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VIVIENNE









Questioning her sanity once again,
 Vivienne stared at the ticket in her hand. Speed dating.


It had seemed like a good idea at the time, so why was she standing outside the hotel with nerves fluttering in her belly? If worse came to worst, she could feign a work emergency and leave.

Best-case scenario, she would leave with a date under her belt. One with more than a fifteen-minute window, so she could get to know someone beyond the exterior.

Attraction was important, but it was what was inside that would last the test of time. At forty-two, she wasn’t getting any younger, which was exactly why she was there. She wouldn’t compromise on her independence or the space she’d grown used to, but she missed the physical intimacy that came with being in a relationship.

She’d never had a one-night stand, but there was a first time for everything, right?

Wrong. Straightening her spine, Vivienne kicked the idea out of her head and yanked open the door.

Soft music and an undercurrent of alcohol greeted her along with a woman wearing black jeans and a white T-shirt, revealing colourful tattoos on her forearms.

“Evening…” She glanced at the card in Vivienne’s hand.

Pleased the woman hadn’t addressed her as Miss or some other inane name like babe
 or hon
 , Vivienne handed over her ticket.

“It’s nice of you to join us tonight, Vivienne. I’m Giselle, your host. Any issues, let me know. But most of the time our patrons are well behaved…and just as nervous.” She winked as if Vivienne’s secret was safe with her.

Oddly, now that she was inside, her nerves had dissipated. “I’m not nervous.”

“Sure, hon.”


Fuck me.
 There went that.

“Grab a drink from the bar, and we’ll get underway shortly. Beer, wine, and water are included in the ticket price. Anything spicier…” She paused, practically doing a drumroll. “You’ll need to take care of yourself.”

Not a fan of the implication, Vivienne forced herself to smile. “Got it. Thanks.”

She turned and took in her surroundings.

A bar ran along one wall, and there were approximately fifteen square tables, each with four chairs but only set for two, allowing plenty of space and a moderate amount of privacy. At least, Vivienne hoped so because what was the point in moving on to the next person if you’d already heard their earlier conversation?

Although, if she was interested in what the person opposite her had to say, that shouldn’t be a problem. The door rattled behind her, followed by a loud bang. A woman stumbled in, her riot of auburn hair bouncing around her face. She wore tight jeans, ankle boots, and a low-cut blouse.

Simply put, she was stunning. She was also late, and Vivienne had no time for tardiness.

The newcomer handed her ticket to Giselle. “Sorry. Cab driver got lost.”

Wellington was a big city, but surely cab drivers knew their way to the pubs and clubs. There was such a thing as GPS, for God’s sake.

“Ladies.” Giselle clapped twice. “If you could please take a seat, we’ll kick off.” She mimed dropkicking a rugby ball and swept her leg through the air.

“Score!” a woman called out as if it’d sailed over the goalposts.

A few others returned her grin, but the rest were already heading for tables. Vivienne followed, intent on getting a chair facing the bar rather than having to stare at the wall all night.

“You can sit here.” A woman with golden-blonde hair pointed to the seat opposite her. She appeared to be in her mid-thirties and wore faded blue jeans and a long-sleeve top.

“Thanks.” Vivienne slid into the chair opposite her and extended a hand. “Vivienne.”

“Isabella, but you can call me Bella, or Bel.”

Both felt too familiar, just like Isabella’s grip on her hand.

She stared longingly at Vivienne’s nails. “I remember the days when I could afford to treat myself to a French manicure.”

A sense of doom crawled up Vivienne’s spine. This wasn’t going to go well. She could feel it in the pit of her stomach. “Priorities change.” She took back her hand.

“You’re not wrong. Do you have any children?” Isabella asked.

“No kids.” They weren’t part of Vivienne’s future.

If there was such a thing as a maternal bone, she’d been born without one. It wasn’t that she didn’t like children, she just didn’t want any of her own. She loved her nieces and nephews just as much as she loved being able to send them home to their parents.

“What about you?” Vivienne asked. The answer was a given, but it felt rude not to ask, and it would spare her from having to divulge information about herself to someone she had no future with.

“Yes. A boy!”

For the next ten minutes, Isabella treated her to picture after picture of her son’s cute
 moments. When a hooter pierced the air, Vivienne almost jumped for joy. The only thing she’d learned about Isabella was that she had a two-year-old son. If that wasn’t enough to signal they weren’t a match, her overfamiliarity confirmed it.

“Listen up.” Giselle waited until she had everyone’s attention. “Those of you with your backs to the bar, scoot along to the next table. Take your glass with you.”

Staying put, Vivienne gave her attention to the woman who slid into the seat opposite her. Age was a fickle thing, but she looked closer to forty than thirty. She was attractive too, but an underlying anxiety radiated off her, putting Vivienne on edge. Between introductions and small talk, Raewyn—at least, that’s the name she introduced herself as—kept glancing at the door.

“Expecting someone?” Vivienne asked.

“No. Sorry.” She laughed nervously. “I’m not out, and even though this is a closed event, I’m terrified someone I know is about to walk in.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine.” Vivienne hadn’t come out expecting to placate anyone, but here she was.

She could empathise with the woman, but she’d opened the closet door twenty-six years ago and had no intention of going back in. The thought of having to sneak around and hide who she was, even for someone else’s sake, made her nauseous.

“I’m sure you’re right.” Raewyn fiddled with her glass. “Does your
 family know?”

“That you’re
 gay?” Vivienne said, trying to inject some humour into the situation.

“No.” Raewyn slid down in her seat as if someone might have heard. “I meant about you.”

“Of course. It was terrible, terrible stuff.” Vivienne shook her head. “I thought the world was going to end.”

“Really?” Raewyn’s eyes were big, full of concern.

“No. After the initial shock wore off, they were great. Have you seen that banner—Love is Love?”

“Yes.” She nodded.

“My family made it,” Vivienne said.

“Really?” Raewyn’s eyes went wide.


Can we say gullible?
 “No. It was a figure of speech. But they might as well have. It’s their motto…and mine.”

“Would you like to exchange numbers? It’d be nice to have a friend who understands. And you know, maybe we could fool around a little so I know for sure before I tell them.”


The bloody cheek of some people.


The hooter went again, and Vivienne gave Raewyn an apologetic smile. This woman needed a counsellor, not a hook-up.

“Okay, ladies,” Giselle said. “You know the drill. Move to the next seat and take your glass with you. Save the spit sharing for later.”

The woman who’d arrived late slid into the seat opposite Vivienne. “Wanna swap spit?” She pulled a face, making Vivienne laugh. Her hazel eyes shimmered with flirtation and confidence.

“Swapping names would be a good start,” Vivienne said, doing her best not to inhale the woman’s scent. Something fruity.

“CC. That’s CC, not Cee-cee. No ‘E’s.”

“Got it. I’m Vivienne. Two ‘E’s.”

“Two ‘N’s too, right?”

“Right.” Vivienne took a sip of wine, feeling more optimistic about the next fifteen minutes than the last. “So, what does CC do?”

She leaned forward, staring into Vivienne’s eyes as if she could see into her soul. “Can you be more specific?”

Rattled, Vivienne sat back. She wasn’t a stranger to people getting in her face—it came with being the manager of a debt collection agency—but outside of work, she wasn’t the woman she presented to her colleagues.

They would be shocked to discover she was submissive behind closed doors. Vanilla sex, making love, call it what you will, was fine, but without the added kink to mix things up now and then, she got frustrated and bored.

“You’re thinking about sex, aren’t you?” CC gave her a knowing look.

“What, no!” Nothing like overreacting to give herself away. Scrambling to recover, Vivienne downed her drink and cleared her throat. “More specific? Okay. What do you do for a job?”

“I predict the future,” she announced, auburn hair bouncing around her shoulders.

Amused, Vivienne played along. “Really? And what does my future look like?”

With her elbows resting on the table, CC extended her forearm. “Give me your hand.”

Her grip was gentle, and her hazel eyes glimmered with the tease of a smile. Breaking eye contact, CC traced the lines of Vivienne’s palm with her fingertips. The gentle touch sent an involuntary shiver up Vivienne’s spine.

CC glanced up. “This line here…” She ran her finger diagonally across Vivienne’s palm. “Tells me you don’t want to be here.”

And that was how fortune tellers made their money—with leading questions. She kept her expression neutral. “Go on.”

“This line here.” She traced a line from Vivienne’s forefinger to her wrist and along her pulse point. “Tells me you’ll be in my bed before the night’s out.”

Taken aback, Vivienne yanked her hand away. The idea excited her as much as it repulsed her. She couldn’t think of anything more thrilling or tacky. And damn this woman for being so incredibly sexy and annoyingly cocky.

“I’m not into one-night stands.”

“Have you ever had one?” CC’s unnerving smile never wavered.

“No!” Vivienne held her chin high.

CC licked her lips, slow and deliberate. “If you’ve never had the pleasure of one night of hot, passionate, no-strings-attached, rip-your-clothes-off, spank-your-arse sex, how do you know you’re not into it?”

The words set Vivienne’s body on fire, but she didn’t react. She wouldn’t give CC the satisfaction of knowing she was getting to her. “Some things don’t need to be experienced to know you’re not into them.”

“Agreed. And some things you need to experience to know how great they are.” CC twirled her glass. “And I stand by my prediction.”

“Perhaps it’s time you get a new job because I’m telling you now you’re wrong.” No way was she jumping into bed with someone she’d known for less than fifteen minutes.

The buzzer went, and CC stood. “I’ll wait for you after.” She blew a kiss and sauntered off.

Before Vivienne had time to recover, a woman with dark hair and golden-brown eyes sat opposite her. “Hi, I’m Ingrid.”

“Vivienne. Nice to meet you.” After saying those words four times over, they felt robotic.

“Nice name.”

“Thank you.” Vivienne picked up her wine glass, noticed it was empty, and set it down again. “Tell me about you, Ingrid.”

“I’m thirty-eight and have two teenagers who bleed me dry.” It was said with a smile. “My friend paid for tonight. For my birthday, actually.”

“Happy birthday.” Vivienne tipped her empty glass.

“Thanks.” They clinked. “Tell me about you. What does Vanessa do?” Ingrid asked.

“Vivienne.”

“Huh?”

“My name’s…never mind.” What was the point of correcting her? “I’m the manager of a debt collection agency.”

A look of disdain creased Ingrid’s face. “That must suck.”

Irritation prickled under Vivienne’s skin. She loved her job. “How so?”

“My mate bought a new lounge suite. Got in trouble financially. I mean, it wasn’t her fault. Then boom, it was gone. Had to sit on the floor. So yeah, doing that to someone must suck.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your friend.” It was the only thing she could think of to say without causing a scene.

“No need to be patronising.”


Oh, lady, you have no idea.


As if sensing the tension between them, Giselle appeared, looking from one of them to the other. “Problem?”

“Nope,” Ingrid said. She pushed back from the table so fast her chair hit the floor.

The bar fell silent.

Heads turned.

“Nothing to see here,” Ingrid grumbled as she stormed off to the bathroom.

“What was that about?” Giselle asked.

“I told her what I do for a living and she got combative.”

“Unless you harm animals or children, I can’t imagine what got her fired up.”

“Debt collection.”

“Really? My uncle runs a garage. He fixed this guy’s car and…” Giselle stopped herself. “Never mind. Do you have a card?”

“Sure.” Vivienne retrieved one from her handbag and handed it over as she stood.

“Going somewhere?”

“Yeah. I don’t think this speed-dating thing is for me.”

“You don’t strike me as the type to let one bad egg scare you off.”

“I’m not scared of her. But I know when to admit defeat.” Now that she was on her feet, the last thing Vivienne wanted to do was sit and make small talk. She’d rather be at home with her nose in a book and her cats in her lap.

Vivienne didn’t need a relationship to make her whole.

Her gaze landed on CC holding another woman’s hand and something twisted inside her. Envy? No way. She wasn’t a jealous person. CC was a player, and Vivienne wasn’t one to be played.

“Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Thanks for this.” Giselle waved the business card. “I’ll give this to Uncle Trent and you can go kick some arse.”

Smiling, Vivienne exited the pub. She wouldn’t be kicking any arse. She paid a team of forty handsomely to load unpaid debts and issue demands.

After placing a call, her mind flicked back to CC stumbling in late, blaming it on the driver. If a cab driver tried to give Vivienne the run-around, she wouldn’t stand for it. Finally, a cab pulled up and another pulled in behind it. Always the way. Either no cab or plenty of cabs.

The guy in the second cab hung his head out the window. “Vivienne?”

She nodded and headed that way, apologising when someone else grabbed the door. After climbing into the back, she gave the driver her address.

As he pulled into traffic, the pub door swung open. CC stumbled out, clutching a woman’s arm. They were both laughing and only had eyes for each other.

Someone was about to get laid, and it wasn’t Vivienne. And she was okay with that. She didn’t want to come tonight, anyway.

Terrible wording. How anyone decided coming equated to having an orgasm was beyond her.
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CARLA









After a quick check
 of her reflection in the tinted glass doors, Carla punched in the code her boss had given her and stepped into the foyer. The lingering scent of cleaning products hung in the air—ammonia and something sweet.

She’d been temping for so long, as a rule, she no longer got nervous. But today was different. This job could be the break she’d been waiting for. A job that would keep her stimulated enough to stick around. If she got offered a permanent position, of course.

It wouldn’t be the first time, but nothing had excited her enough to want to give up the variety her position offered. Granted, it hadn’t always been a box of fluffies. She’d worked for her share of tyrants over the years, but that was the good thing about temping—it was temporary.

Ninety percent of the time, she was treated like some kind of goddess, swooping in and saving the day when a business was caught short.

The elevator dinged, and the door to her right opened. Unlike most of the lifts she’d been in that were silver, the walls were bronze and four ceiling lights lit up the interior. Although it looked ritzy, a whiff of hydraulic oil killed any romantic vibes.

Just as the doors were closing, a woman punched the code into the keypad outside and burst into the foyer. Smiling, Carla held the lift for her.

The woman bent over, sucking in air. “Thanks.”

“No problem. What floor?”

“Second.” Straightening, she gave Carla a self-deprecating smile. “I normally take the stairs. But hello, running late.”

“Hate that.” Carla punched the number two button followed by the number five. The building was ten storeys high, home to six different businesses and who knew how many employees.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you before.” The woman tilted her head. “Name’s Doreen.”

“I’m Carla.”

Seconds later, the lift came to a stop. Doreen clutched her chest with one hand, her other hand braced against the wall. “Hate these things.” She raced off.

Three floors later, Carla stepped into the hallway and glanced left and right. Spotting a door with Ezy Credit Control stencilled across it, she strode that way, the sound of her high heels swallowed up by the thick, grey carpet.

She didn’t normally dress so smartly—knee-length skirt, blouse, kitten heels, hair pulled back in a ponytail—but her boss had given her the drill.


It’s a high-profile business. Act smart, dress sharp. Don’t let me down.


It’d been said with a smile, but Carla had worked for Ruth for long enough to know she prided herself on providing the right person for the job. Every time.

Regardless, Carla wouldn’t let her down because that would be letting herself down. Even if she wasn’t going to stick around, she liked to leave a lasting impression. One where people would say, “Remember that temp we had? Wasn’t she great?”

Now she felt narcissistic. She wasn’t there to pat herself on the back; she was there to do a job. The reception desk was long enough for three people and curved like a quarter moon. A gold bell sat on top of the counter with a sign next to it saying, ‘Please Ring for Service’.

She shook the bell, cringing when the loud tinker-tinker
 echoed in her ears. Where was everyone? Maybe the employees were the type who punched the clock, never working a minute more or a minute less than they were paid to.

Somewhere behind the counter, a phone rang out. Carla glanced over the top and saw not one but two lines ringing. Should she answer it? Hell, why not? She was there to do a job, and there was no time like the present.

Stepping behind the counter, she sank into the tall-back leather chair and pushed the first button. As she reached for the phone, she frantically scanned the desk, delighted when her gaze landed on a list of extension numbers. “Welcome to Ezy Credit Control, you’re speaking with Carla. How may I direct your call?”

“Good morning,” a deep voice said. “Can you put me through to Stan, please?”

“Certainly, one moment, please.” She ran her finger down the list.
 Bingo
 “Putting you through now.”

“Thank you.”

She clicked off the call, dealt with the next one and sat back, feeling accomplished.

The distant murmur of voices made her bolt upright. What if she got in trouble for making herself at home before she’d been briefed and signed the company’s Health and Safety Policy? Because everyone wanted you to sign one of those these days.

A middle-aged woman with dark hair streaked with silver appeared in front of the reception desk. She wore a dark-blue suit and her perfume reminded Carla of fresh cut flowers.

“Carla?”

“That’s me.” Carla remained seated.

If she jumped up now, she would look guilty of doing something wrong. Besides, the woman didn’t seem to have a problem with where she was sitting. If anything, she looked relieved.

“Thank goodness you’re here.” She dumped a stack of files on the desk and extended a hand. “I’m Aubrey.” Her grip was warm and firm.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Before you get stuck into these”—Aubrey tapped the files she’d just deposited on the desk—“I’ll give you a tour.”

“Will this be okay here?” Carla pointed to her handbag. There wasn’t much worth taking, but it’d been a gift and sentimental value couldn’t be replaced.

Aubrey handed her a key on a small yellow tag. “All the drawers under the desk lock. The bottom one’s empty. We cleared it out after the last one left. No notice!” She shook her head in disapproval. “What’s wrong with young ones these days?”

“Not sure.” Carla liked this woman, but that didn’t mean she wanted to get into a debate about the youth of today. Her niece was only fifteen, and she possessed more maturity than some adults Carla knew.

After stowing her handbag and phone, Carla locked the drawer and straightened. “Ready when you are.”

All business, Aubrey strode ahead. “Keycode is the same as the one you were given to access the building.” Aubrey punched in the numbers and a huge door rolled back, letting them in to what appeared to be the hub of the business. Tall dividers separated a number of workspaces, and there had to be at least forty staff getting ready for the working day.

By the time Carla was introduced to them all, she’d forgotten most of their names. The only thing that stuck was what each section did. One group logged incoming claims, another sent demand letters, and others did the physical work. Was that why they were locked behind huge, vault-like doors? In case someone they repossessed equipment from took it personally and came calling?

Aubrey paused outside an office. “In here is our payment officer.”

A guy who appeared to be no older than thirty looked up from his monitor.

“Stan. This is Carla.”

“Hi.” Carla gave him a small wave.

He was smartly dressed, clean-shaven, and had a boyish smile. His name didn’t match the image she’d painted for someone named Stan. Her grandfather’s name.

“Welcome aboard. I hope they’re paying you danger money to sit out front and guard the fort.” He shuddered dramatically.

“Leave her alone,” Aubrey admonished.

“It’s fine.” Carla could give as good as she got. “Compared to my last assignment, if I don’t get bitten and scratched daily, this will be a walk in the park.”

“Let me guess.” Stan waved a finger in the air. “Vet clinic.”

“Good guess. But no. Childcare.”

“No way!” Aubrey folded her arms, looking aghast. “I told you, young ones these days, and that’s where it all starts. They should be at home with their mothers.”

“And we’d have no staff,” Stan said. “And I think this one’s pulling our leg.” He pinned his gaze on Carla.

Not giving an inch, she tapped her nose and followed Aubrey out of the office.

“I’ll quickly introduce you to the boss—”

“What? I thought you were.” That would teach her for assuming. Whoever her boss was, she hoped she was just as pleasant as Aubrey.

“Gosh, no. I’m in HR. You have any trouble, you come straight to me. Temp or not, everyone deserves to be treated with the same respect. We have a hard stance against bullying, no matter how subtly it may be disguised and discrimination will not be tolerated in any way, shape, or form.”

With that out of the way, Aubrey knocked on a door.

After a beat, a woman called out, “Come in.”

“After you.” Aubrey motioned with her hand.

“Thank you.” Carla stepped into the office and froze.

Holy shit! What were the chances she knew her boss? Well, saying she knew her was a stretch, but they’d definitely met. Carla watched with amusement as shock registered on Vivienne’s face.

The temptation to flash her a shit-eating grin tried to burst forth, but Carla wrestled it into submission. She didn’t want to be shown the door on her first day.

“Vivienne, this is Carla. The temp,” Aubrey said, looking far happier about the announcement than Vivienne. “She’s been here all of ten minutes and already has the place under control.”

“Really, Aubrey?” Vivienne tut-tutted. “Enough with the gushing.”


Ouch.
 Carla cringed on her behalf. Who was HR supposed to complain to when the boss was being a bitch?

Unfazed, Aubrey straightened. “I was simply stating the facts.”

“Well, then, that’s great to hear.” Vivienne smiled, but she wasn’t fooling anyone. “Welcome aboard. I hope you enjoy your short
 stay.”

“I’m sure I will.” Carla couldn’t keep the grin off her face.

This might turn out to be one of the most rewarding placements she’d ever had.
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VIVIENNE









The second her
 office door closed, Vivienne blew out a breath. Her palms were clammy, and she felt on edge. This was her turf. Staff were taught to treat each other with respect, and that came from setting an example, and she’d just done a shitty job at that.

As soon as she regained her equilibrium, she would seek out Aubrey and apologise. Or maybe she would summon her to her office instead. Because right then, she didn’t feel like leaving the sanctuary of those four walls. Everything was familiar. The oak desk. The silver picture frame with her two cats. The dark wood cupboards, full of files organised in precise order.

An image of CC flicked through her mind. But that wasn’t her name, was it? No, the woman at the temping agency, Ruth, had forwarded the résumé for a woman named Carla. A very impressive résumé too.

Unable to concentrate, Vivienne stared out the window. The city below was a hive of activity. Cars and the tram blended into streaks of colour, the familiarity soothing her. Back behind the desk, Vivienne stared at her computer screen. Instead of seeing budgets and reports, snippets of that speed-dating night came back to her.


What do you do for a job?



I predict the future.



Perhaps it’s time you get a new job.


Maybe she should’ve been the one predicting futures. Although, she doubted either of them could’ve predicted this outcome. Never in her wildest dreams had Vivienne envisioned less than two weeks after that night, the alluring CC would be under her employ.

The woman was infuriatingly sexy, and her confidence was as maddening as it was attractive. Not to mention her long, lean legs, hazel eyes, and luscious thick hair that Vivienne would love to run her hands—

She cut that thought off at the knees.

She was a professional, and they had to work together. The easiest way to avoid her would be to continue doing the work she normally passed off to the receptionist until they found a permanent replacement.

The phone rang and she lunged for it, welcoming the distraction. “Hello, Vivienne speaking.”

“Hi, it’s Carla.”

Head tipped back, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes?”

“I’m putting in a stationery order. Is there anything you need?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” Vivienne relaxed. It’d been thoughtful of her to ask.

“What about a wooden ruler? I hear they’re great for discipline.”

And that was what she got for letting her guard down. “Save it for someone else, CC…Carla!” Damn it to hell. “I don’t use bodily threats to discipline my staff.”

“That’s not what I—”


Sure it wasn’t.


Having heard enough, Vivienne dropped the phone into the cradle and scowled at it as if it’d morphed into something evil. And it had. For as long as Carla was working there, every time it rang, she would be wondering if Carla was calling to be lippy or if she was simply doing her job and transferring a call.

She should just phone the temping agency and ask them to send someone else. But what would she say?


Hi, the woman you sent me is no good. She’s unbelievably sexy. Her confidence is as infuriating as it is enticing. She gets under my skin without even being in the room and has me baffled as to why. Of course, it has nothing to do with her smile or the words of a promise.
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CARLA









With the first
 day behind her and a boss who’d managed to avoid her all day, Carla logged off and retrieved her purse and phone from the bottom drawer.

Tammy, one of the admin team she’d met earlier, leaned against the counter. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, had black hair with red streaks, and a tiny earring glimmered on her left nostril.

“Hey, how’d it go?” Tammy asked.

“Good. Pretty straightforward.” She’d answered phones all day and done some data entry. Nothing difficult.

“Yeah, some of the work’s repetitive. We’ll see if we can get you processing some bank recs later in the week.”

“Sure. Whatever you need. I’m here to help.” Most permanent staff didn’t want to train her to do difficult tasks, and she got that. Why invest all that time into someone who was only there for a short time.

Three others appeared at the counter, and she walked out with them.

“Coming?” A guy with short hair and a baby face, Kent from memory, hit the lift button.

Looking apprehensive, Tammy shook her head. “Nah, I’ll use the stairs.”

“Come on.” Kent held out a hand. “I’ll look after you.”

“Leave her alone.” A guy with shaggy brown hair pushed past Kent. Tomorrow, Carla would familiarise herself more with their names.

“Race ya.” Tammy punched through the exit door.

The elevator rattled, and Evelyn laughed, back pressed to the wall, hands splayed. “We’re going to die.”

“Cut it out,” Kent said. “No wonder she won’t get in with us.”

Carla’s mind flicked to the woman who rode in the elevator with her this morning, who also hated lifts. What was with that? They reached the bottom, and Carla burst out smiling when Tammy appeared seconds later, breathing hard.

“Tie,” she said triumphantly.

It might’ve only been a day, but Carla already felt a sense of belonging. Like she could imagine working with this crew for longer than a few weeks and maybe even become friends with one or two of them.













* * *




The first thing
 Carla did that night when she finally made it home was ring Suzette. They’d met at Victoria University over a decade ago and had been best friends since.

“Hey, how’d your first day go?” Suzette asked.

“Interesting.” Carla kicked her feet up on the coffee table. A breeze blew through the living room window, lifting the net curtains and letting in the scent of dry grass.

It was January, the middle of summer, and it’d been a scorcher of a day. Although, with the air-con pumping out cool air at the office, she’d barely noticed until she’d stepped outside.

“Interesting how?” Suzette asked. “You didn’t cause trouble on your first day, did you?”

“Are you calling me a troublemaker?”

“If the shoe fits.”

“I’m not wearing any.”

“Get on with it.”

“Fine.” Carla laughed. “Remember that stupid speed-dating night you told me about?”

“The one you thought you would hate?”

“I did hate it.” If it wasn’t for Suzette buying her a ticket, she doubted she would’ve gone. And that would’ve been a shame.

“Come on. You had fun.”

In a roundabout way, she had. Only, at everyone else’s expense. Unable to get out of it, and unable to take it seriously, she’d played the jokester instead. “You know how you said karma would bite me in the butt one day?”

“Yes.”

“Guess who came calling today?”

“Who?”

If they’d been in the same room, Carla would’ve rolled her eyes. “Karma.”

Suzette spoke in a weird, high-pitched voice. “Who is this karma you speak of who bit your butt today?”

“My boss.” Carla swatted at a fly. Annoying bloody thing.

“Does she have a name?”

“Vivienne. Two ees. V-I-V-I-E-N-N-E not V-I-V-I-A-N.”

“You like her.”

“I barely saw her.” Whether Vivienne had been too busy to show her face or was actively avoiding Carla remained to be seen.

“Did she hide?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she was busy.”

“Maybe she wasn’t happy to see you,” Suzette said the words Carla had been thinking.

“Probably not. She thinks I’m a player.”

“Unsurprising, really.”

“Come on. I was joking when I said she would be in my bed by the end of the night.”

“But you wouldn’t have said no.”

“Of course not. She’s hot.” An image of Vivienne’s face flashed before her mind—narrow chin accentuating her heart-shaped face, alluring brown eyes, shoulder-length blonde hair, and a gorgeous smile when she wasn’t scowling. Actually, she could even make a scowl look attractive.

“Do you ever think of women as more than a lay?”

“How can you ask that? I’m officially offended.” Carla mock pouted as if Suzette could see her.

“When was the last time you had a serious relationship?”

“Last month.” Carla finished her glass of water, the ice long ago melted. “Remember that girl. You know, the one from the pub.” She snapped her fingers. “What was her name?”

“I hope you get tested. I don’t want to see you go mad with rabies.”

“What? I don’t fuck wild animals.” Carla tapped her lip. “Although, there was this girl...”

“Stop!” Suzette laughed. “But come on, you’re almost thirty. Maybe it’s time you start thinking about settling down.”

“Maybe.” She shrugged as a more enticing prospect formed in her mind.

“I know that look.”

Carla glanced at her phone to double-check they weren’t FaceTiming. “What look?”

“I don’t need to be able to see you to know you’re plotting.”

Damn, Suzette knew her too well. “My boss thinks I’m a player, so why not prove her right?”

Rather than lecture her as Carla had expected, Suzette let out a long breath. “You’ve got it bad.”

“Have not!”

“Have too. My girl’s got the hots for her boss,” Suzette said in a sing-song voice.

“Temporary boss,” Carla reminded her.

“You’re not even going to deny it?”

“Whatever. Are we still taking the kids to the park on Saturday?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”












Five







VIVIENNE









Vivienne dived into the pool,
 the cold water shocking her senses and kick-starting her day. Just like every morning, her alarm had gone off at five-thirty, and she’d arrived at the aquatic centre fifteen minutes later.

The rhythmic sound of water whooshing over her cap lulled her as she counted her strokes. After completing twenty laps, she pushed out of the water and pulled off her cap. She hated the tight band around her head, but it was better than letting the chlorine leech the colour out of her hair. She was a natural blonde and didn’t want to have to start dyeing her hair just yet. Maybe when she turned grey, which might happen sooner than she anticipated thanks to the new hire.

