squeezed Vanessa’s hand and sighed. All of it combined together—the quietness, the lake, the sunset—it felt as though time had paused for them. Life couldn’t always be so beautiful, but for just a moment or two, Emma would lead herself to believe that anything was possible.

      “I love you.” Vanessa turned to Emma and cupped her cheek. “And I don’t want to go home. I just want to stay here with you and forget the world exists.”

      Emma smiled as she lay her hand against Vanessa’s. “I love you, too.”

      “Could we do that? Stay here? I’m sure one of the B&Bs has room for us.”

      Maybe now was the time to tell Vanessa about their plans for the rest of the night. After all, that would be their next destination once they came to the end of the trail around the lake. “How about I go one better?”

      “Today has already been perfect, so it would be interesting to know how you could possibly top it.”

      “Why don’t we head for the car…and drive to the place I’ve already booked for us to stay at tonight?”

      Vanessa’s deep blue eyes lit up and teared up at the same time. “You booked somewhere for us?”

      “Of course I did.” Emma took Vanessa’s hand from her cheek and pressed her lips to the back of it. “Come on. We can sit out and watch the stars together later tonight. I’ve already checked and there won’t be a cloud in the sky.”
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        * * *

      

      The cottage looked exactly the same as it had a year ago. Situated perfectly above Lake Windermere, the weathered stone building remained, but the terrace had been re-stained. The interior was as dim and as beautiful as it had been the last time around, the faint hint of burnt wood from the open fireplace a reminder of what they’d faced as a married couple since the weekend they’d spent here.

      Emma came inside from the car, carrying bags of groceries—one or two of them clanging with wine bottles—but Vanessa could only smile as she watched her wife lower everything to the kitchen island. Emma had been the very definition of everything Vanessa needed in life since her mastectomy, and even though she found it easier to forget about those days now, she would never forget the time and attention Emma had put into their marriage or Vanessa’s recovery. She would always maintain that she wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for Emma’s support.

      Emma slid her phone from her pocket and glanced at the screen. She held it up in Vanessa’s direction and shrugged. “No signal. Some things never change.”

      Vanessa smiled in response. Last year, they’d had no choice but to discuss what the future looked like because the signal kept dropping out on their first night here. She crossed the room and joined Emma in the kitchen, pulling a bottle of wine from one of the bags on the counter. “I guess we’ll just have to talk to one another then.”

      As she said that, Emma cast her gaze on the terrace through the open patio doors. She didn’t smile; she just stared. “Like last time?”

      “No, baby. Not like last time.” Vanessa knew Emma had put on a brave face once they knew the mastectomy was coming, but now and then, when something reminded Emma of that time in their life together, she often had a faraway look in her beautiful grey eyes. “Come here.” She opened her arms to Emma and held her close. “Why do you ask that?”

      “Whenever you tell me we need to talk or that we should talk, I worry that you’ve found something else.”

      Hearing that broke Vanessa’s heart. She never wanted Emma to worry about what was coming next. As far as Vanessa was concerned, she was happy and healthy. Of course she would always be aware and check her body regularly, attending any scans she was expected to attend, but she didn’t want either of them to go through life waiting for something else to hit. It would only make them miserable. “I’m fine. I promise you.”

      “You’re not fine,” Emma said quietly as she drew back. “You’re exceptional.” She searched Vanessa’s eyes, regarding her with the most beautiful smile. “I remember the morning we left here.”

      “Me, too.”

      “You were quiet. Almost as though you didn’t know what was coming next, even though we were both more than aware of the next steps.”

      Vanessa took Emma by the hand and guided her out onto the terrace. They stood in silence for a while, watching as a hint of reflection from the moon shone over the still water beneath them. “I thought coming back here would feel…heavier. But it doesn’t. Not like I expected it would anyway.”

      Emma stepped closer, wrapped an arm gently around Vanessa’s waist, and sighed. “I’m glad we came back.”

      Vanessa smiled as two swans glided effortlessly across the water. The hum of self-drive motorboats had faded some time ago now, the chill in the air preventing people from taking in the last moments of daylight out on the water, but up here it was simply perfect. Having Emma by her side always would make those darker moments lighter.

      “It looks the same,” Vanessa said as she took in her surroundings. “The trees. The lake. Even the swans look like the same pair we watched last year.”

      “It does look the same.” Emma lay her head on Vanessa’s shoulder. “But…we don’t.”