She had no idea why she was letting CC get under her skin. Sure, she was sexy, alluring, had a killer body, and a killer smile, but attraction went deeper than that.


If you’ve never had the pleasure of one night of hot, passionate, no-strings-attached, rip-your-clothes-off, spank-your-arse sex, how do you know you’re not into it?


Those words played on repeat, tormenting her, which was why she was off her game. But she wasn’t going to lower her standards for some random roll in the hay. Besides, even if she wanted to, which a part of her did, that didn’t change the fact CC was now under her employ, which was a huge no-go for her.

How would it look to the staff if their boss went and hooked up with the temp? A very tempting temp, but she was off-limits. And Vivienne couldn’t believe she was even thinking about going there.

“Hi, Vivienne.” Beryl, another regular at the pools, waved as she lowered her goggles.

Glad for the distraction, Vivienne waved back. “Nice day.”

“Gorgeous.” Beryl glanced up at the sky before diving in.






* * *




By seven-thirty,
 Vivienne had fed both of her cats as well as herself, showered, applied her makeup, dressed, and was out the door. Driven and efficient, that was Vivienne Alexander. She had responsibilities, and that didn’t include daydreaming about luscious lips and legs that went on forever. So what if Carla’s words had got under her skin? Because that’s all they were. Words. Just like her ridiculous prediction.


There you go.
 She finally had something on her. Two could play Carla’s game.


Stop!


Vivienne wasn’t a player, and that included a game player.

The light turned green, and she turned left towards the parking building, grabbed a ticket, and waited for the barrier arm to lift. All-day parking wasn’t cheap, but it was a luxury she could afford. Her days of sitting on the city bus for an hour to and from work were long behind her.

The foyer was empty when Vivienne entered the building. As she stood there, contemplating the stairs or the lift, the door swung open behind her. Her heart thumped.

Instinctively, she knew who it was. She didn’t need to turn around to see the sexy smile or glint in Carla’s eyes or her slacks and kitten heels. Those were clear in the reflection of the lift doors.

“Morning, boss.”

“Good morning, Carla.” Vivienne turned, arms folded defensively. “Or is it CC?”

“Either or. I answer to most things. Including mistress.”

“Whatever.” Vivienne let out an unladylike snort.

The lift dinged, and Carla stepped in ahead of her. She held the doors. “Coming?” Sexual innuendo dripped from the word.

“You can stop with the flirting.” Against her better judgement, Vivienne stepped into the lift. She would not let it beat her today. The doors closed, and it suddenly felt too intimate. The scent of Carla, her warmth, her smile, everything about her filled the space.

“My name’s Carla Cooke. My mates call me CC for short.”

“And you thought I was your mate that night?”

“No, but I’d hoped we would mate.”

“Well, your prediction was wrong.” So much for not holding that over her.

“Was it? I didn’t say what night.”

There was that infuriatingly cocky smile again.

“No night. Period!” Vivienne glared.

“I can respect that.” Carla tilted her head. “It’s not for everyone, but don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

“I didn’t mean period sex!” Vivienne clenched her jaw. “And considering you’re now working for me, this conversation is inappropriate.”

“Technically, I work for Ruth. And what I do outside of work hours is nobody’s business but mine, and the woman before me on her knees.”

Flustered, Vivienne scrambled for something to say, but words failed her.

The door opened on the fifth-floor, and Carla slunk out, swaying her hips as if she was wearing thigh-high boots and swinging a crop. Or perhaps that was Vivienne’s overactive imagination.

She could tell herself all she liked that Carla Cooke was trouble and that she wasn’t attracted to her, but one of those things was a lie. She punched in the code to the side door as Carla slid behind reception.

“Have a good day, boss.”

“I intend to.”

As soon as she was on the other side of the door, Vivienne’s heart slowed and her equilibrium returned. Half a dozen staff were already there, so she did the rounds, stopping at Tammy’s desk first.

“How are you doing?”

Tammy dragged her gaze off the computer screen. “Good, thanks. You?”

“I’m good.” Vivienne nodded at the picture of Tammy’s German shepherd on her desk. “How’s Nala?”

“Good.” She picked up the photo, her eyes shining with the love she had for her dog. “We’ve got a show next weekend.”

“Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

As she made her way to her office, Vivienne enquired about Geoff’s golf tournament, asked Bruce how his weekend with his kids went, and asked Belinda how the kitten she’d adopted was doing.

All things she’d neglected to do yesterday, thanks to shutting herself in her office, using the excuse she had reports she needed to get out rather than admit the truth—she was avoiding a certain temptation.

Stan disappeared into his office just as Vivienne reached hers. She backed up and poked her head in the door. “Morning.”

“Hey, Viv.” He was one of few who could get away with calling her that. “The new lady seems nice.”

“Temp.”

He scrutinised her, making Vivienne feel like he could see right through her—the speed-dating night, the way Carla had wormed her way under her skin and worked her way into her head.

“You plan on running her off?”

That was the problem. She didn’t have a plan, and that wasn’t like Vivienne.

“Don’t be silly.” She laughed it off. “Just a reminder she’s here on a temporary assignment.” The reminder was as much for herself as it was for Stan.

As soon as they found a permanent replacement for Gemma, their last receptionist, Carla would be gone and life would return to normal.

Vivienne had no sooner entered her office when her phone rang. Rounding her desk at a near sprint, she cursed when she caught her hip on the corner. Wincing, she answered the phone, trying to sound bright and professional. “Hello, this is Vivienne.”

“Hi. It’s Carla.”

Carla, the bearer of pain without even knowing it. Vivienne ignored the urge to lower the waistband of her skirt and check out the bruise that was surely blossoming on her hip.

“Has anyone told you today?”

Wonderful. It wasn’t even eight o’clock. “Told me what?”

“That you look beautiful.”

Her mouth opened and closed, opened again, and snapped shut. She sank into her chair, glad no one had seen her poor imitation of a goldfish. The compliment felt good, but coming from Carla, she was also on alert.

“Thank you.”

“I meant it. That mauve suit looks good on you. Brings out the colour of your eyes. And those diamond earrings…they really make your scowl pop.”

And there it was. She banged the phone down.






* * *




Later that day,
 Aubrey inched open the door to Vivienne’s office, her silver hair appearing first. “Are you stopping for a break? You’ve been missed.”

She couldn’t very well say no, could she? If she didn’t make an appearance soon, it wouldn’t be long before staff started asking questions. She encouraged them to take the breaks they were entitled to, and that came from leading by example and taking that time to talk to her team on a more personal level.

The morning and afternoon breaks gave employees time to recharge their batteries, and it was great for team building. The only rule was no talking about work during those breaks.

Knowing she couldn’t hide out forever, Vivienne followed Aubrey through the maze of desks to the cafeteria. “How’s the recruiting coming along?”

“Number-wise, we’ve had a lot of applications for the position,” Aubrey said. “But I’m not sure how many will be any good. I should have three or four résumés for you to peruse this afternoon.”

“Thank you,” Vivienne said, feeling bad once again for the way she’d spoken to Aubrey when she’d been blindsided. “I hope you know how much I appreciate everything you do.”

She glanced at Vivienne as if that went without saying. “Of course.”

A smorgasbord of aromas greeted them as they stepped through the swinging doors—coffee, a pastry, someone’s leftover dinner. The staffroom was large enough to seat twenty, so the team took their breaks in two shifts.

As discreetly as possible, she glanced around. Relief and disappointment warred within when she didn’t spot Carla. Joining the short queue, Vivienne waited while Aubrey made a cup of tea, then made a coffee for herself.

“You can sit here,” Octavia called out to Aubrey.

“Greaser,” Dave teased.

“Says the guy who makes excuses to go into her office to raid the lolly jar.” Octavia shuffled her chair sideways, making room for Aubrey. The staff adored her, and Vivienne couldn’t ask for a better HR manager.

Finding a free spot at the next table, Vivienne pulled out a chair. They weren’t exactly soft, but employees weren’t supposed to get too comfortable on breaks.

“Hey, boss,” Kent said before shovelling some more noodles into his mouth. Beef, by the smell of it. Or maybe chicken. Food out of a cardboard cup all smelt the same to Vivienne.

Cynthia screwed up her face, her eyes tracking the juice running down his chin. “Feral, isn’t he?”

Vivienne grabbed some paper napkins out of the dispenser on the table and handed them over. “That’s what these are for.”

“Thanks.” Kent wiped his chin. “We were just talking about Sex Education
 .”

“I’m in love with Maeve.” Cynthia clutched her chest, swooning in her seat.

“She’s a great character,” Vivienne agreed.

Sex wasn’t a topic she encouraged at work, but they were talking about a show, after all, so what was the harm?

“Who’s a great character?” came from over her shoulder seconds before Carla slid into the empty seat next to Cynthia.

The way she sat, flashing bright smiles at the staff as if she’d known them for years, anyone would think she’d worked there forever when it’d been less than a week.

“Maeve,” Cynthia said. “We were just talking about Sex Education
 . Have you seen it?”

“It’s one of my favourite shows.” Carla turned her hazel-eyed gaze on Vivienne. Of course she did! “Who’s your favourite character?”

“I don’t play favourites,” Vivienne said, proud of how neutral she sounded.

What she really wanted to do was bolt before Carla could probe any deeper, but she also refused to give her the satisfaction. Determined to keep her backside in the seat, she sipped her coffee, holding the cup to her lips like a shield.

“Come on,” Kent said good-naturedly. “Last week you were Team Lily.”

“I wasn’t Team anything.” She laughed like he was being ridiculous.

“What about you, Carla?” Cynthia asked.

“Jean! No question about it.” She gave a sharp nod. One quick dip of her head. “She’s so put together, gives out great advice, but she has this underlying vulnerability that appeals to me. And, hello…” She paused, looking between Cynthia and Kent. “Who doesn’t love an older woman?”

“Amen.” Kent slapped the table.

Cynthia snorted.

Ignoring Carla’s gaze, which was hard to do when she could feel it burning into her like a branding iron, Vivienne stood. “Time to get back to work.”

Before she could pick up her mug, it was in Carla’s hand. She held it up. “Don’t forget to take your cup with you.”


Wanna swap spit?
 The sooner the flashbacks stopped, the better. Unlike the night Carla had uttered those words and pulled a face, Vivienne wasn’t laughing now. There were far too many eyes on them to find any humour in the situation.












Six







CARLA









A week
 into her new assignment, Carla was loving it. The workplace had a great ambience, and it was nice to be around happy people who appeared to actually enjoy coming to work.

She’d worked at a number of places where everybody seemed miserable and barely spoke to one another, but it was the complete opposite at Ezy Credit Control. Morning and afternoon breaks had never been more fun. It was as if they used that time to let go of the stress of the job.

A smartly dressed woman entered, and Carla got to her feet. She hated looking up at people from behind the counter. It made her feel small and at a disadvantage. Plus, Stan’s joke about danger money played on her mind. Not that this woman looked dangerous. If anything, she looked nervous.

“Hi, can I help you?” Carla smiled warmly, trying to put the newcomer at ease.

She stepped up to the counter, clutching a folder to her chest. “Hi. I’m Trinity. Here about the job.”

Aubrey burst into reception, looking frazzled. “Sorry.” She flashed Carla an apologetic smile. “I forgot to tell you.”

“No problem.” Feeling affronted on two counts, Carla slumped back into her chair.

When visitors were expected, she liked to be kept in the loop, so she could welcome them by name. But worse than that, the reminder that her days were numbered hit her hard and fast, like a one-two punch to the gut.

Dispensable.

Replaceable.

Forgettable.

Scratch the third one. It was game on.

Determined to leave an impression, Carla put the bell on the counter. With little foot traffic, reception was a minor part of her job. Sure, she sat there all day with a smile on her face, and she could milk that for all she was worth, but that wasn’t her style. She liked to earn her keep.

After letting herself into the main hub of the business, she made her way over to Tammy’s desk. A printer whirred to life as she passed, and she scooped up the document, waving it in the air like a white flag. “Anyone?”

“Over here.” Geoff popped up from behind one of the blue partitions. He was tall and lean with hair as black as Marmite.

Smiling, she handed it over, facedown. “Here you go. I wasn’t sure if it was confidential.”

“Everything here is—”

“Confidential,” Carla finished for him.

She’d recognised more than one name on a client file over the past week, but she would never repeat that they were in the shit and the debt collectors had come calling.

Finally making it to Tammy’s cubicle, Carla rapped on the partition. The flimsy board wobbled but barely made a sound. “Knock, knock.”

Tammy glanced up, the light catching on her nose piercing. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I was wondering if you have anything else for me to do.”

“Have you done the bank reconciliation already?”

“Sure have.” Carla leaned against Tammy’s desk. With the amount of payments that came in daily, it was a lengthy list to process, but being familiar with the accounting package, it didn’t take her as long as it might take someone else.

A mop of curly blonde hair appeared over the top of a partition. “If you’ve got time, the shared drive is in serious need of an overhaul,” Belinda said.

“You’re not wrong,” Tammy agreed. “It’s like a file cabinet with no order. Paperwork randomly chucked in the nearest drawer.”

“It’s not that bad,” Belinda said. “Vivienne would skin our backsides if we did that.” She ducked behind her partition, then slowly stood, her face appearing an inch at a time as she checked if the coast was clear.

Amused, Carla folded her arms. “You’re not scared of her, are you?”

“We probably should be worried about her.” Tammy absently tapped her pen on the desk. “She’s barely shown her face in days.”

Behind them, someone cleared their throat. “You’re not gossiping are you, ladies?”

“No!” Tammy and Belinda chimed in unison.

“Of course we are.” Carla shot Aubrey a cheeky grin and collective gasps sounded around her. “So, am I in or out? Did Infinity
 make the cut?”

“Trinity.” Aubrey kept her expression neutral, but Carla didn’t miss the sparkle in her eyes. “And that’s the boss’s decision. Now, unless you want your job to be more temporary than it is…”

“Ouch.” Carla clutched her chest. “Thanks for the reminder.”

“You could always apply for the position,” Aubrey said. “It’s open to everyone.”

“Good idea!” Tammy nodded enthusiastically.

“Suck position, though,” Belinda said, looking thoughtful. “I wouldn’t want to sit out there all day.”

“Someone has to.” Aubrey looked that way. “And it’s a nicer workspace than these cubicles. Colourful décor, large windows that let in plenty of light, and great views of the city.”

“Careful,” Carla said playfully. “I’m starting to think you want me to stick around.”

“Think about it,” Tammy said once they were alone again. “You already fit in.”

“I’m not so sure the boss thinks so. I’ve hardly seen her.”

“Odd.” Belinda screwed up her face. “The last receptionist was always in and out of her office with paperwork.”

Tammy shot her a conspiratorial wink. “And the odd coffee when she wanted to suck up.”

Carla wasn’t the type to suck up to anyone, but the coffee bean had been planted.






* * *




The following day,
 instead of eating her lunch in the staffroom, Carla headed out. The streets of downtown Wellington were packed, traffic was thick, and a warm breeze swirled around her. Half a block away from work, Carla nipped into a café renowned for its unusual coffees.

After buying what she wanted, she walked back to work, balancing two cups. She hit the lift button with an elbow and was delivered unscathed to the fifth floor seconds later.

The blast of cool air was a welcome relief—a luxury she didn’t have at home. The cottage she rented was small, and the rent chewed a sizable hole in her wages, but that was the price you paid for living close to the city.

Placing both mugs on the counter, Carla slid into the chair behind reception and dialled Vivienne’s extension.

“Hello, you’re speaking with Vivienne.”

“Hi, boss.”

“C…Carla.” That wasn’t a stumble. She’d been about to call her CC. Carla would bet money on it.

“I have a delivery for you.”

“What is it?” Her voice was clipped.

“Not sure. It smells good, though.” She inhaled the aroma of coffee.

“Is that a thing you do? Sniff packages?”

“Depends on who’s packing.” This was too much fun.

“Goodbye, Car—”

“No, wait. I was kidding.”

The phone clicked in her ear, but she didn’t care. Coffees in hand, Carla headed for Vivienne’s office. Thankfully, most of the staff were at lunch, so no one could accuse her of brown-nosing.

After a quick tap on the office door, Carla pushed it open. Vivienne faced her head-on as if she’d been expecting her, arms folded tightly, lips pursed.

“Geez, boss. Why so tense?” She set a coffee in front of Vivienne and put her own on the corner of the desk. “Do you need a massage?”

“Don’t touch me.”

“Jumpy too.” Carla slunk into the chair opposite her. “One thing you need to know about me, Vivienne, is I don’t touch without permission, so you can take the stick out from…” She lifted one shoulder. Vivienne knew the rest.

“Slinging insults isn’t the way to get into my, my…”

God, she was adorable when she was flustered. “Try your coffee,” Carla said.

Watching Carla closely, she picked it up and inhaled. Her nose twitched like a bunny’s. Her expression also softened. “What is it?”

“Do you like mushrooms?” Carla had already garnered that information. What kind of chance did she have of slipping under Vivienne’s defences if she didn’t know what she was working with?

“On my pizza,” Vivienne replied.

“Try it.” Carla nodded at the tall, white cup with the café’s logo on the side.

When Vivienne didn’t move, Carla took a sip of her coffee. She’d been dubious the first time Suzette bought her one to try, but once she got past the idea that she was drinking mushrooms—not the magic kind—it was actually pretty good.

After taking a tentative sip, Vivienne took a bigger mouthful, eyes sliding closed, a moan escaping her.

That beautiful sound sent a thrill through Carla. “You know, I never imagined the first time I made you moan I wouldn’t even be touching you.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s exactly what you planned, CC.” The reply was so rapid-fire, it took Carla aback, but she recovered just as fast.

“You got me.” She fiddled with the hem of her skirt. Part of her wanted to hike it up and show off a little more thigh, but a bigger part of her acknowledged that would be going too far. Either way, she didn’t miss Vivienne’s appreciative gaze before she caught herself.

For a split second, their eyes locked, and the air sizzled between them.

Vivienne was first to look away. She aligned some papers on her desk. “Will that be all?”

“Aren’t you going to finish your coffee?” Carla would give anything to hear her moan again, to see the look of rapture that crossed her face. If a good cup of coffee could pull that reaction from her, imagine what a good fuck would do for her.

“You are going to leave my office, and I’m going to finish these reports.”

“Well, just so you know. That drink”—she motioned to the cup—“the mushroom powder mixed with ground coffee has high levels of antioxidants and other great stuff that’s supposed to enhance focus and thinking.” She stood. “You can thank me later.”

“In your dreams,” Vivienne sounded more like a petulant teenager than a mature woman.

“And yours.” Carla braced her hands on the desk, getting in Vivienne’s space. They were so close, if she inched forward, their lips would meet. “Deny it.”

The struggle playing across Vivienne’s face was delightful. The war between desire and the ethical boundaries she’d set for herself.

“Close the door behind you.”

Taking that as a win, Carla pushed off the desk. “Enjoy your coffee.”
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VIVIENNE









Why was
 it so bloody hard to find decent, reliable staff these days? It was almost the end of February, a month since Carla had started, and she was no closer to finding a suitable receptionist.

There were plenty of candidates who would be perfect for fielding phone calls and emails, but the role was so much more than that. Although Vivienne was loath to say it out loud—lest she be accused of discrimination—personality mattered.

It wouldn’t do to employ someone who wouldn’t fit in.

The perfect person for the position was already there, but Vivienne wasn’t ready to admit that. There was a tap on the door, and with a heavy sigh and an even heavier workload, Vivienne closed the last résumé she’d been scanning.

“Do you have a minute?” Aubrey asked.

“Sure.” She had piles of paperwork to get through, but now was as good a time as any.

Aubrey sat in the chair by the desk, crossed her legs, and exhaled heavily. She looked troubled, which was out of character.

“What’s happened?”

“I was wondering if you could tell me.”

In no mood to play guessing games, Vivienne rested her elbows on the desk and steepled her fingers. “Cut to the chase, Aubrey.”

“I’m concerned about you.”

“What? Me!” A nervous laugh bubbled out of her. Had Aubrey noticed the way Vivienne couldn’t keep her eyes off Carla one minute and the next she was actively avoiding her?

“Yes, you. And I don’t care for the details, but it’s clear to me that you and Carla have a past.”

“There is no me and Carla!” Vivienne said defensively.

“Very well. But if I may, she’s constantly running out of work, and you’re overloaded. At the very least—”

“Thank you, Aubrey. Noted, and I’ll utilise her as soon as I find time.”

Aubrey stood. “Sometimes we have to make time to save time.”

She was preaching to the choir, and it was time Vivienne sang the same tune. The door closed and she sat there, stewing in her own juices for so long she must have been tender enough to eat. And why did that make her think of a certain auburn-haired beauty?

Ugh. She was so screwed.

Out of options, she dialled reception. If she didn’t do this now, she would dwell on it all night; the same as she had for the past week.

“Welcome to Ezy Credit, you’re speaking with Carla.”

“Hi, it’s Vivienne.” As if she didn’t know. The LED light on the main phone would’ve lit up with her extension number.

“Hello, Vivienne. How may I direct your call?” She was enjoying this, that much was clear.

“Come to my office, please.”

“Oh, my. Am I in trouble?”

Vivienne could practically see her batting her eyelashes.

“Now, please.” She hung up and massaged her temples.

Less than a minute later, Carla burst into her office, all bright smiles and high cheekbones. Her long, auburn hair was down, and a sleeveless blouse revealed toned arms. Her skirt hugged her hips and danced the line of sophisticated and too short for work.

Or maybe it just looked that way because she was the proverbial forbidden fruit.

“Headache?” Carla asked.

“No.” Vivienne let go of her head and sat up straight. “I’m drowning in paperwork, and I need your help.”

“No prob. I’m certified in CPR, but it’s best performed if you’re on your back.” She motioned to the floor.

Vivienne faced Carla head-on. “Let’s get something straight.”

“I’m far from—”

The look Vivienne shot her must’ve worked because Carla fell silent.

Ignoring the grin plastered to her face, Vivienne continued. “You’re here to do a job, and part of that involves helping where and as directed.”

Her smile grew, and Vivienne shook her head before Carla could salute her, because she would bet money that she’d been about to.

“I’m a professional,” Vivienne said. “And I’m told you’re a professional, so I’d appreciate it if you act like one.”

“Ouch.” Carla glanced down. “Am I bleeding?” She ran her hand over her chest, drawing Vivienne’s gaze to her breasts. Small. Perky. Was she wearing a bra?


Oh, for fuck’s sake, Vivienne! Get a grip.


“You do realise what you’re doing is sexual harassment?” Vivienne said, feeling like the biggest hypocrite alive at that moment.

“Only if it’s unwanted.” Carla crossed and uncrossed her legs. “Tell me you don’t want it, and I’ll stop.”

“I don’t want it.” The lie burned her tongue. She’d never wanted anything more than to just let go. To enjoy one night of unabandoned sexual pleasure, and if anyone was going to show her how to do that, it was Carla.

“Okay, fine. I’ll stop.” She pulled her chair closer. “What would you like help with?”

Why did her acquiescence make Vivienne’s mood plummet? This was what she wanted, so it made no sense. Sitting so close, she could smell Carla’s shampoo. Something herbal. Was that why her hair had such a lustrous sheen? And why the hell did she have to wear a low-cut blouse?

The glimpse of lace confirmed her earlier musings. Carla was, indeed, wearing a bra.

“Have you finished?” Carla asked.

“Finished what?” They hadn’t even started.

“Undressing me with your eyes.” She clucked her tongue, that sexy smile doing funny things to Vivienne. “Not very professional, boss.”

“I was… I was… I…” Dammit to hell. Why couldn’t she get the word ‘not’ out? She wanted to thump her desk in frustration, but refrained. “I was actually deep in thought.”

“Aha,” Carla said knowingly.

Refusing to continue down that track because it would lead to nothing but trouble, Vivienne got down to business. “You’ve signed a confidentiality clause, right?”

“Of course,” Carla said. “What happens behind closed doors, stays behind closed doors.”

“Would you stop! Please, just stop.”

“What!” She threw her hands up, looking totally offended, which Vivienne doubted very much.

She apologised anyway. “Sorry, but I need to reiterate any information you come across is to stay behind closed doors.”

“Of course,” Carla said again.

“Right. So we’ll get you a login for this system here.” She turned her laptop side-on so Carla could see the screen. “Part of the receptionist’s job is helping out with the resolutions team. You’ll be responsible for conducting online searches and performing basic tracing functions.”

“Like a PI?”

It was probably the first time Vivienne had seen her looking so serious. “Yes and no. It’s data we need to verify customer information supplied to us from whoever is trying to recover the debt.”

“It would suck to go knocking on the wrong person’s door.”

“Exactly.” She was cottoning on fast, and that came as no surprise. Although Carla liked to act the part of a hormonal teenager, she was highly intelligent. A trait Vivienne found attractive in a woman. Any woman other than Carla.

“So, how does it all work? How and where do you gather the information?” Carla asked.

From here, Vivienne could hand her off to Tane, the manager of the resolutions team, for additional training, but now that they were on more even footing, she wanted to do that herself.

Over the next hour, she tutored and watched as Carla soaked up the information like someone starved of nourishment. Seeing her so engrossed and animated was a beautiful sight to behold.
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“How’s the job going?”
 Suzette asked as they watched the girls from their spot under a huge pōhutukawa tree with its crimson flowers and foliage shielding them from the sun.

It was March, and Tabitha had just turned seven. Frank Kitts Park on Wellington’s waterfront was one of her favourite spots, so here they were. Despite Suzette’s daughter, Ava, being a year younger and the girls going to different schools, they got on like a house on fire and loved their playdates as much as Carla.

It gave her and Suzette time to relax and the kids time to burn off some energy.

“Look at me,” Ava called out, waving to them from the top of the slide. Tabitha slid in behind her, and Carla jumped to her feet as images of broken limbs flashed through her mind.

“They’re fine.” Suzette tugged on her arm, pulling her back down. “Even if they do have a spill, look at all the matting underneath.”

“You’re right.”

“Say it again.” She poked Carla in the side, making her laugh. “Better. Now tell me how things are going with Boss Lady.”

“Vivienne.”

“Ooh.” She batted her eyes. “Vivienne. How posh. Does she speak with a silver spoon?”

“She speaks with a glare.”

Something landed on Carla’s head, making her shoulders roll up around her ears. “That better not be bird shit.”

Popping up onto her knees, Suzette plucked a twig out of her hair and tossed it aside. “Not unless they shit wood.”

“Shh.” Carla pressed a finger to her lips as the kids headed their way, smiling at each other and skipping all the way.

“We’re hot,” Tabitha announced.

Alarmed by how red her cheeks were, Carla pointed to Tabitha’s hat clutched in her hand. “Put it on.”

“It makes my head itchy.” She followed up the whine with a scratch of her head.

“On, or we go home.”

“No!” Tabitha yanked it over her head, pulling it down until it covered her eyes.

“Clown.” Carla tapped the peak. “Come on, let’s get an ice cream.”

“Yay.” Another chorus rang out from both girls.

“What about me?” Suzette pouted.

“You can have ice cream, too, Mummy.” Ava slid her hand into Suzette’s, looking worried about her mum. The kid had a heart as big as her mother’s.






* * *




With the two
 girls sitting under a tree, licking their way around their cones before the ice cream melted, Carla and Suzette sat on a nearby park bench.

“So,” Suzette said, “what’s the strategy?”

“Strategy?” Carla laughed. “I don’t have one.”

“Bullshit.” Suzette’s outburst drew the unwanted attention of more than a few people, including little ears.

Certain Suzette wouldn’t let up until she was satisfied with Carla’s answer, she tried again. “I’m going to woo her with my intelligence.”

“Since your charms failed you?”

“Funny, but you’re wrong. She wants me. She’s just too pigheaded to admit it.”

“So modest,” Suzette said with enough sass for a blind person to see. Then she dropped the humour and reached for Carla’s hand. “It’d be great to see you settle down.” She looked at the kids. “Do you think Tabitha will like her?”

Although Suzette meant well, the question didn’t sit right with Carla. “Talk about putting the kid before the sex.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

“It’s fine.” Carla leaned across the table and pecked Suzette on the lips. She wrapped her arm around her neck and kissed her harder. It was all for show, and the girls didn’t disappoint. Raucous laughter rang out as they ran over.

“Mum?” Ava pulled on Suzette’s T-shirt. “Why are you kissing Carla?”

“Because I love her. And I love you too.” She picked up her daughter and peppered kisses all over her face.

“Look out.” Carla turned to Tabitha, hands up like claws. “You’re next.”

“No, help, help.” She took off running. Carla chased after her, weaving between swings and slides.






* * *




Sunday night,
 Carla packed up all of Tabitha’s things and bundled her into the car. “Have you had a good weekend?” she asked as they made their way from Wellington City to Thorndon.

“Yes. Can we go through the tunnel?”

“Pardon?”

“Please.”

“Sure thing, sweetie.”

Tabitha pulled a face, tongue poking out as if something tasted bad.

Cutesy names were no more for Tabitha than skirts and pretty dresses. She wasn’t exactly a tomboy, but she wasn’t a girlie-girl either. She was just Tabitha. A kid with hazel eyes, long lashes, and a cheeky personality. That was probably why they got along so well.

“How do you make a tissue dance?” Tabitha asked.

“I don’t know.” Carla moved into the left lane.

“Put a little boogie in it!” She did a jig in her seat.

“Very funny. Oh, I’ve got one,” Carla said. “What do you call an exploding monkey?”

“Um, a fart.”

“No!” Carla laughed. “A Bab-boom.”

“Can we go to the zoo next weekend?”

Although they were overdue for a visit to the zoo, Carla wouldn’t do Wayne out of his weekend with Tabitha. “What about the weekend after that?”

“Deal.” Tabitha nodded enthusiastically, head dipping forward before swinging back, banging against the car seat.






* * *




Parked outside Wayne’s,
 Carla unclipped their seat belts and rounded the bonnet of the car. She opened the passenger door and held out a hand. “Ready?”

“I can do it.” Little Miss Independence stood on the foot rail and jumped out, landing on the grass. Carla hooked Tabitha’s backpack over her shoulders and carried her overnight bag.

The door opened, and Wayne stepped out. He was a handsome man, early thirties, with light-brown hair and golden-brown eyes.

“Daddy!” Tabitha took off running.

He crouched, and she leapt into his arms. He hugged her tightly, squeezing until her arms went limp and she closed her eyes, pretending she was being squashed.

“Oh, no. Is she dead?” Carla smiled at Wayne.

He tickled Tabitha’s tummy, and she burst out laughing, squirming in his arms.

“Was she good?”

“Of course.” Carla handed over her bag. “See you in two weeks.”

“Wait.” Tabitha reached for Carla, and Wayne handed her over. “Thank you for the treats and for taking me to the park.”

“Thank you
 for coming with me.” Carla set her on her feet because seven or not, she was heavy. “The zoo next time.”

“Yay.” She spun in a circle.

They didn’t always go out when Carla had her, but since she was the good-time parent, so to speak, she always made sure they did something memorable. Last time she’d stayed, they spent the day gathering rocks from the beach then they’d gone home and painted them.
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Monday morning,
 Vivienne stared out the office window. It was a gorgeous March day with barely a cloud in the sky. Her gaze travelled across the road, over the top of the shops, and came to a rest at the park. The image of Carla holding a little girl’s hand was so vivid it was as if they were still there.

Normally, she stayed away from work on the weekend, but she’d wanted to be completely up to date before she continued with Carla’s training. It wouldn’t do any good for the boss to be floundering as if she didn’t know the business like the back of her hand.

While sipping her coffee, she’d stared out the window, much like she was doing now, and there’d been no mistaking Carla—even from this far away. So, she had a kid, huh? Well, that was a good thing and hardened Vivienne’s stance not to fall victim to her charms. Because that was all she would be. Another lay. A woman Carla didn’t think twice about once she’d had her fill.

Back behind the desk, she checked her emails and watched the clock. Dammit. She’d been at work for less than an hour, and nine-thirty had never seemed so far away. Whether she was hoping Carla would be late so she could reprimand her or wishing she would hurry up so they could get this over with, Vivienne couldn’t say.

Unable to focus, she flicked through the instructions she’d printed on Saturday. Although Vivienne was a big believer in doing is learning,
 there was a lot to learn and notes helped. She’d rather provide too much information than risk processing errors. In their business, you couldn’t afford to get it wrong.

A tap sounded seconds before Carla popped her head in. She looked stunning in a hunter-green dress and black nylons. Were they stockings or pantyhose? One way to find out would be by climbing the double seams that stretched from her big toe and disappeared under the hem of her skirt.

A ray of sunshine streaming through the window accentuated the coppery tones in her hair. And boy, did she have a lot of it. Thick and lustrous. How good would that feel dragging down Vivienne’s body? Tickling her inner thighs?

“May I come in?” Carla paused. “Or do you need a minute?” Her smile grew, but this time she refrained from asking if Vivienne was undressing her with her eyes.

What had given her away this time? Did she squirm or something?

Scrambling to recover, Vivienne searched her desk for a pen she didn’t need. “Close the door behind you.”

The door clicked, and the air grew thick. Think about the kid.


“Did you have a good weekend?” Vivienne leaned back in her chair.

“I did, thank you.” Carla sat, notepad in hand. “You?”

“Yep. Came into work for a bit on Saturday.”

“Rather you than me.” Carla held her gaze. “Did your wife mind?”

Vivienne hardly would’ve been at a speed-dating event if she was married, so she didn’t bother replying. But what Carla didn’t know was she’d left the door wide open to play the family game.

“How’s your daughter?”

“My…” Carla faltered, eyebrows pinched. She glanced around the office, then pushed out of the chair and wandered over to the floor-to-ceiling windows. She parted the vertical blinds and peered out. “Ah, I wondered if you could see the park from here. I didn’t expect someone would be stalking me, though.”

“I was not stalking you,” Vivienne said a little too sharply. Spying on someone was normally beneath her, but when it came to Carla, acting out of character was her new norm.

“No, you don’t strike me as the type.” Carla came back to the chair and sat, tucking a foot behind her leg. “You’re more like prey.”

“And you’re the stalker?” Vivienne cocked her head.

“I’m not stalking you. You invited me in here.”

“Right. So, let’s get to it.” Did that sound suggestive?

Carla looked pointedly at the desk, successfully painting a picture for Vivienne of herself flat on her back, blouse torn open, legs spread, begging for—

Carla lifted an eyebrow. “Did you just quiver?”

“No! I most certainly did not. What a ridiculous saying.” She was rambling, but try as she might, she couldn’t stop. “What does that even mean?”

“Let me show you.”


No!
 “That won’t be necessary.”

Ignoring her, Carla shivered in her seat. It started at her waist and spread upwards as if a full-body orgasm had claimed her. Slowly, she opened her eyes. “That was more of a shiver than a quiver, but you get the picture.”

That was the problem. Vivienne didn’t want the picture. “Can we keep it professional, please?”

“Absolutely.” She pulled her chair over to Vivienne’s side of the desk and sat. “What’s first?”

Ignoring her close proximity, which was difficult to do with their legs practically making out under the desk, Vivienne lifted the lid on her laptop.

The next hour flew by, and as suspected, Carla was like a…she was going to say sponge, but that wasn’t the word she was looking for. It was almost as if she had a photographic memory.

“Do you want to have a go while I watch?”

Carla’s lip twitched, and Vivienne shook her head in wonderment. They’d been doing so well, yet Carla had an innate ability to turn an innocent comment into one dripping with sexual innuendo.

“Sure.” Carla stood so they could swap seats. When she applied herself to the task with no more sass, an unexpected pang of disappointment hit Vivienne.

An email reminder popped up, and Carla glanced sideways. “Do you want to check that?”

“No, it’s fine.” It was probably the reminder about the woman she was interviewing later that day—a potential replacement for Carla.



Oof.
 An unexpected stab of pain hit her.

She studied Carla side-on: her high cheekbones, the look of concentration as she expertly uploaded a new client and collated all the information into a file.

“Well done.” Vivienne glanced at her watch. “Just in time for a break.”

“Are you coming?”

“Stop it!” Vivienne said.

“I wasn’t implying anything.” Carla shook her head. “Geez, woman. You seriously need to get laid.” She snapped her fingers. “I know someone who can help you with that.”

She’d unwittingly given Vivienne the head fix she needed. “Off you go, then. I need coffee, and I’m interviewing a woman for your position at eleven-thirty.”

“Cool. Then I’ll be out of here, and you’ll be in my bed faster than you can say fuck me.”

Why did the words of a promise make her—dare she say it—quiver? The sexy smirk Carla threw her way told her she knew exactly what effect those words were having on her.

If anyone else spoke to her like that, they’d be on their way out the door. Sent packing, back to the temping agency for a refund or a replacement.

“You know, that’s highly inappropriate,” Vivienne said.

“You’re right.” Carla sounded sincere, but Vivienne was wary. “Let me make it up to you. Dinner, tonight. My place.”

“That won’t be necessary.” There was no way she was going to Carla’s house or flat or garage or wherever the hell she lived.






* * *




Around four that afternoon,
 Aubrey intercepted Vivienne by the printer. “Have you got a minute?”

“Of course.” Since assigning some of her workload to Carla, she’d been able to afford to take the occasional break without slipping further behind.

A bird flew past the window, catching Vivienne’s eye as Aubrey sat on the sofa. Outside, a few fluffy white clouds dotted the sky, otherwise it was a clear blue day.

“How did it go with Renae?” Aubrey asked.

“Who?”

“That alone tells me all I need to know.”

“Oh, right. Nae-nae.” Vivienne laughed at the absurdity of her name. She hadn’t been kidding when she told Carla she’d been interviewing someone for the position, but the interview had made it feel like the joke was on her. “She told me she goes by Nae-nae.”

“Oh, gosh.” Aubrey stifled a giggle. “Who does that?”


CC. No ees.
 She banished the unwanted thought and joined Aubrey on the sofa instead. It was soft, too soft. If she sat there for long enough, she wouldn’t want to get up.

“What’s on your mind?”

“You do realise we have the perfect person for the position already in our midst?”

“I do,” Vivienne said, feeling a lot calmer than the first time Aubrey had raised the topic. “But she hasn’t applied for the position, and I can’t see her settling down.”


Goddammit.
 There it was again. A double meaning to anything she said that concerned Carla. She was a free spirit. Bound to no one.

“With the right offer, maybe she would consider it.”

That didn’t help. Professional, remember, Viv?
 Ugh, she hated the name from her own lips or head. A head that was all over the place.

“You okay?” Aubrey eyed her curiously.

“Fine. Thank you.” If only she could focus.

“Okay.” Aubrey soldiered on. “So, what’s the issue?”

“I honestly don’t think she’ll take it.”

“You won’t know unless you make her an offer. The staff love her. She’s a good fit—”

“Thank you, Aubrey.”

Aubrey smiled warmly, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Thank you
 .”

Unsure what she was being thanked for, Vivienne asked, “For what?”

“Not accusing me of gushing this time. Look, I know potential when I see it. From the second Carla walked through the door, she rolled up her sleeves and got stuck in, and she hasn’t slowed down since.” Aubrey stood. “At least, think about it.”

She exited the office, leaving behind the floral scent of her perfume and something for Vivienne to think about. Only, there wasn’t much to think about, was there?
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When it came
 to using her intelligence to woo Vivienne and reining in the sexually loaded comments, Carla had failed miserably. But who could blame her? The air of authority that followed Vivienne was tantalising. So was the elegant slope of her neck and the tiny mole just below her left earlobe.

More than once, Carla had wanted to push her long, blonde hair aside, and whisper sweet nothings in her ear until she was putty in her hands.

She hadn’t seen Vivienne arrive that morning. If it wasn’t for the couple of work emails they’d exchanged, she wouldn’t even know she was there.

Was she back to avoiding her?

“Coming to smoko?” Tammy’s voice dragged Carla’s gaze from her computer screen.

“Is it that time already?” She put the sign next to the bell on the counter and stood.

“It is.”

In the staffroom, she waited behind Geoff, who was pouring hot water over his Weet-Bix.

“Breakfast of champions,” Tammy said.

“Kiwi kids are Weet-Bix kids.” Carla sang the song her dad had sung to her since she was big enough to eat the tasty—okay, not so tasty—crunchy wheat biscuits that needed to be doused in lots of sugar and milk to make them palatable. And hot water if you liked them soggy.

After Tammy filled her mug, Carla did the same and followed her over to a table where Geoff, Cynthia, and Kent were laughing outrageously.

“What’s funny?” Tammy asked as they sat.

“You know how Cynthia hates birds?” Geoff said.

“What?” Carla feigned outrage. “I love birds. I’d have one every week if I could.”

“Me too.” Kent slapped the table. “Had one last night, actually. Breasts like a moa.”

“They’re extinct.” Tammy shook her head at him.

“Like his sex life.” Geoff laughed.

Kent nudged Cynthia with his elbow. “Tell them your story.”

“It’s boring.”

“Tell us,” Carla said. She didn’t care if it was boring. It would help keep her attention on the people around her instead of glancing over her shoulder at Vivienne. Today, she was rocking a charcoal suit and a crisp, white blouse that Carla wanted to replace with her body.

Cynthia downed her drink, then launched into her story. “When I was a kid, my nana used to make me go out to the hen house and get the eggs. There was this one hen that used to peck me. One time when Nana asked me to get the eggs, I said no, I didn’t want to. She pointed her finger of doom and told me to get out there. So, shaking in my gumboots and bawling my eyes out, off I went.”

That sounded tough, but a lot of older people were firmer with kids than the younger generation. Carla’s grandmother was a prime example of that. She was strict yet soft as butter. She’d been gone two years, and Carla still missed her dreadfully.

“Did you get the eggs?” Tammy asked.

“Yep, but I dropped them all. The chook chased me all the way back to the house, plucking at my legs.” She rubbed her leg as if she could still feel the sharp peck of a hen’s beak. “Nana heard all the commotion and came racing outside. She told me to get in the house. I watched through the screen door. She picked the old bird up by the neck and swung it around.”

“Crack,” Geoff said, tongue lulling out, head falling sideways.

“No way!” Tammy’s eyes went wide.

“Uh-huh.” Cynthia nodded. “When Nana came back inside, she said, ‘Guess what’s for dinner?’”

“No way! You ate it?” Tammy gasped.

Out of the corner of her eye, Carla saw Vivienne heading their way. “I think our time’s up.”

“Shit.” Kent glanced at his watch. “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

They all stood, chairs scraping across the green linoleum floor.

“Carla, my office, please.”


What the hell?
 Vivienne didn’t stop long enough to deliver the words. Just tossed them at Carla like confetti as she waltzed past.

“Uh-oh, someone’s in trouble,” Tammy pushed in her chair.

“That’s my middle name.” Carla smiled to hide her anxiety. Something told her she was about to be given her marching orders.

After tossing her mug in the dishwasher, she hurried to catch up with Vivienne, slowing to admire the sway of her hips as she followed in her wake. Aubrey, who was standing by the photocopier, smiled at her.

There was more than one person Carla would miss once her time was up, but maybe then Vivienne would agree to go on a date. Although a lot of Carla’s flirting was because she loved to see Vivienne squirm, she genuinely liked her.

Vivienne motioned to the sofa under the window. “Have a seat, please.”

The sun warmed the back of Carla’s head as she sank into the soft cushions. “I’m guessing this is where you do the exit interview?”

Vivienne perched on the arm of the sofa. “Why?”

“Because you’ve never invited me to sit on it before, and I doubt we’re about to fuck.”

Sighing, Vivienne moved away. “Don’t make me regret this.”

Unable to help herself, Carla popped the top button on her blouse. “I can promise you won’t regret this.”

“You know what?” Vivienne said, her face hard as marble. “Forget it. I knew this was a bad idea.”

“No. Wait!” Carla jumped to her feet. “Sorry, I can’t help it. Maybe open the door or something. Let some pheromones out.”

“You may leave.”

“Oh, come on. I was having some fun.” Having no intention of going anywhere, Carla sat.

With another heavy sigh, Vivienne retreated to her leather chair, putting some distance and the desk between them. “It hasn’t gone unnoticed that in a short amount of time, you’ve become a valuable member of the team.”

“Thank you.” Carla basked in the praise.

“And that’s why Ezy Credit Control would like to offer you a permanent position.”

She’d come in here expecting one thing—to be told she was no longer needed—and had got the complete opposite. From the day she’d been given the assignment, she’d been hoping for this very outcome. But that was before she knew who she would be working for.

“I can’t accept, sorry.”

Vivienne looked at her in bewilderment. “Why on earth not?”

“Because what happens once you end up in my bed? How will that look to the staff?”

“That’s never going to happen,” Vivienne said stoically. “So it won’t be a problem.” She slid a contract across her desk.

Carla retrieved the offer and backed up to the sofa. The offer was good. Very good.

“What’s the problem?” Vivienne sounded genuinely troubled.

“I get bored easily.” She had this job in the hat, but she didn’t see any reason she shouldn’t make Vivienne work for it.

“This job has plenty of variety.”

“True, but I need something more…stimulating.” She revelled in how easy it was to make Vivienne squirm.

“Name your price.”

“I’m not a hooker.”

“Close.”

Not the least bit offended, Carla clucked her tongue. “Vivienne, Vivienne, Vivienne. I would’ve thought such comments beneath you.”

Exasperation flashed in Vivienne’s big, brown eyes. “Are you ever serious?”

“I want two dollars an hour more than you offered.”

“We’ve never paid that much for the position.”

“Really?” Hoping it didn’t blow up in her face, Carla put her best pitch forward. This was her ideal job, but if she could get a better pay packet out of it, why not? “At a guess, I get eighty percent of what you’re paying the temping agency. So, by increasing my offer by two dollars an hour, you’ll still be paying less than you currently are to have me here. Plus, it will cost you thousands of dollars in paid labour to train someone else in a position I’m already proficient in.”

Watching the struggle play across Vivienne’s face was delightful—the tight set of her jaw; the tendons on her neck standing out. “A dollar more an hour.”

“A dollar fifty…and a date.”

“Done. Now get out of my office!”

Suppressing a triumphant grin, Carla took her leave before it hit Vivienne what she’d just agreed to—a better pay offer and a date!
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Shortly after five,
 Aubrey appeared in reception along with Stan. It’d been a long day, and although Carla had no doubt Aubrey knew about her job offer, she was keeping tight-lipped. “You still here?”

“Yeah. I got a little behind.” She jiggled in her seat.

“Make sure that little behind
 doesn’t work too late.”

Stan straightened his tie. “Funny how women can get away with saying things like that, isn’t it?”

“I’m sure if you said it to one of the guys, it’d be fine,” Aubrey said.

“I would never—”

The door shut behind them, drowning out his words. Carla picked up her things and made her way out the back to Vivienne’s office.

Vivienne was immediately on guard, and although Carla couldn’t blame her, it still irked her, especially since she was there on a peace mission.

She waved the contract in her hand like a white flag. “I wanted to thank you for this. I don’t think I did that before.”

“You’re welcome. And, no, you didn’t.” Vivienne closed her laptop and stuffed it in the bag. “Does that mean you’ve signed the contract?”

“No. I would like to read it tonight, and I wanted to talk to Ruth about it first. She’s been good to me.”

“I can respect that.”

It was on the tip of Carla’s tongue to ask if she would respect her in the morning, but now that she had the offer in her hand, she didn’t want to push Vivienne too far. Once the contract was signed and it wasn’t so easy to get rid of her, that could change.

Because employee or not, one way or another, her prediction was going to come true. It was only a matter of time.

“Can I walk you out?” Carla asked.

There it was again. That dubious look. “Why?”

“Because I don’t plan on staying overnight.”

As they walked through the hub of the business, suspended ceiling lights swung back and forth.

“What was that?” Worry laced Vivienne’s words.

“A ghost,” Carla replied. In all likeliness, it was someone moving around on the floor above them.

“Do you believe in them?” Vivienne asked. “Ghosts?”

The question took Carla by surprise. She’d been expecting a snide comeback. In reception, Vivienne turned off the lights, and Carla switched the phones over to night service.

She waited while Vivienne locked the front door, and then they set off together towards the lifts, their high heels sinking into the thick carpet.

“Do I believe in ghosts,” Carla mused out loud. “I’m not sure. Yes and no.” She shrugged, feeling melancholy. “Sometimes I feel Mum’s presence. At times, it’s so strong it wakes me, but then I lie there wondering if it was just a dream.”

“Your mum passed away?” Vivienne’s voice was soft and full of compassion.

“Yeah. It was a long time ago.” And Carla hadn’t meant to get onto that topic. She didn’t want her boss’s sympathy. She hated it when people felt sorry for her. She’d had a good life.

“Still, you’re too young not to have your mum.”

“I have a dad who is the most amazing man in the world, and that is more than some people can say, so please don’t look at me with pity.”

“Sorry.” The lift dinged, and Vivienne hesitated.

She glanced towards the door leading to the stairwell. Indecision flittered across her face before she strode inside. The door closed, encasing them in the golden enclosure. The numbers counted down from five. Before they reached the third floor, the lift shuddered. Vivienne gasped, hand flying to her chest.

When it swayed again, a spike of worry hit Carla. Did the lifts have a history of breaking down? Was that why Tammy had an aversion to using them? It jolted again. Stronger this time.

“Whoa!” Carla’s heart pounded. Had a cable snapped? Was that why the lift made weird noises now and then? “What the fuck was that?”

“Earthquake.” Vivienne backed into the corner, eyes flitting around nervously.

Where had the quake been centred? Was that the end of it, or was an aftershock going to hit before they reached the bottom floor?

“We’re not moving.” Vivienne’s gaze was haunted. Had she been through something like this before?

“Hey, it’s okay,” Carla soothed. “Someone will get us out soon.”

With any luck, other people were still in the building. Taking action since Vivienne was plastered to the corner, Carla pushed the emergency button…over and over and over.

She didn’t know what good it’d done, so she grabbed her phone and dialled 1-1-1. The call was answered almost immediately, thank goodness. Once she’d relayed where they were, she hung up.

“Help’s on the way. It shouldn’t be more than an hour.”

“An hour!” Vivienne’s shrieked.

Before Carla could reply, the lift shook so violently it knocked them off their feet.

“Fuck.” Carla went down hard, shoulder slamming into the rail before she crumpled to the floor. Vivienne landed beside her, laptop bag flying from her grasp.

The lift shuddered again, and Vivienne screamed. She started hyperventilating, big gasping breaths, chest heaving, eyes frantic. Witnessing her terror was heart-wrenching. Carla reached for her.

Like a trapped animal, Vivienne bared her teeth. “Stay away.”

A second later, a distinct aroma hit Carla’s nostrils, and her heart broke for Vivienne. She wished she could climb out and spare her boss her dignity, but that wasn’t an option, so she did her best to distract her.

“You know, whenever I read a scene in a book where the heroines get stuck in a lift—”

“Don’t even think about sex right now.” Vivienne cut her off abruptly.

“Exactly. Having sex in a lift is wrong on so many levels
 .” It was a corny joke, but the slight twitch of Vivienne’s mouth made it worthwhile.

“It’s so romanticised,” Carla continued. “But wouldn’t you be too anxious?” It was a rhetorical question. Vivienne was clearly petrified, but with any luck, Carla’s voice would help dislodge the fear that had Vivienne in its clutches.

“I mean, think of all the foot traffic.” She scuffed her high heel across the floor, lifting lint and God knew what else. “Germs. We probably shouldn’t even be sitting.”

“I’m not standing,” Vivienne mumbled around her fist in her mouth.

“We don’t have to.” Carla pulled Vivienne forward so her back was no longer mashed against the wall and removed her suit jacket. The fact she let Carla manipulate her limbs without the slightest protest was more alarming than if she’d told Carla to get her hands off her.

The light flickered and hope surged. Yes
 . Carla fist-pumped the air when the power came back on, and the lift whirred to life. Vivienne’s eyes were wild yet hopeful. Carla held out her hands, and she tentatively took them. Once she was on her feet, Carla tied the jacket around Vivienne’s waist.

“They’ll know.” Vivienne’s voice was so soft, Carla’s heart broke. “I’ll walk behind you.”

The lift dinged and the doors opened to an empty lobby. Thank goodness for small mercies. But what now? Were they supposed to stay put until help arrived? Apparently not, according to Vivienne.

She marched past, laptop bag clutched tightly, jacket around her waist, dignity in tatters. “We will never speak of this again.”

“Of course not,” Carla snapped, pissed off Vivienne would think otherwise. She’d done her best to make sure no one else knew, so why would she tell anyone?

Vivienne spun back around, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. And thank you.”
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Mortified didn’t even come close
 to how Vivienne had felt in the lift. It’d been over a week since that night, and neither of them had mentioned it. The flirting had also come to a crashing halt, and that had been almost as painful.

Although a part of Vivienne told her that was a good thing because it meant Carla was taking her permanent contract seriously, a bigger part of her—the part that was humiliated beyond belief—told her it had stopped because Carla was now repulsed by her.

The quake had been centred fifty kilometres northwest of Paraparaumu, at a depth of forty-eight kilometres. More than sixty-thousand Kiwis reported feeling the quake, but no serious damage was reported. It’d been nowhere near as catastrophic as the Christchurch quakes but every bit as frightening.

The little yellow folder lit up on the taskbar, signalling a new message. Vivienne saved the file she’d been working on and clicked on the icon. One email from Tammy, addressed to all employees.






Drinks
 Friday night to officially welcome Carla aboard. Five p.m. to seven.





Don’t be late, no excuses. Leave your car at home. Taxi fares will be reimbursed.







Good of her to check
 .
 Vivienne shook off the bitchy thought. For years, it’d been an unwritten rule that the company paid for cab fares whenever alcohol was provided at a work function.

She would like to bug off, but she couldn’t really do that, could she? Another message came in; this one from Carla.



Are you going?



Vivienne tapped out a reply, her nails clacking on the keyboard.



Do you care?



With that off her chest, she hit the backspace key and closed the message. She didn’t have to reply right away. Besides, Carla was due in her office in less than two hours.

They had a thirty-minute briefing to go over how she was getting on and what areas she needed additional training in. Other employees could help with some of those things, but there were certain tasks Vivienne liked to teach a new employee herself.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her staff, but it was harder to unlearn something you’d been taught wrong than to be shown how to do it correctly in the first place. Some of the employees didn’t necessarily do it wrong. They just did it differently, less efficiently than Vivienne, who’d been doing this job while some of them were still in school, Carla included.

That was a sobering thought. But was a thirteen-year age gap really that big a deal? Did Carla want kids? Oh, shit.
 That was right. She already had one. And that was the kick in the pants Vivienne needed to stop pining for the woman she’d wanted to stop flirting, and then started sulking when she got her wish.

Carla made an appearance shortly after lunch. “Are you ready for me?”

And just like that, Vivienne’s resolve crumbled. She’d missed the sparkle in Carla’s eyes, the flirty undertones of her voice, but that didn’t cancel the fact she had a kid.

“Sure. Close the door behind you.”

Carla’s eyes sparkled, hand on the wood, as she clicked it shut with barely a sound and tiptoed back over to the chair in front of the desk. “What are we talking about?” she said in a whisper.

“Work. And there’s no need to whisper.”

“But there is. There’s a personal matter we need to discuss.”

Trepidation swept through Vivienne. She wasn’t ready to talk about the elevator incident. Hell, she doubted she’d ever be ready. She hadn’t set foot inside it since and wasn’t sure she ever would again.

“Are you coming along on Friday night?”

It wasn’t exactly a personal question, so Vivienne replied. “Sure. It’s part of my job requirements.”

“But you’ll be off the clock.”

“Your point?”

Carla leaned her elbows on the desk. Her blouse dipped, showing a hint of cleavage and her lace-trimmed bra. And Vivienne was not affected by that view at all.

“I was thinking perhaps we could go out after. Just the two of us.”

“Not a good look, Carla.”

“Fine. Next weekend, then.”

“Busy.”

Carla sat back, arms crossed. “The one after.”

“Busy again.”

She huffed, and it was the first sign of exasperation Vivienne had seen from her. “You owe me a date.”

She hadn’t forgotten that part of the agreement, and she’d been waiting for this very moment. Should she smile triumphantly or hide it? Tough choice.

“True. But I didn’t say which night.”

“Ah!” Carla waggled a finger, her grin growing. “Very clever. Playing me at my own game.”

“I don’t play games.”

“But you do, Vivienne. And we could have a lot of fun together playing the same games.” She paused, her expression thoughtful. “Submissive, right?” She held up a hand. “Oops, no need to answer that. When that night—the one we’ll both refer to as ‘I didn’t say which night’—when that night comes, I’ll find out for myself.”

“Like I said to Aubrey, there is no you and I.” Why the hell did she go and say that?

Amusement flashed in Carla’s eyes. “She doesn’t miss much, does she? She told me we might as well just fuck and get it out of our systems.”

“She what?” Vivienne bolted upright in her chair. She couldn’t imagine Aubrey saying such a… Ugh. She’d been played. “Aubrey told me to stay away from you. You’re nothing but a player and a relentless flirt.”

“Only when it comes to you.”

“Likely story,” Vivienne said.

“Come on. One night. Then if you decide you really don’t like me, we can just have hate-sex and cut our losses.”

Was that even a thing? Vivienne couldn’t think of anything worse than making out with someone she loathed.

“Yes, it’s a thing,” Carla said as if reading her mind. Or more likely her expression. She was observant. Vivienne would give her that.

“You know I won’t give up until you agree, so you might as well just relent.”

Wasn’t that the truth? But finally being able to toss Carla’s words back at her had been too good of an opportunity to pass up.

“Wednesday week.” She had no intention of leaving Friday drinks with Carla by her side for all the staff to see.

“Great. Wear those sexy come-fuck-me heels and no panti—”

Vivienne shot Carla a look that had the desired effect. She shut her mouth as fast as she’d opened it. Their thirty-minute window was almost up, and they were yet to discuss work.

“How are you getting on with the files I gave you?”

“Good, I think. But if you wouldn’t mind checking the one for Johannsen.” Once they’d gone over that, Carla sat back, arms folded. “So, where are we going on this date?”

“You tell me. It was your demand.” As soon as the words were out, Vivienne thought better of it. Who knew where they might end up?

“Demand.” Carla huffed out a snort. “I command, not demand.”

“Is there a difference?"

“Oh, yeah. One is due to a power imbalance. The other is more of a…power exchange.”