      Vanessa exhaled a slow breath, hoping to keep her emotions in check for the time they were here. “I wasn’t sure I wanted to come back. Even though I was excited when you surprised me with this, the drive here didn’t feel the same.”

      “I know.” Emma shifted to face Vanessa fully, one hand slipping into the back pocket of Vanessa’s jeans as she pressed their bodies together. “This time last year, I remember thinking…wishing that if we ever came back here, I just wanted us to be okay. Even after your surgery, when things quickly turned to shit, I used to think back on our time here and hope we’d see another year together, and that we’d be okay.” 

      Instead of dwelling on those weeks and months when Vanessa didn’t know what she was doing with her life anymore, she chose to be honest with her wife. “I’m still trying to figure out what ‘okay’ feels like now.”

      Emma leaned in and kissed Vanessa slowly. “It feels like this. Being here together…still going strong.”

      “Do you…” Vanessa paused and shook her head. “Do you still think I’m beautiful?”

      Emma looked back at her with tears in her eyes. She didn’t once dip her gaze to what Vanessa had lost, no…the look she was giving Vanessa was one of admiration. For her strength and determination throughout all of this, even when some days she couldn’t function. “I never stopped. Not for a single moment.”

      Vanessa touched her forehead to Emma’s and closed her eyes. Just the whisper of breath against her lips was enough to ground Vanessa. These moments always would. She held onto Emma’s open hoodie and inhaled a deep breath. “I’m so in love with you, Emma.”

      “I know, babe.” Emma placed a palm on Vanessa’s chest. “I’m so in love with you, too.”

      “I still find it hard to believe you stayed at times. When everything fell apart, you held strong and carried me.” Vanessa sniffled but smiled. “I’ll never forget that. No matter what, I’ll never forget just how amazing you were during my recovery.”

      “Sometimes we have to go through the shit to come out of it and have this at the end.” Emma lifted a hand and brushed a tear from Vanessa’s cheek with her knuckles. “I could stay here with you forever.”

      “Then we should come back. Every year. To celebrate what we have.” Vanessa’s voice broke just a little. “To celebrate us.”

      Emma’s bright smile made Vanessa’s heart flutter. “Maybe we could buy our own cottage. Perhaps even open a gorgeous cafe that sells good coffee and delicious pastries.”

      “And amazing scones.”

      Emma nodded slowly. “Now you’re talking.”

      “But the truth is,” Vanessa spoke low as she gazed into Emma’s eyes. No woman in this world could ever make her feel the things Emma made her feel. “I don’t care where we are or what we’re doing. So long as I wake up beside you every morning and we climb into bed with one another and discuss our day every night, then I’m the happiest woman in the world.”

      “We don’t need much, do we?”

      Vanessa kissed the tip of her wife’s nose and smiled. “Our love will always be overflowing. How could we ever need anything more?”

      “I was determined not to get emotional while we’re here.” Emma sniffled and shook her head lightly. “You’ve just set me up for complete failure.”

      “Don’t worry.” Vanessa nipped at Emma’s bottom lip as she leaned back in and whispered, “I’ll make it up to you later…naked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma woke to an empty bed, her hand instinctively reaching for a body heat that was no longer present. The chill of the sheets beside her was somewhat worrying; Vanessa had clearly been up for some time now. She blinked as the early morning light filtered in through the thin curtains, her senses straining for any hint of a presence outside of the room. No rustle of movement, no soft clearing of a throat…just silence.

      With a sigh, she pushed herself upright and leaned back, the headboard cool against her back. A yawn slipped out as she dragged her fingers through her hair. Vanessa was always the one to sleep in lately. Ever since Emma had gotten into her early morning running routine, those roles had reversed. She was used to waking Vanessa with coffee these days, not the other way around. That fact that her wife was already up unsettled her in a way she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Something was off.

      Maybe last night was too much for her…

      Emma squeezed her eyes shut as that thought pressed down on her chest. This little getaway to the secluded lakeside cottage was supposed to be good for them. Maybe even healing and comforting without intending to be. The idea that she may have unknowingly stirred up pain made her heart hurt. It had only been a year since Vanessa’s mastectomy. The scars may have started to fade, but Emma knew better than to think the emotional wounds would heal at the same pace.