It’d been a long time since Vivienne had given over power to another, and although it was a tantalising thought, she wasn’t going there. Not with an employee, no matter how sexy she was.

She also wasn’t going to admit she knew what Carla meant. “We’re not having this conversation at work.”

“Fine. I can wait.” Carla looked pointedly at the sofa against the wall. “We could have it right here, you know.” She turned back around. “Desk could do with a spit polish, and you’d be surprised how many office supplies can be used as implements.”

The wooden ruler Carla had ordered for Vivienne on her first day taunted her. “I didn’t say we would be having sex.”

“You didn’t say we wouldn’t either.” Carla held her gaze, a challenge in her eyes.

Vivienne should shut her down right now, right this second, but something stopped her. That something was someone looking at her like she wanted to clear the desk, strip her bare and ravish her. It felt good to feel wanted, even if it was just sexually.

“If that will be all, I have work to do.”

“Sure.” Carla headed for the door.

“Oh, and Carla?” If she was going to honour this date, she was going to damn well make sure she chose the venue. Somewhere she wasn’t likely to be seen.

“Yes?”

“I’ll make a reservation at—”

“Uh-uh.” Carla shook her head. “My demand
 .” She rolled the word. “My choice.”

The door closed, and Vivienne exhaled for what felt like the first time since Carla entered her office.
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Friday,
 Vivienne sent out an email letting everyone know they could finish work at four. Some got to go home early, the rest headed for the pub. She stayed at work until five, then took the stairs and let herself out of the building.

By the time she arrived at the bar, it was rocking. Friday nights in downtown Wellington were always busy, but it’d given the team of around fifteen time to secure a table away from the entrance.

The bar was dark—dark wood, black chairs, low lighting—and the aroma of alcohol and bar snacks permeated the air.

“Over here,” someone called out.

Vivienne squinted, trying to make out who was waving their arm in the air, wearing a pink party hat. Aubrey.

She paid for a drink at the bar, then headed that way.

“You didn’t have to pay for that,” Aubrey said when she reached her side. “This is on the social club.”

“I don’t mind. I can claim it on my expenses.”

“Shrewd,” Aubrey said.

“She is.” Carla appeared behind her. “Hat.”

“No thanks.” She fiddled with the straw in her vodka and soda and took a sip. God, she needed that. It flowed down her throat and settled in her stomach like an old friend.


What the hell was that about?
 She didn’t invite friends inside her body. Ugh, that thought had to go, especially with Carla looking at her with those big, hazel eyes of hers.

“Come on. We all look like plonkers, so you have to join in or you’ll
 look like the plonker.”

That made no sense, but Vivienne humoured her, taking a lime-green crêpe hat and pulling it on. While everyone jiggled along on one side of the tables, Stan grabbed a chair and put it by Vivienne.

“Thank you.” She sat and immediately wanted to groan. Why did he have to sit her directly opposite Carla?

Her grin transported Vivienne back to the speed-dating night. It was a soft smile, one that said they both had a secret, and Vivienne returned it.

“Better,” Carla mouthed.

The next two hours passed in a blur of drinks, food, and lots of friendly banter. She had a great crew, and as she suspected, Carla had slotted in with ease.

“So, your friend makes cakes?” Stan asked.

“Yep,” Carla replied. “She made one last week for a menopause party. It was a bit dry, though.”

“Good one.” Cynthia laughed.

Bruce scratched his head. “I don’t get it.”

“It’s when—” Carla started.

“I was kidding,” Bruce interrupted. “But I went to a wedding once. It was so sad, even the cake had tiers.”

“Talk about dry.” Belinda laughed at her own wit.

“Aren’t most cakes moist
 ?” Tammy rolled the word, receiving a round of laughter in return.

“I think it depends on how long you pound them,” Geoff said, earning himself an eye roll.

“We’re talking about cakes, not bread.” Belinda grabbed the last piece of garlic bread, which had to be cold by now, and popped it in her mouth.
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By seven-thirty,
 there were only a few stragglers left at her welcoming party. Much to Carla’s surprise and delight, Vivienne was one of them. It was great to see her on neutral ground. Somewhere around her second drink, she’d let her guard down, laughing and joking with the rest of the crew.

There was no pecking order. No boss/employee. Everyone was just…well, themselves. A great bunch of people.

“Come on,” Cynthia said to Tammy. “It’s early.”

“Can’t, sorry. I need to get home to Nala. We have a show tomorrow, and Octavia’s offered to drop me off.”

Like a ripple effect, Vivienne stood. “I better get out of here too.”

In no hurry to part ways, Carla was on her feet in seconds. “See you Monday, ladies.” She gave Tammy a quick side-on hug. “Thanks for organising tonight.”

She tore out the door and burst onto the sidewalk. The streets were busy with patrons doing the round of bars. A group of guys headed their way, one wearing a tutu and a ball and chain. A stag party. The rowdy group disappeared into the bar, and Carla caught up to Vivienne.

“We might as well cab share.”

Vivienne jumped, hand on her chest as she spun around. “You scared the shit out of me.”

As tempting as it was to tease Vivienne about the unwanted imagery, Carla resisted the urge. If she didn’t want to wait until Wednesday for her date, now wasn’t the time to piss Vivienne off.

Vivienne’s phone lowered. Her interest was piqued. Either that or she’d had enough to drink to decide what the hell. “How do you know we’re going in the same direction?”

“I don’t.” Carla shoved her hands in her jeans pockets. “But if you’re free tonight, I was hoping we could cash in on that date.”

“Were you just?” Vivienne glanced around, clearly checking if anyone from work was watching them.

“I was. And if anyone sees us, you can say we shared a cab. It makes good business sense. You know, half the cost.”

She looked amused, not annoyed. That was good.

“Nervous?” Vivienne asked.

“Yep,” Carla admitted. “Contrary to what you might think, dating is foreign to me.”

“I haven’t thought that for a second.”

Someone bumped into them, almost knocking Vivienne off her feet.

“Hey, watch out!” Carla called out.


Oh, fuck.
 A woman who was built like an Amazonian turned. “What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Watch out.’” Carla looped her arm through Vivienne’s. “You almost knocked my lady over.”


Holy fucking shit. Where did that set of balls come from?
 She had no idea, but they shrivelled up as fast as they’d sprouted.

The woman’s lips twitched as though she found Carla amusing. Slowly, she turned her gaze on Vivienne. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“No problem. Have a great night.”

Standing out of the flow of foot traffic, Vivienne freed her arm. “I don’t know if that was the most chivalrous or stupidest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

“Chivalrous,” Carla decided for her. Looping arms with Vivienne had probably looked like cowardice, but since Vivienne hadn’t mentioned it, she wasn’t about to either. “Are you hungry?”

“Peckish. But I can wait until I get home.”

“So can I,” Carla said. “But why wait when there’s a perfectly good food truck on the waterfront and I’m paying?”

“Wow, pulling out the big guns. How can I say no?”

“Exactly.” Carla linked her arm with Vivienne’s again, glad she didn’t protest. “I guess you just want to get this over with?”

“Is that a crack in your armour I detect?” Vivienne asked as she hit the button at the zebra crossing. Trying to cross the road in downtown Wellington without using the lights or a crossing was like playing Russian roulette.

“Nope. Just curious.” The white lie rolled off her tongue. A tongue that would very much like to be down Vivienne’s throat, between her legs, all fucking over her. And that was just for starters. Carla wanted a lot more than that, like to actually get to know the woman she had the hots for, so she put the brakes on the flirting.

“Ask me later.”

“I can do that.” Carla guided them off the pavement, down the steps to the waterfront. It wasn’t often she treated herself to takeaways or meals out, but when the urge hit, this was her favourite spot.

The look Vivienne shot her when she spotted the food truck was one of mirth. She read the words running along the front of the black tucker box. “It’s all about the meat.”

A thought occurred to Carla. “Vegetarian?”

“With a sign like that, I could be.”

“Well, they have vegan and gluten-free options too.”

“What would you recommend?”

“That depends on what you like,” Carla said, aware the only food she knew Vivienne liked was mushrooms.

Vivienne scanned the menu at the back of the truck, behind the people serving customers. “The pork dog sounds interesting.”

Fancy that. It was a favourite of Carla’s too. The pulled-pork croquette, Jack ‘n’ Coke barbecue sauce, and ’slaw in a roll was tasty and filling. “The shrimp wrapped in bacon is good too, if you want something light.”

“Are you saying I look fat in this?” Vivienne glanced down at her slacks, and Carla wondered where this playful woman had come from.

“Nothing a walk around the waterfront won’t take care of.”

After eating their food, they did just that, ending up at Frank Kitts Park—a stone’s throw away from work. A few lights were on, lighting up windows on the upper levels.

“Who’s looking after your daughter?” Vivienne asked.

“My what?” The penny dropped. Tabitha. The question was whether to come clean or not. Which wasn’t really a question because she didn’t see the point in lying. “She’s not my daughter.”

“Your friend’s kid?”

“No. I’m her big sister.”

Vivienne shot her a dubious look. “How old is she?”

“Seven, and fiercely independent.”

“That’s a big age gap. Your mum—” She cut herself off, eyes going wide. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Carla reached across the picnic bench and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “My mum died when I was a baby. Tabitha’s mum died when she was a toddler.”

Looking completely lost, Vivienne frowned. “I’m not following.”

“Have you ever heard of the Big Brother Big Sister programme?”

“Yes! Great cause.” She paused, her mind working behind those expressive, brown eyes. “So, that’s what you do?”

“That’s what I do. What about you?” Carla turned the tables. “Any kids?”

“God, no.” Vivienne shuddered dramatically. “I couldn’t think of anything worse.”

If that was true, they had a problem because Carla wasn’t going to abandon Tabitha like her last big sister
 . Admittedly, it wasn’t that simple. Life was always changing, but Wayne, Tabitha’s dad, had expressly asked her if she planned on going anywhere any time soon, and she’d said no.

“So you don’t like kids?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I have nieces and nephews whom I adore. I just don’t want any of my own.”

“For the record, Tabitha doesn’t think much of adults either, so, if you ever meet, you’ll get along fine. But that’s a big if
 and doesn’t mean you can abandon our date.”

“Why would I do that?” Her eyebrows drew together. “I knew about the kid—”

“Tabitha,” Carla said.

“Tabitha,” Vivienne repeated with a smile. “I knew about her before tonight.”

“Yet here you are.” Carla reached for her hand. “Come on, let’s check out the lighthouse.”

Screwing up her lips, Vivienne glanced towards it. “It’s a slide.”

“And when was the last time you went down one?” Carla dragged her that way, skipping backwards, so she could drink in her beautiful features—blonde hair, heart-shaped face, narrow chin, and alluring brown eyes that were almost black in the fading light.

At the foot of the lighthouse, Carla paused. “You go first.”

“I’m not going down a slide. It’s probably covered in bird poop and I’ll get my slacks dirty.”

“That’s okay. Once you’re naked, I’ll toss them in the washing machine. By the time they’re going through the spin cycle, you’ll be screaming my name.”

That sexy, reluctant smile was back. “You don’t give up easily, do you?”

“Why would I? You’re gorgeous, intelligent, and incredibly fuckable.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.” Vivienne pushed past her, bumping shoulders as she headed for the stairs.

The enclosure had a sweet yet metallic smell, like the scent of hundreds of kids, bubble gum, and ice cream were competing with each other. As they climbed higher, it was replaced by the briny scent of the Pacific Ocean.

Vivienne stopped near the landing, eyes sliding closed. “I love that smell.”

The elegant slope of her neck taunted Carla…and those lips. Luscious and full. God, how she longed to kiss her. Stepping closer, Carla linked her hands with Vivienne’s. Her eyes opened and their gazes locked. Time stood still. The atmosphere sizzled between them.


Fuck it, go for it.
 With her brain’s permission, Carla cupped Vivienne’s cheek and brushed her lips over Vivienne’s mouth. The sharp intake of breath was music to her ears.

Then some shithead chose that moment to come bounding up the stairs. The hollow echo of his “Yahoo!” reached them before he burst forth. The stench of alcohol was strong, so Carla zipped her lips.

“Ladies.”

“Gent,” Carla said as he bolted past and disappeared down the chute. She glanced out the glassless windows, watching him take a beer bottle from his mate before they stumbled away.

“My turn,” Vivienne said, seemingly happy any bird shit that might’ve been on the slide was now on the back of the guy’s jeans.

Carla followed, whizzing down the slide and joining Vivienne at the bottom. The moment they shared had been broken, but as Vivienne had said, Carla didn’t give up easily.

Vivienne scuffed the sole of her shoe over the ground. “Thanks for tonight. But I really should get going.” She glanced up, looking uncertain.

“Was that a question?” Carla asked.

“No.” She huffed out a nervous chuckle. “I need
 to get home.”

“Someone waiting for you?” Hopefully, the line was short enough that Vivienne didn’t click she was fishing.

“Only my cats. Ollie and Molly.” Her face lit up, the love she felt for her fur babies evident in her features. “It’s way past their dinnertime.”

“Let me walk you to the taxi stand,” Carla said.
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Vivienne wasn’t
 ready for the night to be over, but if she didn’t get away from Carla after that kiss, she was going to do something reckless. Her lips still tingled, and it took all her might not to press her fingers to her mouth.

“You’re not going to hang out in town alone, are you?” Vivienne asked as they strolled along the street to a line of waiting cabs.

“Nope. We’re cab sharing, remember?” Carla said.

Two taxis pulled into traffic and one remained, headlights flicking across them. Vivienne blinked against the harsh light. Carla held open the rear passenger door. Once Vivienne was inside, Carla slid in beside her. The seats were warm and the interior smelled like fried chicken. Someone’s dinner?

The driver turned in his seat. “Address?”

They rattled them off, and the taxi pulled into traffic. Vivienne’s house was closest to town, so they would be stopping there first, but there wasn’t much she could do about that.

“Do you often share cabs?” Vivienne asked as an unfamiliar twinge of jealousy curled in her belly.

“No. I normally catch the bus or take my car.”

“But you shared one the night of the speed-dating thingy.” She sounded like an insecure child and hated that.

“Thingy’s about right. I so didn’t want to go.” Carla tipped her head back against the seat. “My mate literally pushed me through the door.”

A vivid image of Carla practically falling through the door that night flashed through Vivienne’s mind. “Are you glad she did?”

“I am.” Carla entwined their fingers. “Because I met you.”

As much as she wanted to believe she meant something to Carla, Vivienne pulled her hand free. “And I’ll be forgotten as fast as the woman you took home that night.”

“What!” She sat up straight. “Oh, Little Miss Curious. Nah, no nookie there. I told her my favourite Pokémon was Squirtle because when I blow, you better be wearing a wetsuit
 . Then I told her to close her eyes and picture all the lady juice running down her chin. She thought I was hilarious, but we didn’t fuck.”

The cab driver glanced in the rear-view mirror.

“Excuse her,” Vivienne said. “Broken filter.”

“What about you?” Carla bumped her shoulder. “What did you do to piss off that woman who threw a tanty?”

“I wouldn’t really call it a tantrum.” Vivienne managed to find some humour in it. “She was just in a hurry to get away from me.”

“Come on, don’t leave me hanging.”

“She took exception to what I do for a living?”

“Wow. Hit close to home?”

“What makes you say that?” Vivienne asked, unsure when Carla had linked their hands again and doing nothing to disentangle them.

“That’s the reason most people overreact. You know, like when you hit a nerve.”

Oh yeah, she knew all right, and she’d hit a nerve that night.

Carla leaned closer. “And she wasn’t the only one who had a severe reaction to a conversation that night. I saw the way my words made your cheeks flush and your eyes blaze. I bet your pussy flooded too.”

Refusing to meet her gaze because the truth of those words had to be written all over her face, Vivienne pointed out the windscreen, finger practically in the cabbie’s face. “Just up here. House with the wrought iron gate.”

The driver slowed and came to a stop. “That’ll be twenty-three dollars.”

“I’ve got it.” Carla handed over the cash.

Vivienne was torn between thanking her and insisting on paying the fare to her place if nothing else. But that begged the bigger question. Why was she paying now and not once the driver reached her house?

The self-assured smile Carla shot her told her all she needed to know. Without a word, Vivienne slid out of the car. When the car door closed behind her, she stood there, unmoving. The cab sped off, leaving a puff of fumes in its wake. Had Carla climbed out or was the driver whisking her away? Her question was answered seconds later.

A hint of Carla’s perfume alerted Vivienne to her presence just before she wrapped her arms around Vivienne from behind. She nuzzled Vivienne’s neck, sending shivers up her spine.

She turned in Carla’s arms, and their lips met. A car whizzed by. Its headlights cut across them, and Vivienne gave herself a mental kick up the backside. What was she thinking, making out in the middle of the street like a horny teenager? She had an image to uphold, for God’s sake.

Once they were on the other side of the gate, Vivienne’s voice trembled and her pulse raced. “If we do this, we’re to never speak of it again. Like you said, let’s just get it out of our systems.”

Carla’s smile was soft and gentle. “How about we start with coffee?”

As a one-night-stand virgin, Vivienne had nothing to compare it to. Feeling like a fool, she went on the defensive, throwing in the F-bomb for good measure. “Are you fucking with me?”

“If you’d like me to. But I’m not a predator, Viv. So, please, relax.”

“Vivienne.”

“Viv.”

“Vivienne.” Bloody hell. They were standing in the driveway acting like they were five now?

Carla met her gaze, her eyes holding the hint of a challenge. “Vivienne at work. Viv here and now.”

“Sure, CC.” Although it hadn’t been intentional, Vivienne managed to inject enough sass into the reply to pull an amused smile out of Carla.

“Works for me.”

Ollie and Molly chose that moment to come bounding out from the bushes. “Oh my goodness, they’re adorable. Who’s who?”

“That’s Ollie,” Vivienne pointed to the black cat with white paws and a white tuft under his chin. “And that’s Molly.” She pointed to her tortoiseshell cat.

“I love torties.” Carla held out a hand. Molly took a sniff, and Carla scooped her up. “Aren’t you a pretty girl?”

“Any pets?” Vivienne asked as she put the key in the lock.

“No. My lease agreement doesn’t allow it.” She glanced around the open-plan living area. “Nice house.”

“The luxury of not having kids.” Vivienne closed the door behind them. “Something you’ll want one day.”

The reminder was more for herself than Carla. She would allow herself this night, something to cross off her bucket list—not that it’d been on it before Carla waltzed into her life—and that would be it.

“That’s a big assumption to make,” Carla said.

“Say’s the girl who assumed she’d be invited in,” Vivienne tossed over her shoulder as she headed for the kitchen with Molly and Ollie weaving between her feet. Once they were fed, she grabbed two mugs and retrieved a teaspoon, acutely aware of Carla’s gaze on her the entire time.

When Vivienne turned, the heated look in Carla’s eyes made her heart skip. She advanced, the air thick with sexual tension. With their gazes locked, Carla hiked Vivienne’s backside up onto the kitchen bench, knocked her thighs aside and stepped between them.

“You are so fucking beautiful.”

Those words alone turned Vivienne into a puddle. Who didn’t like to hear they looked beautiful? And it’d been a long time since she’d heard those words. Her ex… Fuck her ex. She was part of her past. There was no room for her in the future, and there definitely wasn’t a place for her in this moment.

Holding her face in both hands, Carla gently pulled her towards her until their lips met. The kiss started soft, a brush of lips, and another, then deepened. Carla probed her lips with her tongue, and Vivienne opened, welcoming her inside as a moan escaped her.

When she felt her shirt being pulled out from her waistband and fingers feather across her abdomen, she froze. Was she really doing this? Having her first one-night stand at the age of forty-two?

“Relax,” Carla said against her lips. “I’ll take good care of you.”

She almost flew off the bench when Carla rolled a nipple between her thumb and forefinger. “Oh, God.”

“Close, but CC will do.” The smile in her voice was exactly what Vivienne needed right then. Tension left her shoulders and she let herself simply feel and hear. Who knew the rustle of buttons being undone could sound so promising?

One, two, three, four…then her blouse was pulled aside, cool air hitting her sternum.

“Gorgeous.” Carla cupped Vivienne’s breasts, nipping at her nipples that were doing their best to punch holes through her bra.

With a scorching-hot look, Carla dragged Vivienne’s blouse down her arms and unhooked her bra. Then she was on her again, taking a nipple into her mouth and swirling her tongue around the sensitive peak.

Vivienne tipped her head back, eyes sliding closed as she threaded her hands through Carla’s hair. She moved from one nipple to the other, dragging out the torment, and Vivienne revelled in every delicious swipe of her tongue.

With her mouth still all over her, peppering kisses on the underside of Vivienne’s breast, down her sternum, around her belly button, Carla popped the button on Vivienne’s slacks and lowered the zipper.

When their gazes locked again, Vivienne didn’t need a mirror to know her eyes looked like Carla’s right then—pupils blown, eyelids heavy with lust. Nestled between Vivienne’s thighs, abdomen flush with Vivienne’s centre, Carla grabbed her face, rougher than the first time, and kissed her deeply. The intensity of the kiss, the raw passion, was like nothing Vivienne had ever experienced before.

Carla tugged on her trousers. “I’m going to need some help with these.”

Just as keen to have fewer clothes between them, Vivienne rocked her hips until her pants and underwear were off and her backside was on the kitchen bench.

“Comfortable?” Carla asked.

She nodded. The granite top wasn’t exactly the most comfortable surface, but she had no intention of going anywhere. Besides, if she tried to stand, she doubted her legs would hold her. She was literally putty in Carla’s hands.

With a look so hot it could set the kitchen on fire, Carla dropped to her knees and spread Vivienne’s thighs, pushing her legs far enough apart to accommodate her shoulders, which in actuality wasn’t that wide at all, but she felt splayed open.

The first swipe of her tongue dragged an embarrassing low keen out of Vivienne. She cracked an eye open, relieved the cats weren’t watching them. It wasn’t like they would know what was going on, but exhibitionism wasn’t one of her kinks.

Carla snaked her hands up Vivienne’s body and cupped her breasts, squeezing her nipples as she fucked her with her tongue. She fumbled for Vivienne’s hands and replaced them with her own. “Play with your breasts.”

“Yes, Miss CC.” Oh, God. How embarrassing. Where the hell did that come from?

Carla didn’t even blink. If anything, the term of endearment pleased her. “Good girl.”

The approving tone of her voice was like a warm elixir washing over Vivienne. It pooled between her thighs, hot and wet.

With her hands free again, Carla entered her. She gently eased in one finger before adding another. “So wet.”

Normally, Vivienne hated those words. They always sounded crude, tasteless, pornographic, but coming from Carla’s lips, they fuelled her arousal. And those lips wrapped around her clit had her rocketing towards a climax faster than she could catch her breath.

Muscles rigid with sexual tension, Vivienne cried out when an orgasm overtook her with the intensity of an avalanche, fierce and unstoppable. Blinding white light flickered behind her eyelids. When she opened them, spots danced in her vision. Everything was a blur, the kitchen blanketed in semi-darkness.

Slowly, Carla stood, her knee letting out a crack. She swiped the back of her hand across her mouth and licked her lips. “You are fucking exquisite. Best pussy I’ve ever tasted.”

The reminder she was one of many made Vivienne’s mood plummet. “I guess we’re done then.” She tried to jump off the bench, but Carla held tight, refusing to move.

“Sorry. Unlike you, that was tasteless. And if it makes you feel any better, I’m not the player you think I am. But I will go after what I want, and that’s you, Vivienne Alexander. I will hold true to my word and not mention this at work. But mark my words, we’re not done. Far from it.” She pecked Vivienne on the lips. “While you digest all of that, I’ll see myself out.” Her phone was to her ear before she reached the door. “Cab please—”

The door clicked behind her, drowning out the rest of the words and leaving Vivienne sitting in a puddle of her spent orgasm.

She looked at the clean mugs beside her and laughed. So much for starting with coffee.
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VIVIENNE









The blare
 of Vivienne’s phone pulled her from a dream. One where Carla had made her come all over the kitchen bench. The same surface she prepared her meals on every morning and most nights. But it wasn’t a dream, was it? Nope, she’d gone and done something reckless.

And who the hell was that ringing at…she glanced at the clock. Shit, it was almost ten. She never slept that late, or that well.

By the time she grabbed her phone, the caller had given up. Vivienne glanced at the missed call. Nancy, her best friend since forever. She hit dial and propped herself up against the pillows.

Molly climbed up her body and settled on her chest. Ollie stayed put, curled up on the end of the bed.

“Hello?” Nancy said. “I thought you must be in the shower or perhaps you got lucky.”

“Ha-ha. I was out with workmates.”

“And?” Nancy asked.

“And I don’t mix business…” Hell, this was her best friend. If she couldn’t talk to her about what had happened, who could she talk to? “I fucked up.”

“Wow, it must be serious if you’re dropping the F-bomb.” Nancy paused. “Did you use a condom?”

“No.” Not that she’d needed to. She hadn’t touched Carla. Ugh, how bad was that? Carla probably thought she was all take, no give.

“That was a joke. Explain. You fucked up how?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m about to drop some groceries off to Jake, then I’m all yours.” Nancy’s son, Jacob, was twenty-two years old and had recently gone flatting with a mate. Working as an apprentice mechanic and making ends meet was proving harder than he’d anticipated. But rather than let him live on bread and butter, Nancy fussed over him, which any loving parent would, Vivienne supposed.

He’d been a handful of a kid, a little shit to be brutally honest, and watching Nancy battle with him was enough to put any twenty-something-year-old off having kids, including some of their friends who ditched them, unable to deal with Jake’s behaviour.

“Do you want to come here or should we grab coffee?”

“Both. I’ll come to you, and you can make me a coffee. In exchange, I’ll give you my ear. And my shoulder, if you need it.”

The reminder made Vivienne’s stomach tight. After hanging up, she stroked Molly under the chin. “You liked her, didn’t you?”

She received a loud purr in response.

“Yeah, I like her too.” The admission, even if only to the cat, scared the crap out of her. She’d heard it said if you want something bad enough, you could make it happen. So why couldn’t it work the other way around? She’d told herself from the second Carla walked into her office she didn’t want her, but that hadn’t changed a thing.






* * *




It was almost
 eleven by the time Nancy knocked. The house was tidy, the windows were open, and the aroma of coffee drowned out the underlying scent of sex in the kitchen. Would Vivienne ever be able to look at the kitchen bench the same again?

Doubting that very much, she ran her hand over the granite benchtop on her way to answer the door. It wasn’t unheard of for Nancy to let herself in, but Vivienne was yet to unlock it.

The second her hand touched the doorknob, an image of watching Carla through the peephole flashed in her mind. She’d stood on the pavement, waiting for a cab. It took less than five minutes for one to pull up, and Vivienne hadn’t been able to drag her eyes off her the entire time.

“Hey,” Nancy said as she stepped inside, carrying her signature floral scent with her. She’d been wearing the same perfume for so long, it was familiar and comforting. She held out her arms, and Vivienne stepped into them.

They were complete opposites when it came to hugging. Nancy would hug the stuffing out of someone she’d only just met, but it took Vivienne a lot longer than that. The only people she hugged freely were family and close friends.

“How’s Jake?” Vivienne asked.

“Good.” Nancy tossed her keys and phone on the bench and pulled out a chair at the breakfast island. “I think he’s got a girlfriend, but he’s keeping tight-lipped about it.”

“Could be a boyfriend,” Vivienne said as she grabbed the two mugs that didn’t get used last night.

“Could be, and I wouldn’t care less. But with his track record…” She trailed off.

Nancy had caught him in bed with a girl when he was fourteen. He’d been read the riot act about wagging school, going to jail for statutory rape, and was lucky he wasn’t castrated the same day. Thankfully the R-word had hit home, hard.

“That boy has kept you on your toes over the years.” Vivienne slid a mug across to Nancy. “Does he still see that guy who used to take him off your hands?”

“Doug! Yes, we heard from him the other day. He and his wife just had a baby. Lives at the bumfuck of New Zealand, though, so we haven’t seen him for…” She looked at the ceiling. “Two and a half years.” Nancy took a sip of coffee. “What makes you ask?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t you nothing me, missy.”

“Carla—”

“The hottie you met at the speed-dating night.” Nancy interrupted. “You’re welcome, by the way.” She sat back, looking triumphant.

“I should be cursing you, not thanking you.” If it wasn’t for Nancy encouraging her to go, Vivienne wouldn’t be in this predicament.


She didn’t make you spread your legs for her.
 The thought alone made heat burn her cheeks.

“That doesn’t look like an angry flush, and you’re too young to be having hot flashes.” Nancy bolted upright on the barstool. “Oh, my God, you fucked her, didn’t you?”

“Shh. Keep it down,” Vivienne shushed her. “And do you need to be so crass?”

“Oh, please. It’s you and me.” She took a sip of coffee, smiling over the rim at Vivienne. “Did the new hire conquer the pink fortress?”

“Shut up.” Vivienne thumped her arm. “There was no conquering.”

“Because you were willing?”

“Yes!” She scrubbed her face. “And that was reckless.”

“Why? You’re two consenting adults.”

“I’m her boss!”

“Hot!” Nancy fanned herself. “This woman…”

“Carla.”

“Carla will be the envy of many.”

And therein lay the problem. Vivienne’s stomach churned, souring the coffee she’d just finished.

“Hey, where’d that smile go? I know I can be an arse at times, but I do care.” Jokester Nancy was gone, the caring woman Vivienne knew back in her place. She held out a hand. “Come on, let’s go outside. Some fresh air will help.”

After putting up the sun umbrella, she slumped into one of the padded chairs at the outdoor table. Ollie and Molly, who’d been sleeping under their favourite bush, wandered over to say hi to Nancy.

“Hey, girl.” Nancy hauled Molly onto her lap. The cat butted her forehead, making them both smile. Once Molly settled in her lap, Nancy turned back to Vivienne. “So, tell me what happened.”

“There’s not much to tell. We went out for drinks—a work thing,” she clarified. “Everyone left, she followed me home, end of story.”

“And you made out.”

“Sort of.” Vivienne shook her head. “Don’t ask.”

“Okay. So now what?”

“Now nothing. She said she wouldn’t mention it again, and I believe her.”

Nancy’s eyebrows drew together. “She said that?”

“No,” Vivienne admitted. “I did.”

“Let me see if I’ve got this right. You invited her in, made out, and told her to never mention it again.”

“Correct.”

She stared at Vivienne in disbelief. “Wow.”

They fell silent. A bird watched them from the fence. It tipped its head to the side, decided there was nothing to see, and took flight.

“You like her, though,” Nancy said eventually.

“I do.”

“Tell me what you like about her. Besides the fact she cleaned your pipes—”

“Who said she—”

“Please.” Nancy held up a hand. “Don’t insult me.”

“She’s smart, she’s witty, she’s incredibly sexy. She’s thoughtful.” That was the good. Now for the killer. “She has a kid.”

That got Nancy’s attention. Her hand stilled on Molly. “I’m listening.”

“You know how I asked about Jake’s Big Brother?”

“Yep.” She nodded thoughtfully.

“Carla’s part of the Big Sister program. She looks after a little girl.”

“That’s admirable.”

“It is,” Vivienne agreed. Her respect for Carla had grown tenfold when she heard that. She didn’t have to want kids of her own to find it admirable.

“And what you do is commendable too,” Nancy said. “You both have big hearts.”

“What I do?” Vivienne frowned.

“The blankets you crochet and donate to the Salvation Army for the homeless. Did you tell her about that?”

“Hell, no. I don’t want to give her the image of a ninety-year-old doing her knitting. It’s bad enough that she thinks I can’t control my bladder.

Compassion shone in Nancy’s eyes. “Have you told her why that happened?”

“No. We agreed to never speak of it again…” Not sure she liked Nancy’s smile, she narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“I’m seeing a pattern here. You know you’re your own worst enemy?” She held up her hands. “I’m not trying to interfere, but isn’t it time to lower those walls? Take a peek over top and see what awaits you.”

“That’s the problem!” Vivienne let out an exasperated sigh. Worse, she didn’t know who to direct that frustration at. Mostly, herself.

“You like what you saw.”

“Yes! Okay, I admit it. But that doesn’t change the fact she is my employee.”

“It won’t be the first office romance, and it won’t be the last. What if it goes somewhere?”

That wasn’t what worried her. “The bigger question is, what if it doesn’t? Awkward.”

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Since when haven’t you been a risk taker? You took on the top position at a failing business and made it thrive.”

“People who don’t pay their bills make it thrive,” Vivienne said, sounding petulant.

“Bullshit!” Nancy smacked the top of the glass table. Ollie flew out from under it and Molly launched off her lap.

“Way to go.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

Vivienne didn’t know herself, so this would be good. “What?”

“Trying to get me to say she’d be better off without you. To give you an out. But I’m not going to. So you can sit on the pity pot for as long as you like, and I’ll be right here waiting to wipe your—”

Don’t,” Vivienne warned.

“I was going to say tears if it doesn’t work out. But please, just lower the walls. Give this woman a chance.”

“I have no idea what she sees in me. Beyond the physical,” Vivienne added before Nancy could. And she had to admit, drawing the attention of someone thirteen years her junior, an extremely beautiful someone, was good for her ego. If only her brain could get on board and throw caution to the wind.

“You have to be kidding me!” Nancy nailed her with a look. “You’re intelligent, thoughtful, compassionate, athletic, business-smart.” She reached across the outdoor table and squeezed her hand. “Need I say more?”

“I think you missed one.”

“What?”

“An easy lay.”

“And that. I spotted your frilly pink knickers by the freezer but didn’t want to say anything while you were in denial.” Her expression was impossible to read.

Take the bait or ignore her? Vivienne wracked her brain. Had she picked them up last night? Nope. Oh, shit. Nancy wasn’t kidding.

“I also didn’t want you to think I was judging you,” Nancy continued. “Don’t make a bigger deal out of this than you need to. Does seeing her excite you?”

More than it should. Vivienne kept those words to herself. “She’s good at her job.”

“And you’re good at yours. A match made in heaven,” Nancy said triumphantly. “Go have some fun. I mean it. If she was brave enough to clear out the pipes that has to count for something.”

Laughing, Vivienne backhanded Nancy’s arm. “Shut up.”
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CARLA









Carla slid
 behind the desk as if it were any other working day and she hadn’t had her fingers buried deep inside her boss on Friday night. And what a magical night that was. Not just the sex, if you could call it that, but hanging out at the park, making out in the lighthouse, whizzing down the slide, and generally getting to see another side of the woman she worked with.

Not just any woman. Her boss!

Saturday, Carla had headed to Johnsonville to hang out with Suzette and her husband, Tai. Somehow, even after a few glasses of wine, she’d managed not to breathe a word of it to her best friend.

Vivienne’s words had lingered in Carla’s mind. We will never speak of this again.


Even though she hadn’t been referring to friends, it felt like if she’d told Suzette, she would be betraying Vivienne’s trust, somehow. Or worse, it would sound like she was bragging and Vivienne was nothing more than a conquest.

“Hey.” Tammy appeared behind Carla in reception. She wore dark-blue jeans, low boots, and a red blouse that matched the streaks in her hair. “Did you have a good weekend?”

“Yep.” Carla gave Tammy her undivided attention. “The dog show! How’d it go?”

A coy smile crossed Tammy’s face before morphing into a huge grin. “We got second. Nala was such a good girl!” She grabbed her phone and flicked to some pictures, stopping on one of her posing beside Nala with a red rosette. Her exhilaration was infectious.

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” Tammy pocketed her phone. “Do we have any paper clips? Oh, and a red pen, please.”

“Let me have a look.”

The phone rang and Carla quickly transferred the call before yanking open the stationery cupboards. When her gaze landed on two rulers, she was instantly transported back to her first day.

It also lifted her mood. Not that she’d been in a bad mood. She didn’t take life too seriously. Growing up without a mother—a woman who didn’t live long enough to see her twenty-fifth birthday—made Carla more aware of her own mortality.

“Here you go.” She handed Tammy the items she’d requested and got back to work.

Right on ten, a horde of employees filed into the staffroom. Vivienne wasn’t one of them, so Carla stayed put, watching people from her vantage point.

Then there she was. A warm burst of joy spread across Carla’s chest. After placing the bell on the counter, she high-tailed it down the corridor and intercepted Vivienne at the door.

“Hi, boss.”

Her smile was tight. “Please, call me Vivienne.”

“Sorry. Bad habit.” Their heels tapped out a staccato on the linoleum floor. Carla wiggled her nose. Pooh. Someone had either passed wind or was eating an egg sandwich. She glanced around for the offender. There! Bruce finished peeling a boiled egg and popped it in his mouth.


Fuck, did he even chew?


Turning her attention back to the task at hand—seducing her boss—Carla grabbed a mug, filled it with coffee and added some sugar. Feeling Vivienne’s gaze on her, Carla took a sip of her coffee and rolled her tongue around.

“Something wrong?” Vivienne asked.

Carla lowered her voice to a seductive whisper. “I’m not sure if I added too much sugar or if it’s the sweet taste of you still on my lips.”

“Fucking hell!” Vivienne whisper-yelled, her gaze flying around the staffroom as if everyone had heard. “You can’t say shit like that.”

“Oops, my bad.” Mission accomplished, Carla sauntered away.

Out of her peripheral vision, she saw Vivienne exit the staffroom like her arse was on fire, which wasn’t very clever because her reaction drew the attention of more than one staff member.

“Did you piss off the boss?” Belinda asked as Carla slid in beside her.

“What makes you say that?” Carla didn’t get to where she was without being a pro at answering questions with questions. It’d served her well in life and in her career. If nothing else, it brought her time to formulate an appropriate response.

“Come on, her jaw was clenched so tight she probably cracked a tooth.”

“Fine.” Carla injected as much despondency as she could into her voice. “All I said was, ‘How are you, Viv?’”

Kent screwed up his chocolate wrapper and stood. “That’ll do it.”






* * *




After an uneventful lunch break,
 Carla gathered up the paperwork she needed to go over with Vivienne and made her way to her office. She could’ve called first, but why bother? She would either be permitted or sent away.

Spotting Stan, she stopped to say hi. “Did you have a good weekend?”

“I did. We took the kids to Staglands.”

“Tabitha loves it there.” They were probably overdue for a visit to the wildlife reserve—an idyllic home for some of New Zealand’s most iconic and endangered species.

“Daughter?” Stan asked.

“No. Little sis.” Until she knew someone well, she didn’t get into how she and Tabitha were related. It only invited questions—some of which she didn’t care to answer. The worst one being, “Do you get paid?” Talk about rude, not to mention insensitive. At least, in her case. Perhaps some people did it for the payback. Her payback wasn’t monetary.

“Pain in the arse and your best friend,” Stan said.

“Something like that.” Carla pushed off the doorframe. “Boss is waiting.”

Because it was the polite thing to do, she knocked on the door and waited. The door was ajar, so she could’ve just waltzed in, but contrary to what Vivienne thought, Carla did know how to act professionally. On his way to the photocopier, Kent spotted her. He sliced a hand across his neck as if she was about to have her throat cut.

Cynthia glanced up and Carla returned her grin.

“Come in,” Vivienne called out.

Before entering, Carla wiped the smile off her face. Literally. She ran the back of her hand over her mouth and shook it off. The last thing she wanted was the boss to think she was laughing at her, and she was keeping up the charade, letting the staff believe she’d dared to call Vivienne Viv.

“What have you got there?” Vivienne asked, all business, no mention of their earlier interaction in the staffroom.

Without thought, Carla licked her lips. It was the first time they’d been alone since she’d had her face between her boss’s legs, and her libido was firing on all cylinders.

“Don’t!” Vivienne shot her a warning look.

“I didn’t say a word.” Carla grabbed the chair on the opposite side of the desk from Vivienne and dragged it around to her side. “I was wondering if we could go over how to process these again. I’m almost there, but the final step trips me up.”

“Is that a theme with you?”

Her expression was dead serious, but Carla got the undertone. “Did Vivienne Alexander just make a joke?”

She sat up straighter. “Nope. It was more of a reminder.”

“Noted. I’ll watch my step from here on out.” She sat, loving the way Vivienne’s breath hitched when their legs brushed under the desk.

By the time Vivienne had shown her the step Carla was stuck
 on, their legs were practically making love under the desk, and Carla would bet Vivienne was wet. The intermittent hitch of her breath and rosy glow of her cheeks were a dead giveaway, which probably wasn’t a good thing if anyone came in.

“Did you enjoy the rest of your weekend?” Carla asked.

“I did, thank you.”

“What did you do?”

“Crocheting.” She looked at Carla as if waiting to be ridiculed, but she was mistaken.

“That’s great. I’ve been making patchwork quilts for longer than I can remember. My big sister taught me how.”

“Really?” Vivienne’s interest was piqued. She was also on alert as if she expected Carla to say Gotcha
 . But she wasn’t that cruel.

“Yes, really. Come over one day, and I’ll show you.”

She exhaled a heavy breath. “We can’t do this, Carla. I did what you said—got it out of my system. And that’s it.” Her voice was firm, but she wasn’t very convincing.

“Is it?” Carla picked up the ruler and idly tapped it against her palm.

Jaw clenched, Vivienne snatched it off her and tossed it in the drawer. “Please, stop.”

“Are you safe wording?”

There it was, that flash of desire Carla had seen at the speed-dating event. It wasn’t imagined, after all.

“What are you doing next Saturday night?”

“Crocheting.” Was that an olive branch? Her wry smile suggested it might be.

“Good, bring your blankie with you, and we can have a sleepover.”

“That doesn’t sound very casual.”

“There won’t be much sleeping, and the only place you’ll be over is my lap.” She grabbed the door handle while she was ahead.

“Wait.”

The vulnerability in Vivienne’s voice both touched and surprised Carla. It also felt like a gift, so she quit pushing her luck.

“What if this…” Vivienne motioned between them. “Doesn’t work out. I don’t want to lose you as an employee.”

It was a valid concern. Carla didn’t want to lose her job either, but it was a risk she was willing to take. They were both professionals and if that was what it took, she would drop all the flirting at work. Okay, maybe not when they were alone. Unless things went tits up. Then it’d be all business.

Being as sincere as she could, she rounded the desk and took Vivienne’s hands in her own. They were soft and warm, and the tips of her nails were painted white.

“I understand your concerns, but life is short and I think we could be good together.” Talk about going from zero to one-eighty in the span of a heartbeat, but at that moment, Carla realised she wanted to explore what they could have.
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VIVIENNE









Not for the
 first time since that stupid speed-dating night, Vivienne questioned her sanity. That morning, when she’d gone swimming, instead of being lulled by the rhythmic sound of her breathing and powering through the water, her mind had been fixed on Carla.

Now, here she was, trying to decide what to wear for a date she never should’ve agreed to. Attraction, that was all it was. Two women with an itch that needed scratching. Problem was, scratching that itch had made it worse. In the past two weeks, she’d masturbated more times than she could count.

After appraising herself in the mirror—yellow sundress with white daisies, blonde hair tickling her shoulders, and a splash of purple eyeshadow to highlight her brown irises—Vivienne grabbed what she needed and headed out.

Once on the motorway, Vivienne turned on the air con and flicked down the visor. At six on a Saturday night, traffic was heavy, and she was boxed in—a car in front of her, one on either side, and a taxi up her rear. Wait, that didn’t sound right.

Was Carla into anal play? Where the hell did that come from? Unnerved, Vivienne glanced in the rear-view mirror, half expecting to see someone grinning back at her. Of course, she was alone, which was good and bad.

Good because she wasn’t going out of her mind. Bad because it’d been her thought, and somewhere, deep inside, her subconscious had decided they were having sex tonight. Hopefully not anal sex. To each their own, but it wasn’t her thing.






* * *




With a strawberry cheesecake
 balanced on her arm and a bottle of wine in her free hand, Vivienne descended the steep driveway to Carla’s home.

At the bottom, as per Carla’s directions, she turned left, taking in the little old cottage with the windows open and net curtains blowing in the warm breeze. A second later, Carla appeared on the doorstep. She wore a white miniskirt and lilac top with shoestring straps and no bra. Not that Vivienne was looking.


Liar.


“Hey, good to see you.” Carla rushed over and took the box out of her arm and peeked inside. “Cheesecake?”

Unable to get a read on her, Vivienne cursed herself. Not everyone liked the sweet dessert. “Yeah. Is that okay?”

“Of course. But you know you didn’t have to.”

“I do.” Noticing Carla was barefoot, Vivienne toed her shoes off and followed her inside.

Although the cottage had to be at least sixty years old, the carpet looked new, and it was clean and tidy. She also detected a fragrant scent she couldn’t put her finger on, but it was pleasant, like sunshine and flowers.

Whether a sparkling-clean home was the norm for Carla or if she’d had a whip around before Vivienne arrived was anyone’s guess. She sure as hell wasn’t about to ask about Carla’s housekeeping habits and come across as a meddling mother.

A mother Carla didn’t have. Thank goodness she’d kept the thought to herself.

“Are you going to hold on to that all night?” Carla motioned to the bottle of wine Vivienne was clutching like a lifeline.

“No.” She laughed nervously. “I hope you like Syrah.”

“Aromatic and spicy. What’s not to like?” Carla pecked Vivienne on the lips and relieved her of the bottle. “Please, relax.”

“That obvious?”

Rather than reply right away, Carla pushed the door closed. It banged shut, making Vivienne jump.

“For the record, I’m not a serial killer.”

“Just a lady killer.”

“If killing you with pleasure, ravishing your body until you’re writhing and gasping and begging for mercy counts…” She flashed her a sexy smile. “Guilty as charged.”

With the door closed, it was quickly becoming like a sauna. And she wasn’t just talking about Carla’s words. “It’s hot in here.”

“I have a solution for that.” Her skirt hit the floor, followed by her top. And there she stood, wearing nothing but her briefs and a killer smile.


Holy shit.
 Vivienne wasn’t sure if she’d died and gone to heaven or was going straight to hell.

“Let me give you a tour.”

“Like that?” Vivienne raked a glance over Carla’s body, trying not to get lost in all that naked beauty. In reality, she wanted to drop to her knees and lick every inch of her.

Carla twirled in a circle. “Does my nudity offend you?”

Of course it didn’t, and her panty-melting smile told Vivienne she knew as much. Not that she had to strip to have Vivienne all hot and bothered. Her lips were still tingling from their brief kiss.

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” Carla motioned with her finger for Vivienne to follow her.

She dutifully obeyed but didn’t see much more than Carla’s gorgeous arse taunting her with each step.

“Bathroom-cum-laundry.” Carla ran her hand over a washing machine that fitted snuggly between the vanity and shower box.

When she hefted Vivienne up as if she weighed nothing and deposited her on top, Vivienne let out a surprised squeal.

“You can go straight from spin cycle to the shower.”

“How convenient.” Vivienne’s tone was icier than intended. But the reminder she was one of many put a dent in her ego.

“For the record…” Carla held her gaze. “I’ll say it again. I’m not the player you think I am. I don’t have rabies, and I haven’t had sex since my last medical, which, by the way, was six months ago.”

That was hard to believe, but Carla had no reason to lie to her. Besides, Vivienne’s mind had fixed on one word. “Rabies?”

“My mate has a warped sense of humour.” Carla pushed between Vivienne’s legs. “My washing machine is a virgin, and I want her to stay that way until she’s at least three.”

God, this woman had a unique way of making Vivienne smile.

“Better.” She brushed another kiss across Vivienne’s lips, then took her hand, helped her shimmy off the washing machine, and continued with the tour. “My room.”

It was sparsely decorated—queen-size bed with a rainbow duvet, dressing table, mirror affixed to the wall—and like the living room, it was tidy.

“Spare room.”

Feeling less invasive than when she’d glanced into Carla’s room, Vivienne poked her head in. The walls were adorned with posters, and both beds had homemade quilts on them.

The bottom bed had a line-up of soft toys scattered across it, and the top one had a teddy bear with its head on the pillow.

“Do you sleep in here when your…” What was she supposed to call her? “When your little sister stays over?”

“No.”

“Friends stay?”

“No.” The sadness that clouded Carla’s eyes made Vivienne wish she’d kept her mouth shut. “Tabitha sleeps on the top bunk. It makes her feel closer to her mum.” She pointed to the ceiling, covered in glow-in-the-dark stars. “In heaven.”

“Oh.” That word was heavy enough to sink the Wahine
 and just as disastrous. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. She’s come a long way in two years.” Carla dragged Vivienne back to the living room. “I didn’t invite you over to depress you.”

“Why am I here, Carla?”

She leaned in close, her breath feathering across Vivienne’s lips. “You tell me?”

“Because I’ve lost my mind.” Although there was some truth to those words, Vivienne kept her tone light.

“Let’s go mad together. But first, let’s eat.” She popped an apron over her head and fumbled with the strings. “Here…” She turned her back on Vivienne. “Tie me up.” She glanced over her shoulder. “That’s the only time you’ll hear me say that.”

“Not a fan?” Vivienne cursed her curiosity. Play with fire and you’ll get burnt.
 But it was bloody hard not to with Carla’s near-naked body so close she could count every freckle on her back. Ten of them, and one tiny mole. She stepped back, needing to put some distance between them before she did something stupid, like played join the dots with her tongue. “Done.”

“Thank you.” Carla turned. “Usually, I prefer to be the one doing the tying, but I never quite mastered the art of tying up myself.” She tugged on the apron. “Including these things.”

“Noted,” Vivienne said, taking in the words across the front. Don’t make me poison you.


Carla looked down. “Are you staring at my breasts?”

“No, I—”

A finger pressed to her lips silenced Vivienne. Carla held her gaze, moved her finger away, and kissed her softly. “Right now, I’m trying to avoid your sensitive spots, so please, relax.”

“Okay.” Vivienne blew out her cheeks. She was so on edge, she felt like she’d hardly drawn breath since she’d stepped through the door. And those kisses, even the brief ones, sucked the breath right out of her.

“Before you sit…” Carla handed her a bottle opener. “You can do the honours.”

“Sure.” She welcomed the normalcy of opening a bottle of wine.

Once she poured them a glass each, Vivienne took hers and sat at the small kitchen table. It was impossible not to steal glances at Carla’s backside, so she gave up trying. Before long, the aroma of chicken and herbs filled the tiny cottage.

“Do you like to cook?” Carla asked over her shoulder.

“I do,” Vivienne said. “But to be honest, I’m not the best at cooking for myself.”

“Most things are more rewarding when shared with someone else.” Even without the flirty grin, it was impossible to miss the double entendre.

“True, like poisoning them?” That was probably the worst similarity Vivienne had ever come up with, but her brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders and her mind had fixed on the words on Carla’s apron.

“It works on Tabitha.”

“Oh, right. The kid.”

Carla turned, spatula in hand. “You really don’t like them?”

“I wouldn’t say I don’t like them. I just don’t have room for them in my life.”

“Perfect. Because you won’t be meeting her anytime soon.”

Why did that sting?

Carla slid the pan-fried chicken onto a plate and joined Vivienne at the table. “No offence. But I don’t want her bonding with someone who doesn’t plan on sticking around.”


Who says I don’t?
 She swallowed those words because to utter them aloud would be insulting to both herself and Carla. Neither of them knew where this was going, if anywhere, and like Carla, Vivienne had no intention of introducing her to her family in the near future.

“No offence taken.”

“Good. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, are you comfortable?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Carla tossed the apron aside and leaned forward, her beautiful breasts taunting Vivienne. “Submissive, right?”

“What?” Vivienne almost dropped her fork, face flushing.

“Too forward?”

“Actually.” Vivienne pushed back from the table, her heart racing a mile a minute. “May I use your bathroom?”
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It wasn’t
 like Carla to beat around the bush, but tearing it down with her bare hands wasn’t her style either. Taking her clothes off had probably been a bad idea. It wasn’t uncommon for her to walk around in her underwear at home, especially during summer, but she was normally alone, and she hadn’t anticipated how hot and bothered Vivienne’s hungry gaze would make her.

She also hadn’t stopped to think it might make Vivienne uncomfortable, and that wasn’t what she’d set out to do. While Vivienne was in the bathroom, Carla yanked her clothes back on and wrestled her libido into submission. Tonight was supposed to be about getting to know each other, and so far she’d acted like a horny teenager.

The hall door inched open. Seconds later, Vivienne reappeared.

Stunned, Carla’s mouth fell open. Well, fuck. That wasn’t supposed to happen!


It wasn’t like she hadn’t been up close and personal with Vivienne before tonight, but it was the first time she’d seen her standing before her, looking so vulnerable.

When she flushed with embarrassment, Carla was on her feet in seconds. As she advanced, Vivienne fumbled with her dress, trying to pull it back on.

“Please, don’t cover up.” Carla held her by the shoulders, admiring her athletic frame. “You’re gorgeous.”

Releasing her lip from between her teeth, Vivienne spoke. “I thought I’d even things up. You know…” She looked pointedly at Carla’s skirt and top.

Although it was tempting to remove them again, she liked the power imbalance and suspected Vivienne did too. “How about we shelve dinner and talk first?”

Vivienne raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you call it nowadays?”

Glad she was feeling a little more relaxed, Carla towed her over to the sofa and sat side-on. “We’ll get to that. But we do need to talk.” If they didn’t get this out of the way first, Carla doubted either of them would enjoy the meal she’d made.

“Okay.” Vivienne nodded, her gaze on their joined hands.

“Look at me,” Carla said softly.

She lifted her head, peering at Carla through her fringe. Carla brushed Vivienne’s hair off her face so she could see her eyes. “Although I suspect I know the answer, when it comes to sex, power exchange, kink, call it what you will, I never assume. Are you submissive?”

Vivienne took a deep breath and blew it out again. “In the right situation, yes.”

“If there’s trust, you mean?”

“Yes, and consent.”

“Without your consent, none of that will happen.”

“True, but you need to consent too. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. It goes both ways.”

Although that went without saying, it was what she wasn’t saying that bothered Carla. “What happened?”

“Who says anything happened?”

“Your expression.” She’d shown hints of vulnerability before, but this was on a new level. “I promise I won’t judge you.”

“I know that,” Vivienne said, sounding certain. “The last woman I dated, we played around. She said she wanted to explore being a domme. When we broke up, she said she only did that stuff to please me, and I repulsed her.”

What the fuck? Who was this woman? If Carla ever found out, she would punch her in the twat on Vivienne’s behalf. “What a cunt.”

Vivienne’s lip twitched. “Nasty word.”

“Nasty piece of work.” Carla linked her hand with Vivienne’s. “You know that’s not true?”

“Oh, yeah. I know that.” Some of the confident woman Carla witnessed at work was back. “But it also made me aware some people play along for their partner’s sake, and I never want anyone to do that again just to please me.”

“Believe me, if we go down that track, you’ll be the one pleasing me.” And because it was too fricking hot, Carla ditched her skirt and top again, loving it when Vivienne’s eyes blazed.

“Let’s eat.” Carla paused. “That wasn’t a pun.”

Smiling, Vivienne stepped in front of her, looking fucking gorgeous in her pink panties and matching bra. It was tempting to spank her arse, but they weren’t there yet. A slap out of the blue wouldn’t feel right. Not yet. Not while they were still learning each other.

“Swimmer’s shoulders?” Carla asked once they were seated again, both in their underwear, wineglasses half full, and plates of cold chicken and salad in front of them.

“Correct.” She looked at her shoulders as if to make sure. “I swim three to four mornings a week.”

“You must wear a cap.” Carla fingered a lock of Vivienne’s hair. Blonde with no hint of chlorine damage, and so soft.

“Correct again.”

“Can I see a photo?” Carla forked some lettuce and tomato.

“No!” Vivienne’s voice was high-pitched, her smile wide.

“Do you wear a one-piece or an itty-bitty bikini?” Carla teased.

“A bikini that covers less than this bra and my briefs. I flash my boobs to all the old men and women.”

“Show me.”

Vivienne took a sip of wine. “That’s all you’ve got? No worries about my flashing.”

“None at all. I’m all for flashing.” Carla tapped her foot under the table. “Waiting.”

“Eat.” Vivienne pointed with her fork.

Amused, Carla saluted. “Yes, Mum.”

Studying her closely, Vivienne put her fork down and steepled her hands. “Does that bother you? The age gap?”

“Why would it?” Carla shrugged. Compatibility was more important to her than age, and they were still establishing that. Even so, she could appreciate why Vivienne might be concerned. “If it did, you wouldn’t be sitting here.”

“It might not matter now, but as we get older…” She shook her head. “Never mind. I’m getting ahead of myself.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But let me spell it out.” Carla hoped this didn’t ruin the mood, but she had an opinion on this, one she felt strongly about, and now the question was out there, she needed to voice it.

“Age doesn’t guarantee a long union.” She didn’t want to say marriage. It wasn’t for everyone and that didn’t mean they loved their partner any less than a married couple. “Mum was younger than Dad, yet he’s been a widow for twenty-eight years.”

“Oh, Carla. I’m so—”

“I know, and thank you,” Carla interrupted. She didn’t want tonight to be about mortality when what they had was the potential of a new beginning. “Tell me about your dad?”

The love and affection that lit up Vivienne’s big, brown eyes made it clear she loved her father as much as Carla adored hers.

“He’s a wonderful, wonderful man.” She smiled shyly. “But most little girls probably say that about their dads.”

Carla nudged Vivienne’s foot playfully. “Are you referring to yourself as a little girl?”

“No matter how old we get, I think there’s a little girl inside all of us. That child who wants to make their parents proud.”

Listening to her talking about her family was mesmerising.

“Are your parents proud of you?”

“Extremely.”

“And they should be.” Carla ate the last piece of chicken and bacon. “The staff have a lot of respect for you.”

She blushed. “I don’t know about that.”

Carla raised an eyebrow.

Conceding, Vivienne held up her hands. “Okay, okay. They’re a good bunch.”

“Speaking of bunches…” Carla stacked their empty plates. “Do you like strawberries?”

“I love
 strawberries.”

“Whipped cream?”

Vivienne narrowed her eyes. “Is that a trick question? And you do realise I brought dessert.”

“I do, and I appreciate that, but I had other plans.” Excited anticipation buzzed through Carla. “Ones that require you to vacate the table, please.” She took Vivienne by the hand and guided her over to the sofa. “Any issue with blindfolds?”

“No.” Vivienne shook her head, but a hint of uncertainty flashed in her eyes.

Carla pulled her close, basking in the feel of their naked torsos aligning. “Do you have a safe word?”