      Sliding to the edge of the bed, Emma reached for the hoodie neatly folded on the nearby chair. It smelled faintly of Vanessa’s perfume—her wife had been wrapped around her for the duration of last night—so she tugged it over her head, anchoring herself the moment the weight of it covered her. If she needed to apologise, she would. Still, she hoped this wouldn’t cast a shadow over them or hinder any progress they’d made both together and apart. Vanessa had come so far with therapy, and Emma couldn’t bear the thought of being the reason for a step backward.

      With her pulse quickening, Emma crept out of the bedroom, the old wooden floor beginning to warm beneath her feet. Partly because of the sun streaming through the windows out in the main room, but also just because that’s how Emma felt here. Warm and cared for. She scanned the space, but there was no sign of Vanessa.

      But then, through the patio windows, Vanessa sat on the terrace furniture, her knees tucked to her chest, wrapped in Emma’s ultra-heavy hoodie that made her wife seem tiny. Relief washed over Emma, stealing her breath for a moment, so she paused. Just…watched. It was all she could afford herself in this moment. She would spend all of eternity watching the simple moments if she could.

      She tapped gently on the window, a soft smile tugging at her lips when Vanessa turned. Emma mouthed ‘coffee?’ and grinned as her wife nodded. The smell of brewed coffee greeted her as she moved into the kitchen, and on her usual autopilot, she poured two cups, adding a dash of milk to Vanessa’s just the way she liked it. When she returned, she nudged the door open with her foot and stepped outside into the crisp air. “Mornin’, babe. You’re up early.”

      “I wanted to experience this.” Vanessa took a cup from her with a small smile, scooting over on the rattan couch to make room. “Listen. There’s not a sound.”

      Emma lowered herself beside Vanessa, soothed by the view as she relaxed into the moment. Vanessa was right. Other than birdsong in the distance, nothing else could be heard. Being here almost felt secretive. “When I woke up and came out here,” Emma said quietly. “You looked so cute sitting alone just enjoying the peace and quiet.”

      “It gives me time to think. Time to feel, you know?”

      Emma knew all too well. She’d spent countless mornings like this, sitting alone in their own garden while Vanessa recovered and came to terms with her new life…and body. Only as time went on—initially, at least—each silent morning seemed to stretch on longer and feel heavier with the fear of not being able to fix everything. “Whatever works for you, babe.”

      “I…don’t miss them.” Vanessa’s gaze held firm on the lake as her fingers curled tighter around her cup of coffee. “I thought I would. I thought I’d never be able to come to terms with my decision, not deep down, but I don’t miss them at all.”

      “Maybe that’s because of what keeping them would have potentially meant for us all.” Emma nudged her shoulder gently against Vanessa’s until their eyes met. She gave Vanessa a smile. One that was full of love and affection. “I think it’s always important to remember why you did it.”

      “I know. I’d have been a fool to not go ahead with the surgery.”

      “As women, we’re told that we should be a certain way and look a certain way. Without us realising it, a lot of the time, our decisions are purely based on society and what we think they’ll think of us. But the reality is that nobody outside of us or your immediate circle of friends even knows what you went through. They don’t know that you’re wearing a prosthetic when we go out to dinner, and they don’t know that you spent months recovering from something life-changing. That’s precisely why those people don’t matter.”

      Vanessa leaned in, her breath brushing across Emma’s skin before she pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. The care in that simple touch made something inside Emma melt. Vanessa’s kisses often reached all the way down to her soul. No other woman in the world would ever have that ability. “God, I love you. You always know the right things to say.”

      Emma smiled. “Just saying what I believe, babe.” She shrugged, lifting her feet up onto the edge of the weathered outdoor coffee table. “I’m the only person who gets to see you naked, and I fucking adore every last inch of you.”

      The look Vanessa gave her at that moment stopped Emma’s heart, and the vulnerability in her eyes made Emma’s world tilt a little. “You really do?” Vanessa’s voice was a whisper, but Emma caught the surprise in her tone. “I know you say it all the time and I know you’re supposed to say it as my wife, but you really mean it, don’t you?”

      “Of course I mean it.” Emma reached out and slid her hand over Vanessa’s thigh, squeezing gently as her voice dropped lower. “All of me is enamoured by every piece of you. No matter what you do or don’t have, I’ll never not be madly in love with you, and I’ll never not think you’re the sexiest woman in the world.”

      Those words hung between them briefly, but Vanessa decided to respond with movement rather than words. And those eyes, God…those eyes told Emma everything. She set her mug down, rose to her feet, and climbed into Emma’s lap, straddling her with a look that
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