“Mm-hmm.” After a few seconds of staring at the ceiling, she met Carla’s gaze again. “Chaga.”

“Is that like a boogie?” Swaying her hips, Carla twirled Vivienne in a circle.

“Chaga, not cha-cha,” Vivienne said, coming to a stop.

“Okay.” Carla guided her back over to the sofa.

A breeze blew into the room, lifting the net curtains. Spotting her neighbours outside, Carla waved and closed the window. She shut the drapes too. Just in the living room. The opposite side of her house faced a six-foot-tall fence.

“Be right back.” She raced into the bedroom, grabbed a silk scarf and returned.

“No blindfold?” Vivienne turned sideways on the couch while Carla tied the scarf around the back of her head, careful not to catch any of her hair.

“No.” She left it at that. Now wasn’t the time to discuss the one and only relationship she’d been in. “No peeking. Can I trust you to do that?”

“You can trust me not
 to do that.”
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Light seeped under the blindfold.
 If Vivienne looked down, she could see her lap, but she closed her eyes anyway, loving the sense of tranquillity that washed over her. The giving up of control, the anticipation, the gut feeling that she was safe.

They might not have known each other for long, but somewhere deep inside her, she knew she could trust Carla. Somewhere even deeper inside her, she was yet to acknowledge this was more than a night of no-strings-attached sex.

The soft thud of a door closing reached her ears. The fridge? The table creaked, followed by another sound. What was that? An aerosol can? Fly spray? She sniffed, relieved it wasn’t and intrigued more than ever.

After some more rustling around, Carla’s voice reached her. “Dessert is served. You may remove the blindfold.”

The sight that greeted Vivienne made her mouth water. Hoping it wasn’t a mirage, she blinked twice. Still the same image. Saliva pooled in her mouth as she took in the dollops of whipped cream topped with strawberries on Carla’s breasts, stomach and pubic mound.

“You may approach, but no touching until I give you permission.”

Ignoring the delicious ache between her legs, Vivienne crossed from the sofa to the table.

“Hands behind your back.”

“Yes, CC.”

“Bra off first.”

The logistics of that made her smile. “Well, I kind of need my hands behind my back to do that.”

“Do you want to sit in the corner?”

It was said so calmly, Vivienne didn’t dare smart-mouth her. “No, CC.”

“Good girl.” Carla’s gaze took an appreciative, unapologetic tour of Vivienne’s body, making her nipples pebble.

With her bra on the floor, Vivienne clasped her hands behind her back, chest thrust forward.

“Fucking beautiful.” Lying flat on her back on the table, Carla motioned for Vivienne to move closer. “Kiss me.”

“With pleasure.” Their lips met, and Carla snaked her tongue inside. Vivienne moaned, long and low, moisture pooling between her thighs.

All too soon, Carla broke the kiss, replacing one gratifying moment with another. “Eat up before the cream melts in this heat.”

A trickle ran down the side of her breast and Vivienne caught it with her tongue. She revelled in the sweet taste and the low moan her touch pulled from Carla. Bending over her, she feasted on two strawberries then lapped up all of the cream, licking and sucking Carla’s nipples until they were stiff peaks.

“Keep going,” Carla instructed when Vivienne paused to lick her lips. “It’s going to get messier.” Her grin was wicked. “You may sit now.”

Moving to the end of the table, Vivienne eyed up the dining room chair Carla had her feet braced on. The table wasn’t big enough for her to stretch out fully. She lifted a leg and Vivienne slid into place, loving how trapped she felt when Carla lowered it again.

And she’d never seen a more beautiful sight. Streaks of whipped cream ran down Carla’s labia, begging to be devoured. Flattening her tongue, she drew in upwards with one long sweep and sank her teeth into the strawberry on top.

She’d barely had time to swallow when Carla wrapped her legs around Vivienne’s neck. She pulled her close, holding her captive, the non-verbal command fuelling her arousal.

Needing no further encouragement, Vivienne entered her with her tongue and rubbed her nose over Carla’s clit.

“Fuck.” Carla’s hand threaded through Vivienne’s hair. She held tight, fisting the locks. Vivienne’s scalp prickled and her pussy throbbed. Drunk on lust and the taste of Carla, she feasted on her, revelling in every moan and gasp.

“Such a good girl.” Carla bucked her hips, the table creaking beneath her. With each sweep of Vivienne’s tongue, Carla’s limbs grew taut, her heels digging into Vivienne’s shoulder blades. “Oh, yes. Right there.”

With one last thrust of her pelvis, Carla moaned, long and low, body shuddering, juices coating Vivienne’s tongue. She lapped at her, taking everything Carla had to give. Finally, Carla removed her legs from over Vivienne’s shoulders and released her from the death grip she’d had on her.

She motioned with her finger. “Come here, beautiful.”

Vivienne slid on top of her, hoping the table would hold their combined weight.

“You’re sticky.” Vivienne squirmed. “The cream.”

“It’s good for your skin.” Carla cupped Vivienne’s face and pulled her down for a burning kiss. The feel of their mouths aligning, their bodies plastered together, was exquisite. The table groaned, and Carla broke the kiss. She smiled up at Vivienne. “I guess we better not push our luck.”

Still on her feet, Vivienne pushed upright. Her panties were uncomfortably wet, but she couldn’t do much about that. She’d never been one to take the lead, so it was up to Carla where this went now…if anywhere. Maybe tonight was about payback after their last tryst.

Carla excused herself and returned seconds later with a…

A plastic sheet? What the hell?

“Spread that out.” She tossed it to Vivienne.

Intrigued, Vivienne did her bidding. Then, an unpleasant thought occurred to her. “I’m not into water sports.” Urolagnia wasn’t something she’d ever fully got her head around. More power to those who enjoyed it.

“Noted.” Carla grabbed the can of whipped cream and advanced on Vivienne. “Underwear off, and lie down.”

For some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, Vivienne hesitated.

“Safe word?” Carla asked.

“Chaga.”

“For the record, I’m not going to do anything that you will require a safe word for. We don’t know each other well enough for that…”

She trailed off, and Vivienne’s brain screamed the word ‘yet’. The realisation of how desperately she wanted to hear that word shocked her. How was it possible to want something so much that a few short weeks ago she’d been adamantly against?

Arms crossed, can of whipped cream balanced in one hand, Carla tapped her toe on the end of the sheet. “Waiting.”

The second Vivienne’s backside made contact, a chill raced up her spine. She revelled in it, endorphins spiking the same as they did when she dived into a cold pool at five-thirty in the morning.

Once she was flat on her back, Carla planted her feet on either side of Vivienne’s hips. A wicked grin curved her lips just before she let rip with the whipped cream, spraying it over Vivienne’s torso, her breasts, her pubic mound.

Then the can was gone and Carla was on top of her, turning them into the equivalent of an ice cream sandwich, only with cream and bodies. With her eyes locked on Vivienne, Carla slid up and down her body, the cream sloshing and squelching as their body heat melted it.

“Feels good, right?” Carla said, gliding up over Vivienne’s breasts, pecking her on the lips, and sliding all the way down until she was nestled between Vivienne’s thighs. There, she gathered up the cream and used it like massage oil, kneading Vivienne’s breasts, her arms, her inner thighs, and fuck, it felt exquisite. Heavenly enough to drop the F-bomb, even if only in her mind.

Carla moved lower, massaging Vivienne’s thighs. “Silky, right?”

Vivienne nodded, blown away by how soft and sleek her skin felt.

Moving from her outer thighs to her inner thighs, Carla massaged Vivienne’s pubic mound, then dipped lower. Heat flooded Vivienne’s body when Carla parted her folds. Seemingly of their own volition, her eyes slid closed and her hips bucked.

Before she could lower her pelvis again, Carla cupped Vivienne’s backside, lifted her off the sheet, and drank from her like an expensive chalice full of the finest liquor money could buy.

And why the hell she was being so poetic while she was being eaten alive, in the best possible way, Vivienne had no clue. The next swipe of Carla’s tongue made her gasp. Her back bowed and she dug her heels in, arse in the air, arousal coating her thighs and dripping down her backside.

Her body burned with desire as Carla continued to devour her with her mouth. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead, her breaths coming out in little pants. As her impending orgasm drew near, her stomach muscles tightened.

“Permission to come?” The words came without thought. It was instinctual.

“Not yet.” Carla lowered Vivienne to the sheet. Going from warm hands cupping her backside to the cold sheet beneath her made Vivienne squirm.

Smirking, Carla repositioned herself between Vivienne’s legs, sprayed another dollop of whipped cream on her mound and went back to feasting on her. The small reprieve had done little to take the edge off Vivienne’s arousal, and she was back on the edge in seconds. Her limbs shook, pent-up tension having nowhere to go.

When Carla entered her, circling her clit with the pad of her thumb, Vivienne almost flew apart.

“Come.”

The softly spoken command was all she needed to let go. Her orgasm crested, causing her to cry out as exquisite shards of ecstasy ignited in her core and set her nerve endings on fire. Her fingers tingled and her toes curled. So very cliché, but, oh, so true.

While she was still catching her breath, Carla slid on top of her and kissed her on the lips, the nose, her forehead, her chin and again on the lips.






* * *




After showering,
 Vivienne finally got to have a slice of the strawberry cheesecake she’d baked that afternoon. It was rich and creamy but not as decadent as Carla’s idea of dessert.

“Did you make this?” Carla asked, cutting a piece with the side of her fork.

“I did.” Vivienne put her plate on the coffee table and picked up the cup of coffee. Outside, it was dark. The occasional chatter could be heard coming from Carla’s neighbours while they were outside smoking. It wasn’t a smell Vivienne cared for, but Carla had opened the window to let a breeze blow threw after they’d worked up a sweat.

“Seriously! Colour me impressed.” Carla finished her last bit of cheesecake and put her empty plate on top of Vivienne’s on the coffee table. “Who taught you how to cook?”

“Mum when I was young, but mostly myself.” She loved trying new recipes. Some were hits, others flopped, and she prided herself on making a killer cheesecake.

The only time she made them was when she was going out, though, because the combination of cream cheese, sour cream, sugar, malt biscuits and loads of butter was too hard to resist.

“Are your parents still alive?”


Of course
 jumped into Vivienne’s mind. How old did Carla think she was? But then she remembered, not everyone was as lucky. “Yes. I’m very lucky to still have them both.” And she was a shit daughter and didn’t phone them nearly often enough.

Sitting side by side on the sofa, Carla tucked her feet under herself, her knees resting against Vivienne’s thigh. “Tell me about them.”

“Mum’s sixty-five and retired. Dad’s almost sixty-eight and still working full-time.”

“Men!” Carla laughed, but her expression was wistful, and Vivienne didn’t need to be a mind reader to know she was thinking fondly of her own father.

“How old’s your dad?”

“He’ll be sixty this year.”

“Party time.”

“Maybe.” Her eyes lit up. “Definitely! Even though he tells me I should celebrate every birthday I’m given, he’d rather fade into the background. But I don’t let him do that.”

“No way.” Vivienne clutched her chest, feigning shock. “You? Not let up? I can’t imagine.”

Laughing, Carla bumped Vivienne’s shoulder. “It’s the Sagittarian in me.” She ticked off points on her fingers. “Optimistic, lover of freedom, funny, honest, and intellectual.”

“What part of that said pushy?”

Looking righteous and grinning widely, Carla stuck her chin in the air. “Optimistic.”

“Persistent,” Vivienne countered.

She bounced her eyebrows. “Irresistible.”

There was no denying that, and if the traits Carla had recited were factual, then she was a true Sagittarian.

“Modest,” Vivienne teased.

“You’re still here, aren’t you?”

“I am.” Vivienne uncurled her legs. “But I should get going before I outstay my welcome.”

“If you had, you would know.”

She didn’t doubt that, but she was intrigued, nonetheless. “Oh, yeah. How?”

“I would clutch my stomach and tell you I had about two minutes until I was going to paint the inside of the toilet bowl with the cheesecake and ask you to lock the door on your way out.”

“Charming.”

“You asked.” Carla linked her hand with Vivienne’s on the sofa. “In all honesty, I would just tell you. I mean, what’s the point of pretending you’re enjoying someone’s company when you’re not?”

God knew, there’d been a time or two Vivienne would’ve loved to get rid of a house guest, but good old manners won out.

“Politeness,” Vivienne said.

Carla shrugged. “Can you please leave? Simple.”

But it wasn’t always that easy, was it? Especially when it came to business meetings. But Vivienne wasn’t at work, and she was, apparently, wanted here. So, she let it go.

“What are your plans for the rest of the weekend?” Vivienne asked.

“Catching up with friends and family.” Carla idly stroked Vivienne’s thigh with the back of her fingers. There was nothing sexual about it, and it felt wonderful.

“Any siblings?” Vivienne asked.

“No. Dad never remarried. It was just me and him.” A hint of sadness flashed in her eyes. “He’s got such a big heart, I’d love him to meet someone, but he doesn’t seem interested. I asked about it once, and he told me I was the only girl for him.”

“Is that why you’re single?” She hoped she didn’t push too far. “Loyalty to your dad?”

“I had a girlfriend. Years ago.” Her gaze was distant. “Dad really liked her. I was seventeen when we met. Twenty when we broke up.”

Sensing it’d been more than just a teenage romance, Vivienne waited for more.

“Jess got a job in Auckland. Her dream job.” Carla’s smile was bitter-sweet. “She was so excited, but it was the beginning of the end for us.”

“What happened?”

“She assumed I would move.”

“You don’t like Auckland?” With a head count of one-point-five million, almost half the country’s population, Vivienne wasn’t sure she would live there either.

“Everything I have is here,” Carla said. “My dad. My best mate. My little sis. I couldn’t abandon them.”

“So you sacrificed your relationship?”

She gave Vivienne a woeful smile. “Broke Jess’s heart along with mine. I never want to do that to another person.”

“Hence being single.”

She nodded. “So, now you know how it is.”

“Gotcha. No asking you to move to Auckland, and no falling in love.”

“Perfect.” Carla linked their pinkie fingers and shook.












Twenty-One







CARLA









After their trip
 to the zoo, Carla strapped Tabitha into the passenger seat and pointed the nose of her car in the direction of her father’s. On one of their first outings, Carla had taken Tabitha to meet her dad. The two had instantly bonded over nails and wood shavings.

He wasn’t a qualified woodturner, but you wouldn’t know it. Half of Carla’s bedroom furniture had been crafted by her father, and she would never part with it. He’d also been working on something for Tabitha—she just didn’t know it yet.

Linking hands on the pavement, Carla skipped up the driveway with Tabitha, swinging their hands and singing all the way.


“God of Nations, in the scrum. Kick the Aussies in the bum.



“If it hurts, serves them right. Blow them up with dynamite.”


Her dad appeared by the garage, hands on his hips and a handsome smile on his face. “You making a mockery of our national anthem again?”

“Grand-dude!” Tabitha flew into his arms. The first time she’d come out with the name, they’d both been equally shocked and delighted. Her dad had responded and that was that. Grand-dude was born.

He spun her in a circle and set her back on her feet. It went the same every time, and it was a sight Carla would never tire of. In all likelihood, she would never give him grandchildren, and Tabitha’s extended family were all in the UK. A testament to her father’s selflessness. He could easily pack up and move back to London, but he didn’t want to disrupt Tabitha’s life any more than it had been. Plus, he had a good job here.

Tabitha’s situation was eerily similar to Carla’s. It was like they were fated. After Carla’s last little sister’s family moved away, she was unsure if the programme was for her. The loss had hit her harder than she’d expected. But then she’d been given Tabitha’s details, and she’d felt a kinship before she even met her.

“What have you two ratbags been doing?”

“We went to the zoo!” Tabitha bounced on her toes.

Carla’s dad shot her a grin, then looked back at Tabitha, his eyes wide. “Did you! Did you see a koala bear?”

“Nope, but we saw a bear, and he scratched his bum.”

“Well, it must’ve been itchy.” Her father started for the garage. Tabitha strolled along beside him like his little shadow.

She was old enough to know there were no koalas in New Zealand, but she’d been dying to tell her story since the black bear did, in fact, lie on its back and scratch its butt. It would no doubt be the first thing she told her father when Carla dropped her home.

Leaving them to it, Carla ducked inside and tipped back a glass of water. The house smelt like home. Bacon, eggs, and toast. The frying pan was still on the stove top, and as tempting as it was to rinse the dishes, experience had taught her all that would achieve was to make her father feel incompetent.

Back outside, Tabitha came running. “Carla! Carla. Look what Grand-dude made me.”

Tabitha held up a camera, complete with a black lens, made of wood. She was so enthralled, the fact it was pink didn’t seem to bother her. A black strap around her neck completed the ensemble.

“Wow. What have you got there?” Carla crouched, wincing when a pebble dug into her knee.

“A camera.” Tabitha held it to her face, her little blue eye blinking at Carla through the square hole. “Smile.”

“Hang on.” Carla waved her father over. “Come on, Grand-dude. Photo time.”

He sidled up next to her and popped a pose, hand on his hip, chest thrust out.

“You’re silly,” Tabitha said as she pretended to click, click, click away.

“Here, let me take one of you with Grand-dude.” Carla reached for the camera but Tabitha whisked it away.

“It’s not real, you know.”

“Really?” Carla screwed up her face. “I don’t want it then. It’s stink.”

“No it’s not!” She stamped her foot. “Take it back.”

“Stop winding her up.” Carla’s dad ruffled Tabitha’s hair. “I put some magic sawdust on it, and that means all the pictures you take will always be in here.” He tapped his temple.

“In your head?” Tabitha asked, face screwed up.

“Now who’s being silly.” He turned. “Who wants an ice block?”

“Me!” Tabitha ran after him.

“Pardon?” Carla called out.

“Please.”

Lemonade ice blocks eaten, Tabitha ran around the backyard with her wooden camera, taking pictures of plants, birds, a butterfly, and even pointing it at the sky.

Enjoying the sun on her skin, Carla sat on the doorstep beside her dad. “Thanks for doing that.”

“No need to thank me.”

“I know. But thank you, anyway.”

He angled his body sideways and leaned back, scrutinising her. “What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing. Why?” Carla frowned.

“You look…different.”

She glanced down at her shorts and T-shirt, but that couldn’t be it. He’d seen her in them countless times before. “Different how?” She tipped her head back. “No makeup?”

“Not your appearance. It’s something in your aura.”

To say her father was a spiritual person was an understatement. “And what colour is it today?”

“Pink.”

“There you go. You must’ve got some paint in your eye.” She glanced at Tabitha, who was now crawling on her stomach, legs sticking out from under some bushes.

“Pink signifies love.”

“I’m a very loving person.” Carla rested her head on her dad’s shoulder. He was hot and sticky and she didn’t care.

He kissed the top of her head. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

That was so like her dad. He had a quiet calm about him. Always there for her but never pushing for more than Carla was ready to share. They fell silent, basking in the peaceful moment. He patted her knee, a silent I love you
 that made her heart sing.

Tabitha ran over, camera at the ready. “Smile.”

It was impossible not to. With a pretend click, she slumped down on the bottom step and leaned back against Carla’s shins. At least she would sleep well tonight.

“What are you guys doing for dinner?” Carla’s dad asked.

“Pizza!” Tabitha was on her feet again in seconds. “Can we stay for tea, Grand-dude?”

“Who says I’m having pizza?”

“Please.” She dragged out the word.

Carla’s dad looked to her for confirmation, and she nodded her assent. She didn’t have any plans tonight, and her father made the best homemade pizza.

“Only if you promise to help,” Grand-dude said.

“Yes!” Tabitha jumped up and down, camera bouncing against her light-blue T-shirt imprinted with the words This is what an awesome 7 year old looks like.







* * *




While tea was cooking,
 Carla popped a movie on for Tabitha. They had games there for her, but the kid seriously needed to wind down if she was going to sleep tonight.

“How’s your job going?” her dad asked as he rinsed out the bread maker.

“I’m loving it.” Carla put the leftover pizza toppings back in the fridge.

“I can tell.” He rested a hip against the kitchen bench. “You haven’t looked this content for a very long time.”

To be honest, she hadn’t felt it either but hadn’t realised that until Vivienne Alexander came into her orbit or aura or whatever the hell you wanted to call it. “My boss is great.”

He glanced up, tea towel in hand. “That’s always a bonus.”

“She’s gay.”

A deep frown appeared. “And?”

“I am too.”

He flicked the dishcloth at her. “Don’t make me feel old.”

She knew what he meant. They’d had that conversation fifteen years ago.

“So you have a crush on your boss?”

“I wouldn’t call it a crush.” She didn’t know what to call it, but it was more than the fling she professed they were having. She’d had no intention of telling her dad, but her subconscious was somehow telling her it was important.

“If it doesn’t work out, I could lose my job.”

“Is she worth the risk?”

Silence fell as he checked on the pizza, steam billowing out of the oven. Like a cat scenting food, Tabitha was in the kitchen in seconds.

“Is it ready?”

“Nearly,” Carla said. “Go wash up.”

Alone again, she answered her father. “I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

He squeezed her hand. “If she’s worth it, you’ll know.”

Carla glanced in the direction of the hallway. “I have her to think about.”

“They’ll figure it out too.”

“That’s what worries me.” Carla chuckled. She could practically see the battles that would ensue. Tabitha could be as headstrong as Vivienne. She could also be loving.

“Dad?”

“Yes.” He put some place mats on the bench and turned off the oven.

“Do you think there’ll ever be anyone else for you?”

“There have been a few ladies over the years.”

“What!” That was news to her. Big news. “When? Where? How?”

“When you were younger. Never here. And you don’t need to know the how.” His grin was both smug and bashful.

“Carla!” Tabitha’s bellowing voice made Carla’s heart pound. She’d been gone way too long just to be washing up. “Help.”

“Uh-oh.” She tore off up the hallway, reaching the bathroom just before water made it out the door and soaked into the carpet. Grabbing a towel off the rail, she tossed it on the floor, then reached over and turned off the tap over the basin. A boat floated across the top of the vanity, fell off, and landed in the puddle on the floor.

“I couldn’t turn it off.”

“Uh-huh.” She squeezed the water out of the towel over the bath. “Why did you put the plug in?”

“To play with the boats.”

“And you know they are bath toys, right?”

“Yes, but the people were stuck on the island, and I had to rescue them.” Tabitha rocked on her heels, looking sheepish.

Carla narrowed her eyes. Tabitha knew better, but no real harm had been done. Rather than discipline her, Carla handed her a towel. “You can help me clean up.”












Twenty-Two







VIVIENNE









It was all very
 easy to tell herself she wasn’t falling for Carla’s charms, but having to work with her, seeing her five days a week, made it impossible not to let her feelings get involved. The flirty winks she shot Vivienne, the subtle brush of her fingers, and the not-so-subtle touches when no one else was looking were the highlights of her days.

For the first time in years, she felt alive. The sense of being past her prime, washed up, and spat out had lifted, replaced by sunshine and flowers. And she wasn’t even a flowers person. In her opinion, they were a waste of—

“What the hell?” Vivienne muttered as she stepped into her office.
 A large bouquet of purple and yellow flowers dominated the middle of the desk. She inhaled the fragrant aroma and blew it back out as if she could vaporise them and make them disappear.

What was Carla thinking? Where was she, anyway? The door inched open, and Vivienne spun around. “What the hell were you—” Spotting Aubrey, she cut herself off.

“Not me.” Aubrey smiled as if this was the best thing ever. “Is there a card?”

Vivienne hadn’t looked, and she sure as hell didn’t want to now. Not with Aubrey watching. But she wasn’t budging, and Vivienne needed to get her shit together. “Doesn’t look like it.”

“Secret admirer?”

“Satisfied customer,” Vivienne deflected. There was a first time for everything, right?

Aubrey deflated. “Oh, well. They’re nice.” She stepped closer and inhaled deeply.

Feigning indifference, Vivienne grabbed her laptop out of the bag and set it on the desk. “Put them on reception, if you like.” There, how was that for sending a message?

Pretty shitty, when she thought about it. Before Aubrey could reply, she back-pedalled. “Actually, leave them there. I’m going to enjoy them.” She forced herself to smile. “Maybe even trick myself into believing I have an admirer.”

“I don’t think that would be too farfetched.”

The kind smile Aubrey gave her made Vivienne think of her mother.

They texted regularly and called at least once a fortnight, but it was well past time Vivienne got in her car and made the four-and-a-half-hour trip from Wellington to New Plymouth to catch up with her parents in person.

Next month. She would go then. It was ANZAC day on the twenty-fifth, which meant a long weekend. She could always fly, but she preferred to drive. The closer she got to New Plymouth, the more scenic it became as she followed the coastline of the Tasman Sea.

Realising Aubrey was still standing there, hovering over the bouquet of flowers as if they were an anomaly, Vivienne refocused her attention. “When was the last time your husband gave you flowers, Aubrey?”

“Last week.” Love sparkled in her eyes. “Picked from our garden and handed through the window with a peck on the lips before he left for work.”

“Romantic.” It was a heart-warming story. These days, Vivienne could count on her hand the number of people she knew who’d been married for more than a decade and were still very much in love.

“He is. But I’m not here to talk about the old dog.” Aubrey smiled. “I actually came to ask how it’s going with Carla. But from what I can see, it’s going very well.”

“They’re not from her!” Vivienne snapped, immediately contrite for doing so. “Sorry.”

Aubrey held her gaze. “You know, not everyone’s out to get you.” Without another word, she turned and left.

Feeling like the worst person on the planet, Vivienne slumped back in her chair. The flowers mocked her, and she mocked them back, pulling a face as if they could see her.

Still fuming, she picked up the phone. What the hell had Carla been thinking?

“Welcome to Ezy Credit Control. How may I help you?”

“My office, now.” Vivienne dropped the phone in the cradle. It’d been less than half an hour since she arrived at work, and a headache was already doing its best to stab her eyes out.

“You wanted to see me.” Carla halted, her gaze on the flowers. “Wow. Who’s the lucky lady?”

The pounding in Vivienne’s head grew stronger. “Cut the crap.”

“Whoa.” Carla held her hands up in surrender. “If I’d sent them, I would’ve cut the heads off. That way, you’d know you were being stalked
 .”

The thought of someone stalking her sent a violent shiver up Vivienne’s spine. Had she inadvertently pissed someone off?

“Hey, it was a joke,” Carla said.

“Yes, yes. I get it. Stalker. Stalks. But what if I am? Being stalked, I mean.”

With concern creasing her features, Carla sank into the chair opposite Vivienne. Good. She was finally paying attention. No, that was bad because it meant she honestly hadn’t sent them.

“Was there a card?” Carla asked.

“No. They were just on my desk.” An eerie feeling skidded up Vivienne’s spine, raising the tiny hairs on the back of her neck. Feeling like someone was behind her, she spun around. Had someone been in her office?

“Someone must’ve put them there,” Carla said.

“I realise that.” Vivienne blew out a breath. This wasn’t Carla’s fault, yet she’d taken the brunt of Vivienne’s frustration. “So it really wasn’t you?”

“Afraid not. I’m not a complete idiot. What we have…” She looked at the door behind her. “Stays behind closed doors.”

Feeling like she was in a trance, Vivienne sat back, paralysed as Carla advanced. She spun the chair and straddled her thighs. The black skirt she was wearing rode up, revealing a glimpse of red lace.

She cupped Vivienne’s face in both hands and kissed her, taking away her worries and making her heart pound. “No one can get in here without getting by me.”

“Someone did.” She mumbled against Carla’s mouth. “Where were you?”

“Did you miss me?” Carla palmed Vivienne’s breast through her blouse, her molten gaze turning Vivienne into putty.

“Yes. No.” She retreated, back pressed into the chair. “Have you forgotten we’re at work?”

“Not at all. Right now, I’m resisting the urge to throw you across the desk, rip your panties down, and spear you with my tongue.”

A knock on the door had Carla launching off her lap and planting her arse in the chair opposite the desk faster than Vivienne could draw her next breath.

“Breathe,” Carla mouthed, looking the picture of innocence with her hands on her knee, leg swinging back and forth. “Do you want me to get that?”

“No.” Vivienne cleared her throat, hoping her voice didn’t squeak. “Come in?” She tilted her head, looking around Carla.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realise you were busy,” Richard said. He’d worked at Ezy Credit for more than five years but tended to stick to himself. And that was okay because he was amazing at his job.

“It’s fine. What’s up?”

“The flowers.” He pointed, body obscured by the door as if it would protect him from danger. “I was here early this morning and signed for them.”

It was an unwritten rule that employees didn’t let themselves into her office when she wasn’t there, even when she was, for that matter, but he looked so uncertain, Vivienne couldn’t find it in her to rebuke him. “What did the delivery person say?”

“That they were for the manager.” He frowned. “Is something wrong?”

Something was very wrong, but she didn’t know what, and she doubted Richard had the answers. “Not at all. And thank you.”

Carla turned, hands on top of the chair, back to Vivienne. “She’s just being coy. Doesn’t want anyone to know someone’s hot for her.”

A blush tinted Richard’s cheeks. His mouth formed an ‘O’, but the word refused to come out. “I better get back to, um…” He pointed behind himself. “Work.”

The door shut and they were alone again. Carla spun back around. “What’s up with him?”

“Not everyone is as out there as you, Carla.”

“It’s the Sagittarian in me.” Her smile was as big as her personality.

“The extroverted introvert?” Vivienne said.

“You’ve done your homework.”

“It was a guess.” There was no need to admit she’d done a Google search the very same night Carla revealed her birth sign.

“Well, let me tell you another trait.” Carla stood. “Since Sagittarians don’t see the point of lying, we’re also considered to be excellent lie detectors, capable of seeing through all kinds of acts.” With that cryptic comment, she vacated the office.

Off her game, Vivienne grabbed the rubbish bin near her desk, picked up the flowers, and dropped them in. She stared at them until the colours blurred and she went cross-eyed. Sighing, she pulled them back out.

Whoever had sent them couldn’t see the gesture, so throwing them out was wholly unsatisfying. Telling herself they were from a client, she got to work. As was customary, she checked her emails first. But this time, instead of going through them in chronological order and replying to the oldest one first, she scanned the list of unopened messages for anything unusual.

The couple of emails from Carla weren’t anything out of the ordinary. She was the receptionist, after all. But the subject line of one caught her eye.

Intrigued, Vivienne homed in on the message.



To:
 Vivienne Alexander




Subject:
 CONFIDENTIAL




Message:
 Hi, please find attached the paperwork you’ve been waiting for.






Kind regards,




Carla Cooke (CC)



Receptionist



Ezy Credit Control





The CC told
 her it was more personal than work papers. Although she knew she was alone, Vivienne glanced over her shoulder before opening the attachment.


What the hell?
 She leaned closer, studying the medical results from….a health test. Was Carla unwell? She read on. “Oh, my freaking God!” Unable to believe she’d said that out loud, Vivienne slapped a hand over her mouth. In quick succession, she slammed the lid on the laptop.

“Fuck.” Her heart rate spiked, and that was ridiculous. So was dropping the F-bomb. Prepared to do battle, she flipped the lid up again.

Another message popped up.



To:
 Vivienne Alexander




Subject:
 Re Paperwork




Message:
 Oops, sorry. Wrong attachment.



Kind regards, (CC)



Front Desk Executive



Ezy Credit Control





Wonderful.
 Not only had she sent Vivienne her clean bill of health, no STIs, but she’d changed her title too. If it worked for her, it worked for Vivienne. She certainly wasn’t going to rise to the challenge.

Her email dinged again. Another message from Carla, and another attachment. She glared at it, ready to hit the delete key, but her traitorous finger had other ideas. The second attachment made her downturned mouth curve into a smile.


Roses are red, I think you’re great.



I don’t know a poem from a limerick, but I know how to plan a date.



Saturday at seven. Destination: Top Secret. Text YES to confirm.


No option to decline? Confident as always, and rightly so. There was no way Vivienne could refuse, she was too invested, but that didn’t mean she had to reply right away either.

For what it was worth, she deleted the message. Everything got backed up to a server, so if anyone wanted to go digging, they’d be found out anyway.












Twenty-Three







CARLA









There was
 nothing quite like being ghosted by your boss, but Carla would bet her next pay cheque that Vivienne was sitting in her office thinking about her. Sending her medical results over a work email probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but it bothered her as much as it bothered Vivienne that she thought she got around.

Admittedly, there’d been a time when she had, and then playing up to the reputation more or less became a habit. People stopped trying to set her up on dates, it kept women looking for love at arm’s length, and to be honest, Carla was a hopeless flirt. And it worked for her. Perhaps negatively, but it’d worked…until now.

Somewhere along the way, her mission to make Vivienne squirm had become blurred. She wanted Vivienne to see her for the woman she was, to see beyond the innuendos. Although they probably wouldn’t stop anytime soon, she wanted Vivienne to see there was more to Carla than the flirty side of her personality.

The loyal friend, daughter, big sister, and lover of life. Lover of women too. Scratch that. One woman. And it wasn’t love, but it was something stronger than desire.

She read the email attachment again then deleted both the email and the PDF file she’d created. She hadn’t disclosed the location for more than one reason, the first being, she’d sent the email on a whim, and the destination was yet to be decided. And of course, there was the possibility Vivienne would shoot her down.

Carla was also mindful Vivienne probably wouldn’t want to go anywhere they might be seen. Or maybe she wouldn’t care. She hadn’t seemed too bothered when they’d strolled along the waterfront where anyone she knew could’ve seen them.

Regardless, Carla didn’t plan on another night in. There were numerous secluded spots they could visit in Wellington. Secluded and romantic. A plan formed as a destination sprang to mind.






* * *




It was
 close to noon before they crossed paths again. The second Carla spotted Vivienne at the photocopier, she hit print, punched in the code to the frosted glass door, and burst into the hub of the business. A maze of blue partitions filled her vision and kept prying eyes off them.

She sidled up to Vivienne. “I love the way you shiver when I whisper in your ear. So near, yet everyone is unaware. Is that a yes or no?”

When Vivienne didn’t reply, Carla had another idea. She grabbed Vivienne’s printing and held it out. “Is this yours?”

“I see what you did there.” With a smirk, Vivienne took it and walked away.


Well, well, well.
 Someone was getting good at keeping Carla on her toes. She grabbed the phone list she’d printed, and just as she was about to retreat, Vivienne glanced over her shoulder.

“Oh, and Carla? Yes, that will be fine.”

One of the guys who helped maintain the PPSR—Personal Property Securities Register—glanced up and then returned his attention to his computer. Glad she hadn’t fist-pumped the air, Carla strolled back to reception, saving the little dance until she was out of sight.

It was easy to tell others life was short and to grab on to every moment as if it was their last and ignore her own advice, but over the past few weeks, she’d discovered the joy of her own words. Like it or not, her heart was involved.






* * *




Saturday morning,
 Carla sat on the bench, watching Tabitha splash about, kicking and doing her best not to drown. The swimming instructor had it under control, but Tabitha had a flare for dramatics.

It never ceased to astound Carla how well she could swim for a seven-year-old. But then again, it shouldn’t. Her mum had enrolled her when she was six months old, then when she passed two years ago, Wayne had kept up the lessons.

“Carla, look at me!” Tabitha called out. She was standing on the concrete edge of the pool, hands in front of her, ready to dive in. She leapt into the air, performed a spectacular belly flop, and swam the few feet to her instructor.

“Well done.” Carla clapped, feeling like a proud parent.

“You realise she probably can’t hear you with her head under the water?”

That voice. Carla’s heart did a happy dance. She’d wondered if she would hear it today but hadn’t held her breath for any longer than Tabitha could. There were numerous swimming centres in Wellington, and she’d never spotted Vivienne here before today. Admittedly, she was normally too focused on Tabitha, and it was always possible they’d both been there at the same time before and just not known they were fated to cross paths.

Vivienne sat beside her, sunglasses on her head, sarong wrapped around her waist.

“No itty-bitty bikini?” Carla asked. Her teal-blue togs covered way too much flesh, but still showed off the outline of her breasts and that tiny mole under her ear that taunted Carla.

“No.” She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, gaze on the pool. “Tabitha?”

“Correct.”

“And here she comes.” Vivienne stood as fast as she’d sat. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Wait.” Carla jumped up. “Don’t race away.”

“But…never mind.” She lifted a shoulder.

That shrug dislodged something inside Carla.


If you ever meet, you’ll get along fine.


“Looks like my if
 was teeny tiny.” Carla held her thumb and forefinger apart, squinting at Vivienne through the gap. “And she doesn’t hate adults.”

Tabitha slammed into Carla, almost knocking her off her feet and covering her in water. “Did you see me?”

“I did, sweetie.”

“Ugh. Don’t call me that!” Tabitha slapped her hands over her ears, cringing at the endearment.

“Tabitha. This is Vivienne.”

“Hi.” She glanced at Vivienne through her goggles, hair plastered to her forehead. “Are you going swimming?”

“I am.”

“How old are you?”

“Tabitha!” Carla screeched. “You shouldn’t ask people that.”

“Why?” She screwed up her face, squinting against the sun.

“Because it’s rude.”

Unbothered, Vivienne crouched. “I’m twenty-eight. How old are you?”

“That’s rude to ask,” Tabitha said with enough sass that Carla could’ve throttled her.

“Tabitha doesn’t want any treats today.” Carla turned to Vivienne. “I’ll save her ice cream for you.”

“No!” She jumped up and down. “Sorry.”

“Tabitha!” Ava’s voice reached their ears before the kid came flying over. The girls joined hands and danced in a circle. Suzette appeared next.

Carla wasn’t sure if Suzette had the best timing in the world or the worst. She’d said she might bring Ava down for a swim, but nothing had been confirmed and certainly not the time.

“Suzette, this is Vivienne, my boss.”

“Oh, your boss.” She waggled her eyebrows, and Carla wished she could send her to the naughty corner right alongside Tabitha.

“Yes, my boss. Vivienne, this is my ex-best friend, Suzette.”

“Nice to meet you,” Suzette offered a hand, and Vivienne took it.

“Likewise. I’ve heard all about you.”

“You have?” The surprise in Suzette’s voice was unmistakable.

“No,” Vivienne said. “Carla likes to keep her personal life separate. You know, good business practice.”

“Oh, right, yep, sure.” Suzette tripped over her words as if unsure whether she should know they’d hooked up or not.

“Mum. Come on.”

They all looked down. While they’d been talking, Ava had stripped to her birthday suit and was busy trying to get her togs out of the bag Suzette had set at her feet.

“The innocence of babes, huh?” She wrapped a towel around her daughter and dragged her towards the changing rooms.

“I’m coming too.” Tabitha raced after them, leaving wet footprints in her wake.

“Why do I feel set up?” Vivienne asked as soon as they were alone again.

There was no way Carla could’ve known for sure she would be there, but why give her a straight answer when it was a perfect chance to woo her?

“Because you know how beautiful I think you are.”

Studying her closely, Vivienne folded her arms under her breasts. “What does that taste like? All the bullshit that rolls off your tongue.”

“Speaking of bullshit…” Carla mentally high-fived herself for not reacting to the comment. “Since when have you been twenty-eight?”

“Since it was rude to ask a lady her age.” She thrust out a hip. “And this body needs to get moving.”

It was hard to tear her eyes off Vivienne’s lips as she spoke. They were nude—no lipstick coating the luscious pink hues—and they’d never looked more kissable.

Carla got as close as she dared in a public place. “Hot date or something?”

“I’m not sure. It’s a surprise.” She sauntered off, swaying her hips seductively.

Goddamn, tonight couldn’t come soon enough.
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Shortly before five,
 Vivienne locked the house and wandered down the driveway, luxuriating in the feel of the sun on her skin. Wellington rarely reached sweltering temperatures, but compared to her air-conditioned house, it felt warmer than it probably was.

The emailed invitation had said dinner at seven, but when Carla had said she would pick her up at five, Vivienne hadn’t questioned her. Other than having lunch with Nancy, she’d had no other plans.

No sooner had she reached for the gate, Carla appeared on the other side. She wore a long, flowing skirt and a turquoise halter top that brought out the coppery tones of her hair. A pair of sunglasses were perched on her head, giving Vivienne a perfect view of her soulful eyes—hazel with flecks of brown and so much depth.

For all of her bravado and cheeky remarks, it was clear the waters ran deep.

“Good evening, gorgeous.” She kissed the back of Vivienne’s hand. “You look as ravishing as ever.”

Although her first reaction was to brush off the compliment, Vivienne accepted it with grace. “Thank you.” After agonising for far too long over what to wear, she’d settled on a tropical-print tube jumpsuit. It left her shoulders bare and the elastic top meant she could go braless. A risky and thrilling treat.

When Carla hooked her finger in the top, Vivienne’s breath stalled.

“Tempting, but not here.” Carla pulled her closer and kissed her instead. “Your chariot awaits.” She swept an arm in front of her.

“Chariot?” She would hardly call a Volkswagen a chariot, but the silver Beetle was cute.

Carla opened the passenger door for Vivienne. “I had her groomed just for you.”

The vinyl seats practically sparkled, and the interior smelt fresh and fruity. As she buckled up, Vivienne spotted a scented cardboard strawberry hanging off the rear-view mirror.

“A Volkswagen?” Vivienne said as Carla climbed behind the wheel.

“Yep.” She turned the key and the car rumbled to life. “I used to have an Escort, but I accidentally filled her with diesel. She died.”

Her wit never failed to astound Vivienne. “Clever.”

“True story.” Carla pulled away from the kerb. “She deepthroated the nozzle like there was no tomorrow. Once she couldn’t take anymore, I pulled out. Halfway home, she started spluttering and coughing. Died, right there in the middle of the street.”

“Right.” The scepticism in Vivienne’s voice was loud and clear.

“Half of that is true,” Carla said. “Happened with my first car, but it wasn’t an Escort and it didn’t die. Dad came to my rescue, drained the tank, and filled it with petrol.”

“I bet you never did that again.” With the pumps side by side, it would be an easy enough mistake to make. One Vivienne was glad she’d never made.

Coming to a stop at a set of lights, Carla glanced sideways at Vivienne. “What was your first car? A Rolls Royce?”

She’d never owned anything so pretentious. “Do you seriously want to talk about cars?”

“Yep.”

“Fine.” She thought back to her first car—an older car but faithful to the end. “A Hillman Avenger. Do you know what one looks like?”

“Yep.” The light changed, and Carla pulled through the intersection. “I lost my virginity in the back of one.”

“Tight fit.” All at once, Vivienne realised what she’d said. Her eyes went big, and she burst out laughing. “Look what you’ve done to me.”

“Hey, don’t blame me for your filthy mind.” Carla took the off-ramp, leaving the motorway and headed for Newton.

“Where are we going?” Vivienne flipped down the sun visor.

She probably should’ve asked sooner, but other than agonising over what to wear, she’d felt surprisingly relaxed about the night.

Carla had made enough remarks along the lines of ‘what happens behind closed doors stays behind closed doors’ that Vivienne hadn’t stopped to think she might take them somewhere they could run into their work colleagues.

“Have you ever been to Mount Vic?”

Living in Wellington, anyone would think she’d been there numerous times. And she had, years ago. Lately, though, she preferred swimming laps over walking tracks. “A long time ago.”

“Someone special?” Carla asked softly.

“Indeed.” Warmth bloomed in her chest. “My nana.”

“They’re pretty special, aren’t they?” Carla shot her a sidelong look before turning back to the road.

“They are,” Vivienne agreed. “Tell me about yours.”

A smile pulled at the side of Carla’s mouth. “Never known a prouder woman. She refused to leave the house looking anything less than put together. I remember being in a hurry to get to T-ball. She used to take me when Dad couldn’t.” She slowed as a car pulled in front of them. “Anyway, she made me wait while she put her lippy on and pulled a brush through her hair. To go to a sports game…with eight-year-olds. Can you believe it?”

“Was this your nana on your mum’s side or your dad’s?”

“Dad’s. I only ever saw Mum’s mother once a month or so. I think it was too painful for her.”

“I would’ve thought she would want to hold on to that connection.” Vivienne hoped she wasn’t poking at old wounds.

“I can see why, but I guess everyone reacts differently. I know people who have lost a parent who feel incredibly ripped off. They assume I should feel the same, and don’t get me wrong, there were times I desperately wished I had a mother, but…” She hesitated. “This is going to sound pretty shitty, but how do you miss what you’ve never had?”

The words Carla had imparted the first night they met came to mind. “Some things have to be experienced to know what you’re missing.”

Carla shot her a smile before pulling to a stop between two cars parked at the base of Mount Victoria. She shut off the engine, leaned over the console, and kissed Vivienne on the cheek.

“What was that for?” Vivienne’s hand drifted to her face, covering the spot still tingling from the brief touch.

“For being you.” Carla cracked open the driver’s door. A group of teenagers tore past the car and raced up the concrete steps to the lookout.

With one foot out of the car, Carla turned back to her. “Too public?”

“Depends on what you have in mind?”

“Nothing risqué.”

That was both a relief and disappointing.
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Standing
 at the rear of the car, Carla popped the boot, revealing a folded blanket and wicker picnic basket.

Surprised, Vivienne met her gaze. “You never cease to amaze me.”

“I hate to disappoint…” Carla leaned in close. “But I left the whipped cream at home.”

“That’s it!” Vivienne slammed her hands on her hips. “Take me home.”

“Sorry.” Carla chucked her under the chin. “You’re stuck with me.”

A few minutes later, they were sitting on a red-and-black-striped blanket under the shade of a tree, bushes behind them obscuring them from the people on the viewing platform. Their voices carried, but otherwise, Vivienne could be fooled into believing they were alone.

Bracing her weight on one hand, Carla leaned in for a kiss. Vivienne’s tongue darted out to moisten her lips seconds before Carla’s mouth was on hers. The kiss was languid and felt far too intimate for a casual encounter. Each time they kissed it felt different. Not just physically, but emotionally.

Carla tugged on the elastic top of Vivienne’s jumpsuit. “Although you look gorgeous in this, if you expect me to behave myself, it’s far too tempting.” Her finger inched lower, teasing Vivienne’s cleavage.

“Do you ever do that?” Vivienne said against her mouth. “Behave yourself?”

“Absolutely.” She withdrew her finger and sat up straighter, leaving Vivienne feeling hot and bothered. “There is food to be eaten and conversation to be had.”

Right then, conversation felt overrated. The urge to harrumph and pout and stomp her foot simmered just below the surface. It was an odd yet revitalising feeling.

Her internal thoughts were extinguished by the external stimuli as Vivienne took in the snacks spread out before them. In all her forty-two years she’d never seen a muffin pan look so inviting. She eyed up the twelve holes overflowing with pretzels, grapes, carrot sticks, cherry tomatoes, mixed nuts, zucchini and hummus.

Spoilt for choice, Vivienne had no idea where to start. The next item Carla revealed compounded her problem. A cheese board.

The mere sight of cheese caused a chemical reaction in Vivienne. It always had, and that was why she didn’t keep much cheese in the house.

“This looks divine.”

“Thank you.” Carla held up a bottle of hand sanitiser. “Want some or are you going to live dangerously?”

In response, Vivienne popped a grape in her mouth and chewed obnoxiously, earning herself a huge smile.

“I like it when you let your hair down.”

“Are you saying I’m uptight?” Vivienne’s voice was as light as her mood.

“Not at all.” Carla tugged Vivienne’s hair tie, letting her long, blonde locks tumble free. “I meant it literally.” She stole another kiss then piled some hummus and cheese onto a cracker and shoved the lot into her mouth.

“Did your father teach you those manners?”

“My father taught me a lot of things.”

“Oh, yeah?” Vivienne pressed on, loving the way Carla lit up at the mention of her father. “Tell me more.”

“You know how I joked about ghosts?”

Although the comment was innocent, a blush heated Vivienne’s cheeks. Embarrassed and hating she’d inadvertently brought the conversation back to the night in the lift, she fanned herself. “It’s warm out, isn’t it?”

“It is, but it’ll cool off soon. Once the sun goes down.”

She exhaled, grateful Carla had let it go. But she hadn’t been fooled. The look of compassion that flashed across Carla’s face told Vivienne as much. A plane flew overhead, and they fell silent for a moment.

“My father is a very spiritual man, and although I’m not entirely sure there’s such a thing as ghosts, I do believe there’s something other than us. Like an unseen energy. And colours…” She popped a grape into her mouth. “Don’t get me started on auras. Last week, Dad said mine was pink.”

“Is that a good thing?” Vivienne was almost as clueless about auras as she was about horoscopes, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t open to becoming better informed.

“I like pink.” Carla popped the last word, her smile cheeky.

“I’m sure that’s not what your father was getting at.” Vivienne grabbed some pretzels.

“When you put it like that.” She screwed up her face as if the grape she’d just eaten was sour. “Are you sure you want to hear about this?”

“Absolutely.”

Carla tossed back some peanuts and dusted off her hands. “Here goes. A pink aura suggests that chakra is more dominant than the others.”

“Cha what?” Vivienne paused, wine glass halfway to her mouth.

“Chakra, not Chaga,” Carla said, straight-faced.

The way she managed to drop Vivienne’s safe word into the middle of her explanation without so much as blinking was as mesmerising as it was baffling. “Go on.”

“According to my father, chakras are energy points in your body. People with pink auras are likely to be more playful or feminine than people with red auras.”

It was all very interesting, but something wasn’t adding up. “And your father only just told you that this past week?”

“No, I already knew that.” She took a sip of wine and put the flute between her crossed legs. “He used the opportunity to remind me that having pink in your aura is a good sign your heart chakra is open.” The intense look in her eyes lightened. “He’d also just made a wooden camera for Tabitha and painted it pink, so I reminded him he probably had paint in his eye.”

“I see,” Vivienne said, seeing nothing at all. It was hard to know whether this was Carla’s way of telling her she was open to more or not.

“I suck at this,” Carla said. “All I managed right now was to wipe the smile off your face.”

She leaned in and ran her tongue across Vivienne’s lips. But she didn’t try to slip inside. She ran her tongue around the outside of Vivienne’s mouth, up one side of her face, then the other, licking her like an excited puppy.

“Stop!” Laughing, Vivienne pushed her away. “What are you doing?”

“Painting a smile on your face.” A wine glass had tipped over on the blanket, but Carla didn’t seem to care. She slid on top of Vivienne and rested their foreheads together, staring into Vivienne’s eyes. “I like you a lot, and my heart is wide open, which scares the hell out of me. But if you’re willing to be brave, so am I.”

A cocktail of emotions swirled through Vivienne. Did she want more? Yes. Was she worried about what others would think? Another yes. Should it matter? Yes and no. She’d be lying if she said it didn’t matter what her team of forty thought—

“I can hear the cogs turning,” Carla cut into her thoughts. “They don’t have to know. We could act like we’re having an illicit affair.” Glee lit up her features. “All the sneaking around and stolen moments will make it all the more thrilling. And the beautiful thing is, neither of us is cheating.”

That sounded good, in theory. But a small part of Vivienne asked if that meant they would be cheating themselves, if she would be cheating Carla out of them openly dating.

“Talk to me.”

“I worry it’ll make you feel like we’re in the closet.”

“Ooh, another new experience.” She looked genuinely excited by that prospect, and it was impossible not to feel the thrill.

“But you have to behave in front of the staff. And call me Vivienne.”

“Yes, boss.” She sealed her mouth over Vivienne’s, cutting off any reprimand. When Carla slid off her, Vivienne chanced a look behind them before sitting up again.

Voices in the distance had lessened, and if she peered around the bushes, she could just see the parking area, which was now almost empty. A young couple were checking out the Byrd Memorial and bronze cannon.

“Do you know the history of this place?” Vivienne asked.

Carla packed up their empty plates, picked up the kicked-over glass and topped it up. “That’s what you got out of that kiss?”

“No…” Feeling silly but having enough wine in her not to care, she put her hands on her knees, legs out straight, closed her eyes, and shivered. “It made me quiver.”

Carla was back on her in seconds. She grabbed her by the arm, dragged her over her lap and spanked Vivienne’s backside. “You are so lucky you have pants on right now or I’d hike your skirt up and turn your backside a pretty shade of pink.”

“So, my heart chakra would be in my arse?”

Carla struck again, making Vivienne buck and squeal. The blows didn’t hurt, and that was a relief. She was submissive, something they’d only just touched on, but she wasn’t into public displays of discipline, and her pain threshold was relatively low in the grand scheme of things.

The rustle of leaves made them both freeze.

“Hello?” a masculine voice called out.

“Shit,” Carla hissed. She freed Vivienne and crawled along the row of bushes until she popped out at the end. “Yes?”

“Is everything okay over here?”

“Yes, why?”

“I thought I heard screaming.”

After quickly debating whether to stay put or help Carla out, Vivienne popped her head up beside Carla’s. “Sorry, that was me.” She hiccupped and thumped her chest. “Too much wine. Makes me act like I’m five.”

“Then she needs a spanking,” Carla said.


Good lord.
 Why did she have to be so honest? Vivienne wanted to dig a hole in the dirt and hide under the grass like a worm.

The guy twisted his mouth, pulled on his chin, looked at them for a bit longer and finally retreated.

Carla burst out laughing. “Your face!”

“It’s not funny.” Vivienne probably wasn’t very convincing considering she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. Mortified or not, she felt like a naughty teenager and it was exhilarating.

“He didn’t believe me. Most people who’d really been doing that would’ve scrambled for something to say to cover it up.”

“Most people,” Vivienne mused out loud.

“Ooh, I can see your aura,” Carla said.

“Oh, yeah. What colour is it?” Vivienne played along.

“Green! You wish you were more like me.”

“Wait a minute.” Vivienne slid over on the blanket. “There, that should be enough room for your ego.”






* * *




Once the jokes
 died down and they had full bellies, Vivienne found herself nestled between Carla’s legs on the hillside. Sitting in companionable silence, they watched ferries and cruise ships sail into the harbour and planes fly in and out of Wellington Airport.

At 196 metres above the city, the panoramic view of Wellington city was stunning. A sense of peace made Vivienne feel like she was floating. It also made her relax enough to open up.

“You know they call Wellington earthquake city
 , right?” Not her finest way to kick off a conversation, especially considering they both lived there.

Carla tightened her arms around Vivienne, the lack of comeback suggesting she knew where Vivienne was going with this.

“Do you remember the Christchurch earthquakes?” The memory made Vivienne’s stomach tight. Thirteen years had lessened the sense of terror that used to engulf her at the mere mention of it, but the abject fear she’d felt, the fear for her life, would never truly go away.

The quake caused over $77 billion in damage, making it the most expensive natural disaster in New Zealand.

“I do,” Carla said, her chin resting on Vivienne’s head. “I was seventeen. Dad always put the TV on in the morning. I remember crawling out of bed and seeing the devastation on the news.”

“I was there.” Vivienne swallowed the ball of emotion climbing up her throat.

Nothing, nothing at all, could have prepared her for the reality of living through such a catastrophic earthquake. No amount of documentaries, television shows, or internet searches came close to the reality of living through it.

The terror, the confusion, the sheer destruction, and the lasting grief that hung over the city like a dark cloud that refused to lift.

Carla wiggled around Vivienne and sat beside her. She took her hand between hers and rubbed it vigorously as if Vivienne was cold. “I can’t even imagine.”

“I was your age.” Vivienne smiled sadly. “I was working for a finance company…”

“No!” Carla gasped. “I feel sick. Please tell me you didn’t get trapped.”

“Sorry, I can’t lie.” She kept her voice light, but her heart was pounding, adrenaline surging the same as it had that day thirteen years ago. “But I was one of the lucky ones.” At least she’d escaped with her life. Eighteen of her workmates hadn’t.

“Oh, Vivienne, I’m so sorry you went through that.”

“Me too. But what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger, right?”

“Something like that.”

Silence descended, and Vivienne hated that she’d ruined the relaxed atmosphere. “I just wanted you to know that’s why—”

“Shh.” Carla wrapped her arms tighter around Vivienne. “We will never speak of it again. And for the record, I think you’re incredibly brave. I don’t think I would have the guts to work on the fifth floor of a building if that happened to me. I’d be like, ground floor, all the way.”

It took a while, but she’d refused to let it beat her. “When I got offered the job, that was the biggest challenge to overcome.”

“Geez, what is it with Ezy Credit?” Carla performed a dramatic eye roll. “They don’t make it easy, do they? I had a tough time deciding whether or not to take the job.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“Me too.” She flicked a blanket over their laps. “No more talking until the sun sets.”

With her head resting on Carla’s shoulder and her mind at peace, Vivienne watched the sun sink below the horizon, the sky full of reds, oranges, and pinks.
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“Whereabouts?”
 Carla asked, phone to her ear as she let herself in after work. It was Ava’s seventh birthday on Friday, and Suzette was holding a birthday party for her on Saturday.

“Our house,” Suzette said. “She’s allowed two friends. We don’t have enough money for bouncy castles and all the bells and whistles.”

You didn’t have to spend a lot of money to make a memorable birthday. Carla’s dad had thrown enough for her to know that firsthand.

“Who’s the other friend?” Carla asked, knowing Tabitha was one, and Suzette was picking her up from Wayne’s on Saturday.

“Ava’s cousin, Paisley. Fleur and Logan will be here too. They’re a blast.”

They absolutely were, but Carla wasn’t about to say that when she could wind up her friend. “What’s with all the flowery names?”

“It was a budding romance,” Suzette deadpanned. “Speaking of budding romances, bring boss lady with you.”

“Vivienne.” Weird how quickly she corrected her mate, yet she couldn’t stop calling Vivienne ‘boss’ herself.

“So you’ll come?” Suzette asked.

“With any luck.”

“Perv.”






* * *




The next day at work,
 Carla powered through the paperwork Vivienne had given her and made her way to her office, confident she was alone. It wasn’t often she had meetings, and when she did, Carla was the first to know. She greeted everyone who entered the building and smiled at everyone who left.

She tapped on the door and poked her head in. “Are you free?”

Vivienne’s radiant smile lit up the office and warmed Carla from the inside out. She wore an elegant chiffon short-sleeve blouse with three tiny buttons and an open collar.

Although they were both still cautious at work, it’d been weeks since Vivienne had pretended she didn’t want Carla. Neither of them were ready for the staff to know just yet, but that didn’t mean Carla didn’t take risks. After all, keeping Vivienne on her toes was part of the thrill.

“And if I’m not?”

Carla closed the door behind her and sauntered across the office. Rounding the desk, she pulled Vivienne to her feet and nuzzled her neck. “God, I want you.”

Vivienne inhaled sharply. “We can’t do this.” Her protest was weak. “Not here.”

“That’s what you said yesterday.” She always protested but never put up a fight.

Looking adorably flustered, Vivienne blew out a breath and sank back into the tall-back office chair. The leather was soft as butter and didn’t make a sound.

Taking the seat opposite her, Carla got straight to the point. “I was wondering if you’re free this Saturday.”

“Huh?” A deep frown formed between her eyebrows. “Aren’t you busy? What about Tabitha?”

The question wasn’t entirely unexpected, but the fact she’d stopped to consider Tabitha made Carla’s heart sing. Until now, it’d just been expected that they only saw each other every other weekend, and Vivienne had never made a big deal of it.

“It’s Ava’s birthday.”

“The wee girl I met at the pools?”

“Good memory.” The meeting had been brief, the mention of Ava’s name fleeting, although Ava’s antics at the poolside—ditching her clothes—had no doubt left an impression.

“Correct. She’s turning seven and my best friend is having a small gathering. I was wondering if you’d like to come with me.” It’d been a decade since Carla had asked anyone to meet her friends, and although a twinge of nerves pulled at her, she was looking forward to introducing Vivienne to some of the people who mattered most to her.

Vivienne wrinkled her nose, twitching it like a bunny. “There’ll be kids?”

“Three of them.” Carla held up three fingers as if she couldn’t count.

Slowly, Vivienne leaned forward in her chair. She steepled her arms and rested her chin on her hands. “And you don’t mind that I’ll be around Tabitha?”

They’d met briefly at the pools, but that didn’t count. “I wouldn’t have asked if I was worried about that.”

“Then I’d love to.”

“Really?” She’d expected at least some resistance at the mention of kids.

“Would you rather I said no?”

“I’d rather you stripped and spread your legs for me.” Although the words had been said to fluster Vivienne, they ignited a fuse inside Carla. She held Vivienne’s gaze, loving the flush that coloured her cheeks.

She rounded the desk and pulled Vivienne out of her chair. Their eyes locked, their mouths millimetres apart. Carla cupped Vivienne’s crotch, loving the wet heat that engulfed her palm.

“What are you doing?” Vivienne pulled on her arm and ground against her palm at the same time.

“You seriously need to ask?”

“Anyone could walk in!”

A knock on the door cut through the sexual tension between them. If desire had a scent, they would be so busted right now. Acting fast, Carla pushed Vivienne into her chair and flew into the seat opposite the desk.

“Come in,” Vivienne said, her cheeks pink, her voice barely more than a squeak.

Carla smirked, earning herself a glare, which was perfect. Vivienne’s reaction unwittingly worked as a smokescreen.

“Oops, I can come back,” Ian said. He was one of the guys who did the grunt work, issuing demands, so it wasn’t often Carla saw him.

“It’s fine. We’re done here.” Vivienne sat up tall, her expression all business and slightly menacing. At least, to anyone who was easily intimidated. “Do you think you can manage now?” she asked sharply.

“Sure can. Thanks for your tutorage.” Carla breezed past Ian, smiling widely. As far as her workmates were concerned, she didn’t let the odd reprimand bother her, so he wouldn’t have any reason to think something else might’ve put such a big smile on her face.






* * *




By four p.m.
 Saturday, Ava’s birthday party was in full swing. The kids were high on sugar, the drinks were flowing, and the adults were pleasantly relaxed. Although March had signalled the end of summer, April was proving to be just as warm.

Carla didn’t mind, though. What wasn’t there to like about longer days and shorter skirts? She certainly wasn’t complaining about the cami dress Vivienne had worn. It was floral print, trimmed with lace, and came to mid-thigh. Thighs that Carla could spend hours between.

Tabitha came running over, putting an end to Carla’s X-rated daydream.

“Who’s that lady?” Tabitha asked, even though she’d met her before. Admittedly, that had been brief, and she’d stared at Vivienne through swimming goggles and hair plastered to her face.

“She’s my boss.”

Scuttling sideways, Tabitha came to a stop in front of Vivienne. “Does that mean you’re a bossy britches?”

“Tab—”

Vivienne cut Carla off with a look she normally reserved for employees who were up shit creek.

“No, that means I eat little children.”

Amused, Carla sat back and looked on.

“Roar!” Tabitha held up her hands like claws, pulled her foot back, and kicked Vivienne in the shin.

Oh, she did not just do that! The little brat! Before Carla could lunge for her, she was off.

“You can’t catch me.”

“Time out?” Suzette asked from her spot, standing beside them.

“No way.” Vivienne took off in hot pursuit. Tabitha stole glances over her shoulder, looking equally excited and terrified.

Ava and her cousin, Paisley, who’d been playing in the sandpit, dropped their plastic shovels and joined in the chase. Ava stepped into Tabitha’s path, facing her head-on. When they crashed into each other, arms going around waists before they toppled over, goofy faces and all, there wasn’t a single adult who didn’t wear a smile.

Unperturbed by the pile-up, Vivienne plucked Tabitha up and nibbled on her arm.

“Carla, Carla, help!”

She shook her head. “Nope, you’re on your own, kid.”

“I can see why you like her,” Suzette said.

Carla leaned forward in her chair and stared up Vivienne’s dress. If she bent over any further, the guests were going to get an eyeful. “Can you?”

“That’s just like you. Make a wisecrack rather than show your emotions.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be a good look to start drooling, would it? Your folks might not mind, but I don’t really know your in-laws.”

“Is she staying at your place tonight?”

Vivienne joined them, sandals in hand.

“I don’t know,” Carla said. “Ask her.”

If looks could kill, Carla would be on the ground…uninjured. Suzette was the worst at giving dirty looks. They were more comical than frightening.

“Ask me what?” Vivienne said.

“What the fuck you see in her,” Suzette said.

“Mum said a bad word,” Ava giggled.

“Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck,” Tabitha chanted, and Paisley joined in.

“Enough!” Carla pushed out of the canvas seat.

Tabitha took off running. She glanced back at Carla, grinning over her shoulder. But Carla wasn’t smiling. The kid was being a shit, and some time out would do her good. Catching Tai’s eye, Carla nodded. As Tabitha whizzed past, he scooped her up and handed her over.

“Right, missy. Should we apologise to Vivienne for kicking her?”

“I was just playing.” She pouted, the joyful glee draining from her face. At that moment, it wasn’t hard to see why parents let kids get away with murder.

Carla set her on her feet. “Would you like me to kick you in the leg?”

“No.” Tabitha dropped her lip, body swaying from side to side.

“Why not?”

“Because it hurts.”

“Exactly.” Carla crouched, putting them at eye level. “So, how about you say sorry to my boss?”

Although her reluctance was clear for all to see, Tabitha nodded.

“Is she in trouble?” Ava asked, appearing beside them. She was a sensitive kid, and Carla hated the worried look in her eyes. It was her birthday, after all, and they were supposed to be having fun.

“Nope.” Carla braced a hand on her knee and stood. “But she does have something to say to Vivienne. Way you go.” Carla gave her a nudge.
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VIVIENNE









The night had been more
 entertaining than Vivienne anticipated. Carla’s friends were good company, and she hadn’t felt unwelcome for a second. Not even when Tabitha kicked her in the shin.

“I guess it’s true what they say about opposites attract,” Carla said as they climbed into the car. “Those kids adored you.”

Taking the compliment with grace, Vivienne shrugged. “My nieces and nephews are the same. They have no idea kids give me hives.”

“PTSD?” Carla asked.

Vivienne had never really thought of it that way, but perhaps there was some truth in it. “My best mate’s son was a handful.”

“Was?”

“Still is, but he’s doing better.” Her heart expanded on Nancy’s behalf, and to be honest, as much as Jake had driven her batty twenty years ago, Vivienne had a special place for him in her heart. How could she not? She’d been there for every bump and bruise and broken bone. “He was hell on wheels.”

“Like Tabitha?”

“That kid’s a peach in comparison.” She turned right at the intersection, headed for Carla’s. “A lot of people thought he had ADHD.” The memory of being shunned by old school friends because they couldn’t cope with Jake’s behaviour left a bad taste in Vivienne’s mouth.

“But he didn’t?” Carla asked, sounding intrigued.

“The official diagnosis was that he was a little daredevil. In short, he would go full tilt at pretty much anything and was perpetually nursing a broken or bleeding body part.”

“And now?” Carla asked.

“He’s twenty-one and just started an apprenticeship at a local garage.”

“You’re proud of him, aren’t you?” Carla poked her in the ribs, making Vivienne laugh.

“Excuse me. I’m driving.”

“Live dangerously. Go on, put the pedal to the metal.” She ran her hand over the dash lovingly. “Make this baby purr.”

“It’s not a cat.” Vivienne laughed. “And knowing my luck, we’d end up in a wreck.”

“If I was a car, I’d wreck you every night.”

Amused, Vivienne glanced sideways. “You really need to work on your pick-up lines.”

“You’re so beautiful, you make me forget my pick-up lines.”

She came to a stop at Carla’s. “Corny.”

Carla grinned. “Here I am. What are your other two wishes?”

Oh, so she thought she was a genie now? Vivienne could get on board with that. “That you’ll invite me in.”

“Duh.” Carla cracked open the door. “What a waste of a wish.”

Hand in hand, they frogmarched down the steep driveway to Carla’s two-bedroom cottage.

“After you.” Carla stood back, letting Vivienne enter first.

The door clicked shut behind them, and just like it always did when they were alone, the room became sexually charged. If Vivienne was as confident as Carla, she would’ve lunged for her, pushed her up against the wall, and shoved her tongue down her throat.

It wasn’t that Vivienne lacked confidence. She had it in abundance when it came to work and meeting new people, but when it came to sex, she wasn’t comfortable taking the lead. Quite the opposite. Giving over control was her jam and strawberries and whipped cream.

Carla backed her up, trapping Vivienne between her body and the wall. The contrast of the hard wood behind her and Carla’s curves pushing into her set Vivienne’s body on fire. They kissed like they’d been starved of each other. By the time they parted, Vivienne was a throbbing mess, eager to please.

“You have one wish left.” Carla’s eyes were heavy with lust. “Choose carefully.”

What she wanted was right there, forefront of her mind, but fear of ridicule made her choke on her words. “I want…I want.” Unable to hold Carla’s gaze, Vivienne stared at the carpet. “I want to sub…” She choked on the word.

Gently, Carla lifted her chin. “Look at me when you speak.” She gave her a nod of encouragement. “Try again.”

“I want you to dominate me. To take con—”

Carla silenced her with a single finger between them. “I know what it means, and by finishing that sentence, you will be telling me what to do.” A smile that was somehow both reassuring and assertive curved Carla’s lips. “It doesn’t work that way.” She stepped back, letting her hungry gaze rove over Vivienne. “Strip.”

“Yes, CC.” She’d only ever called one person mistress and that was because she’d been ordered to. That was long ago, and the title didn’t fit Carla. This felt more organic than scripted, if that made sense.

Tucking her fingers into the top of her dress, Vivienne slowly lowered it, her backside bumping against the cool wall as she bent forward to remove her briefs. Her bra went next.

“On your knees,” Carla ordered as she left the room.

What was she doing? Where had she gone? The tick of the clock on the wall echoed in Vivienne’s chest. Her pulse throbbed between her legs. She was slick, and Carla was yet to touch her.

Although it wasn’t the first time she’d been naked in Carla’s living room, it was every bit as exhilarating. The second Carla reappeared, Vivienne’s heart jackhammered.

She wore a red mini-dress that hugged her body like a second skin. Every bump, every curve, was on tantalising display. Her four-inch heels were the same vibrant red, and her seamed stockings made Vivienne long to lick her way to the top.

But the crop she was swinging, also red, kept Vivienne rooted to the spot, kneeling before her.

“Well?” Carla tapped the crop against the flat of her hand. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“You look beautiful, CC.” The descriptor didn’t even come close to describing how dazzling she looked. Powerful, elegant, temptation on legs.

She walked a slow circle around Vivienne. “Have you been a good girl?”

“Yes, CC.”

“Lies!” She struck Vivienne’s knee with the tip of the crop. “Safe word?”

“Chaga.”

“I would say good girl, but that would be another lie.” She loomed over Vivienne. “On all fours. Now!” She punctuated the command with a slap of the crop against her shoe.

The loud crack bounced off the walls and echoed in Vivienne’s ears. She dropped to her hands and knees, presenting herself to Carla. The crop trailed along her spine, making gooseflesh pop on her skin.

“Tell me what you like.” Standing behind Vivienne, out of her peripheral vision, Carla dragged the tongue of the crop between Vivienne’s legs, sending a spark of desire from her clit to her tingling nipples.

“That, CC.”

A tap, tap, tap started, the impacts coming in quick succession. The rhythmic tapping on her clit sparked through her, the vibrations making her nerve endings zing like her favourite vibrator.

“What else?”

“Being…” She stalled, head down, hair grazing the carpet. The crack that followed dislodged the next word. “Spanked.”

There, she’d finally admitted why she’d reacted so readily to Carla’s words at the speed-dating night. The difference was, if they’d gone down this road that night, she never would’ve trusted her enough to make herself so vulnerable.

“Get.” Whack. “Out. Of. Your. Head.” Each word was punctuated with a blow. Her arse was on fire, and she was in heaven. The burn, the supplication, all of it, made her feel like…a good girl. And that wasn’t a term she associated with herself. And it certainly wasn’t a term she would normally take kindly to being called.

Carla’s hand ghosted over her backside, soothing the burn before an open-handed slap landed.

It hadn’t hurt, but Vivienne lurched forward, her body’s natural response to move out of harm’s way.

“Safe word?”

“Chaga.” She could take more. But she wouldn’t ask. She was there to serve and would take as much as or little as Carla had to give. Submitting to her, pleasing her, obeying her orders, were what really turned Vivienne on.

Out of the corner of her eye, Vivienne spotted the tongue of the crop seconds before the cold lick of leather tapped her under the chin. “Look at me.”

Obeying, Vivienne lifted her head, drinking in every inch of Carla—her sheer stockings, the flare of her hips, her slim waist, the dress stretched tightly across her breasts, and finally, the heated look in those gorgeous hazel eyes.

“Do you need to be punished some more?”

Still on her hands and knees, Vivienne tipped her head back further, chin up. “Whatever pleases you, CC.”

She held a foot out. “Take my shoes off.”

They looked so hot, Vivienne almost groaned.

“Problem?”

“No, CC.” Was she that transparent?

“Good.” She tapped Vivienne’s shoulder with the crop. “Try again.”

This time, Vivienne removed one shoe, then the other, setting them neatly beside each other before dropping back to all fours. Carla moved away, her footfalls silent on the carpet.

The crop connected with Vivienne’s backside, making her squeal in delight and surprise. Behind her, Carla let out a delightful chuckle. The sofa creaked, then all was silent.

Vivienne’s senses heightened. The wall clock ticked. A door banged outside. A buzzing noise sounded.

“Turn around.” The command was sharp yet gentle.

Remaining on her hands and knees, Vivienne performed a U-turn. Her gaze landed on Carla’s spread thighs. It was the first time she’d had an up close and personal view of someone pleasuring themselves, and she’d never seen a more erotic sight.

Carla’s eyes were closed, head tipped back against the sofa, vibrator on her clit. Her pussy was pink and swollen—a stark contrast to the teal-blue toy. Her other hand was on her left breast, kneading it through the tight confines of her mini-dress, now bunched around her waist.

“Do you like to look?”

“Yes, Miss CC.” She’d only called her that once before, and it felt right.

“Come closer.” Not once did Carla open her eyes.

Once she was so close that they were almost touching, Vivienne sat back on her haunches, hands on her knees to stop herself from touching. Carla’s perfume, the very essence of her, swirled around Vivienne’s nose. She smelt so good, Vivienne couldn’t wait to lean in and lick her. Would she be allowed?

“Tongue, no hands.” Hallelujah! Her prayers had been answered. Kneeling up, she clutched her hands behind her back and dipped her head forward.

The exquisite taste of Carla and the buzzing toy made Vivienne’s tongue zing. Taking a chance it would be okay, she entered Carla, gently fucking her with her tongue.

A low moan escaped her, and she spread her thighs wider, giving Vivienne better access. Knowing she’d pulled that moan from Carla sent a ripple of excitement through Vivienne. She rocked back and forth on her knees, thrusting in and out of her. She wanted to hear her moan again.

The toy landed on the sofa beside them, and Carla tangled her fingers through Vivienne’s hair. She tugged, making Vivienne’s scalp prickle, and she loved it.

Her grip tightened, pulling Vivienne closer. Instinctively, her hands came up and just before she braced herself against Carla’s knees, she remembered the order—tongue, no hands—
 and braced herself against the sofa instead.


Phew, that was close.


No longer afraid she might faceplant, not that that would be the worst thing that had ever happened to her—she drew Carla’s clit between her lips and circled it with her tongue.

“Oh, fuck, yes.” Carla’s hips lifted off the sofa. “Devour me. All of me.”

Eager to do her bidding, Vivienne kept up a steady rhythm. She felt like she was high, and in a sense, she was. High on Carla, high on her scent, and high on the reactions she was pulling from her.

“Close.” Carla loosened her grip on Vivienne’s hair but kept her hand on her head. “I need you,” she panted. “Inside.”

Without breaking contact with her mouth, Vivienne slipped a hand between them and entered her, loving the liquid heat that engulfed her fingers.

“Faster,” Carla said.

Ignoring the ache that was setting into her knees, Vivienne pumped in and out—hard and fast. From this vantage point, she could read Carla’s expression, and she appeared to be in ecstasy.

Her chest rose and fell. Her thighs trembled. Then it happened.

She moaned, long and low, her inner muscles squeezing Vivienne’s fingers as she rode out her climax. The blissed-out look on her face was one of the most beautiful things Vivienne had ever seen. The contractions seemed to go on forever, some so powerful they almost pushed Vivienne’s fingers right out of her.

Should she withdraw or would having nothing to clamp down on ruin her orgasm?

“Fuck.” Carla cursed quietly. She looked delirious. She looked pleased, and that made Vivienne’s blood sing.

She put a foot on Vivienne’s shoulder and pushed her back. Vivienne braced herself to stand, pushing off the carpet. She barely got to a crouch when a sharp shake of Carla’s head stopped her. “Did I give you permission to stand?”

“No, Miss CC.”

Carla gripped her jaw, staring her in the eye. “Then don’t. I’m not done with you.”

Her lips were on Vivienne’s before she could blink, and she was all too aware that Carla would be able to taste herself on Vivienne’s mouth. And more than that, she loved that she didn’t care. Being told to wipe your mouth first was kind of a mood killer. At least, for Vivienne. And her ex…her ex could go fuck herself. For some reason, she found that funny. She managed to stifle the giggle that wanted to pop out, but Carla must’ve felt her smile all the same.

“Something funny?”

“No, Miss.”

“Pardon?”

“CC.”

“We’ll see
 .” Her lips twitched before she schooled her expression again. “Spread your thighs. Let me look at you.”


Oh, God.
 Could she do this? Her cheeks burned, but the desire to please Carla won out. Leaning back on her haunches, she spread her legs wider. She didn’t have to look down to know she was swollen and wet. Getting Carla off had been every bit as exhilarating for her. She’d felt every tremor, every gasp, every pant, and every spasm.

Carla tapped the tongue of the crop on Vivienne’s clit, then each nipple. It didn’t hurt, but the strikes let Vivienne know who was in charge. Her nipples tingled and her clit throbbed.

“Lie back,” Carla instructed.

Vivienne flicked her legs out in front of her and reclined. The carpet was soft against her back, slightly scratchy too, but she didn’t care. She also didn’t take her eyes off Carla as she positioned herself between Vivienne’s thighs.

Carla popped up again, and Vivienne almost groaned her frustration. She’d been so close to feeling Carla’s mouth on her, to getting some relief, and then…

A pillow landed at her side. “Put that under your hips.”

Glad she hadn’t pouted, Vivienne lifted her pelvis then paused. “Um, do you need to, um, cover it?” She was soaking wet, and if Carla saw fit to grant her an orgasm it was about to get worse.

“It’s my job to worry about things like that. Put it under your arse…” Her voice had an edge now. “Or get up and get dressed.”

The pillow was under Vivienne’s backside before the last word left Carla’s mouth. The pleased look Carla shot her made Vivienne way happier than it should’ve. Her insides lit up like a young girl being praised for doing well.

“Good girl.”

And that was the whipped cream on top. The thought had no sooner crossed her mind when Carla returned from the kitchen with the can of whipped cream in her hand. She squirted a healthy dollop on Vivienne’s crotch. Her back arched and her teeth clenched. It was freaking freezing.

“Cold?”

“A little.”

“Not for long.” Carla tossed the can aside and dropped to her knees. On her elbows, she flicked Vivienne’s legs over her shoulders and dove in, lapping at her like a cat lapping at a bowl of milk. Each swipe drove Vivienne higher and higher.

Within no time, she was ready to explode. “Close.”

Carla’s mouth was gone in an instant. She hadn’t wanted to come without permission, but she hadn’t wanted Carla to stop either.

“You want to come?” Carla asked as if she didn’t know. Her mouth was dripping with Vivienne’s arousal and the remnants of whipped cream.

“Yes, Miss CC.”

“Beg for it.”

“Please, Miss. Please make me come.”

Sitting up, Carla flattened three fingers and massaged Vivienne’s clit, rubbing it in slow, torturous circles. Vivienne’s thighs trembled in time to the glorious pulsing between her legs.

“Faster or slower?” Carla asked, and Vivienne loved that she checked in. Learning someone else’s body, regardless of the power exchange, didn’t happen overnight. Not only that. Some days she liked it hard and fast. Others, she liked it slow and steady.

“Just…like…that?” It was hard to talk when you were panting so hard.

Carla kept up the steady rhythm but added a finger to the mix, entering Vivienne. She curled it forward. “Do you want to come for me?”

“Yes, Miss CC. Let me come for you.”

She slipped another finger inside, stretching Vivienne. “Say it again.”

“Please.” Vivienne moaned, eyes rolling back, muscles coiled tight. “Please, let me come.”

Carla’s hand stopped, but before Vivienne could worry her request was going to be denied, Carla went down on an elbow, taking Vivienne’s clit between her lips, and that was Vivienne’s undoing.

Drowning in ecstasy, she cried out as waves of pleasure washed over her, each swell deeper than the last. She screwed her eyes shut, sinking further into the orgasm. Her body trembled and tiny whimpers escaped her. How embarrassing. Since when did she whimper? Since she’d been granted an orgasm that made her see stars, that’s when.

Unsure when Carla had moved, Vivienne felt a warm washcloth on her. Carla wiped her face, her breasts, then between her legs, making her feel incredibly pampered.

“You okay?”

When the room stopped spinning, Vivienne slowly sat up. Carla took her hand, helping her. “Take your time.”

“I think I destroyed your pillow.”

“It’ll wash.” Carla pushed a tendril of hair off Vivienne’s face. “You really are stunning.”

That was hard to believe right then. She must look how she felt—destroyed.

“Shower?” Carla held out a hand, and Vivienne took it.

“That sounds divine.”

After turning on the water, Carla instructed Vivienne to get in first while she got undressed. As soon as she climbed into the stall, barely big enough for both of them, Carla soaped up a washcloth and washed Vivienne from neck to toe.

Having her back washed was a luxury she hadn’t had in years. Although they hadn’t done anything intense enough to require aftercare, Vivienne felt truly cherished. Putting her clothes back on to go home was going to be torture.

Once they got out, Carla handed her a fluffy grey towel and wrapped one around herself. “Be right back.” She disappeared, and Vivienne went to follow. There was no point loitering in the bathroom when her clothes were strewn all over the living room floor.

She’d barely exited the bathroom, steam billowing out around her, when Carla intercepted her.

She held out a robe. “Try this on.”

Confused, Vivienne stared at it for a minute. Shouldn’t she be on her way? It wasn’t that she wanted to leave, far from it, but she didn’t want to outstay her welcome either.

Head tipped to the left, Carla raised an eyebrow. She didn’t have to ask if there was a problem or spell out what she’d said once before. The words were clear in her expression.


If I wanted you to leave, I’d tell you.


Vivienne took the robe and slipped it on. Other than being a little snug around the shoulders, it fit perfectly. “Thanks.” She looked away, feeling bashful.

Carla hooked a finger under Vivienne’s chin and raised it. “Will you stay the night?”

At that moment, you could’ve knocked Vivienne over with a puff of air. Feeling unsteady, she reached for the wall. “Are you sure?”

“If you want to.” Carla chewed her lip as if she thought she might’ve read Vivienne wrong. But she hadn’t. Vivienne was in this for the long haul. Or for as long as Carla would have her.

“I’d like that.” She was giddy with joy.
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CARLA









It’d been
 a week since Vivienne stayed the night, and although their bond was deepening by the day, it was business as usual at work. Six months after starting the job, Carla felt like a piece of furniture at work. She had her core group of friends but interacted with most employees at least once or twice a week.

“It should be coming up soon. It must be almost a year ago.” Belinda frowned.

“Don’t look at me,” Cynthia said. “I don’t even get to go.”

“Go where?” Carla scooped up some of her homemade vegetable soup. She’d dusted off the crockpot on Saturday, tossed in a bacon hock, added some herbs and spices, grated some carrots and a potato, cut up some celery, and boom, she had hot lunches for the week.

“Work conference.” Kent yawned. “It’s where you get to sit around and listen to some tosser wank on about team building.”

Amused by his choice of words, Carla raised an eyebrow. “Like, literally wank in public?”

Tammy snorted coffee out her nose.

“No.” Kent rolled his eyes. “I meant that as literally as someone saying ‘keep your eyes peeled’.” He folded his eyelids inside out, making everyone at the table squirm.

“More party tricks, Kent.”

That voice.

It rolled over Carla like a warm summer day. Something that was a thing of the past. Since she’d got up that morning, it’d been raining cats and dogs. Not literally, of course, but thanks to Kent’s comment, an image of cats and dogs shooting past the window flashed in her mind.

She turned in her seat, and as inconspicuously as possible, drank in the sight of this beautiful woman who made her days so much brighter. She wore a red knit skirt that clung to her hips and a turtleneck top that hugged her breasts.

“How’s everyone today?” Vivienne asked.

“Good,” Carla said. “We were just talking about wanking.”

“Not a very appropriate conversation to be having at work.”

“We weren’t discussing our masturbation habits,” Carla boxed on. “We were talking about the word…wanking. What does that even mean?”

No one else said a word. For some reason, their lunches were suddenly far more interesting. Belinda nudged her under the table.

Tammy cleared her throat. “We were talking about the work conference, actually.”

“Were you just?” Vivienne said. “And what has Carla told you?”

“Me?” Carla spun around so fast her head spun. Thank God she was sitting. “It’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

“Really? Is your work up to date? I’m sure I emailed you the information.”

If she had, Carla would remember. And of course her work was up to date, but why say that when she could use this to her advantage? “Ah, that
 email. I have some questions if you’re free after lunch.”

“Two o’clock. My office.” Vivienne stepped back from the table. “Tammy and Belinda, you too.” She smiled apologetically. “Sorry, Cynthia. Maybe next year.”

“It’s fine.” Her expression matched her words. She didn’t seem bothered at all.

Once they were alone again, Tammy stared at Kent. “You can pretend all you like that you don’t care, but I saw the envy in your eyes.”

He huffed out a laugh. “Keep telling yourself that.”

Conferences? Envy? Carla had a hundred questions, but none she wanted to voice right then.






* * *




Fifteen minutes
 before their two o’clock meeting, Carla put the bell on the counter and made her way to Vivienne’s office. Doing the professional thing, she knocked and waited. When there was no answer, she nudged the door open.

Phone to her ear, Vivienne held up a finger. If Carla hadn’t been so intent on seeing her before everyone else filed in, she probably would’ve realised her line was busy. Making the most of their time alone, she pushed the door closed and crept across the office.

She hadn’t found time to steal a kiss today, and she needed one ASAP. Seeming to sense where her mind had gone, Vivienne shook her head in warning, which was like waving a red flag at a bull.

Carla spun Vivienne’s chair around. At least she tried to. Vivienne locked her leg against the side of the desk, preventing Carla from turning it more than a few inches.

Challenge accepted, Carla stood behind her instead and snaked her arms down Vivienne’s neck. She cupped her breasts through her knit top, loving the hitch of her breath and sure the caller wondered why her voice had gone up an octave.

“Thank you… I know.” Her breath caught when Carla squeezed her nipple. “Sure, yes. Will do.” She gripped Carla’s hand, doing her best to peel her fingers off. “I appreciate it. Talk soon.”

She ended the call and spun in her chair, flinging Carla off like a backpack.

“Do you know who that was?”

“No idea.” Carla straddled her lap. “Kiss me.”

After a stare down and flare of her nostrils, Vivienne relented. A quick peck, but a kiss, nonetheless.

“Better.” Carla stood, picked up her notepad, and settled her backside on the sofa under the rain-streaked window. “I thought you might need some sunshine in your day.”

“I’m not a flower.”

“But we’re buds.”

“Not funny.”

“Want me to keep going?”

“Yes, out the door.” She waved a hand like someone swatting at a pesky fly. “The meeting isn’t until two, and you can’t just waltz in here. Imagine how that looks?”

“Like I’m efficient,” Carla said in all seriousness. Vivienne was still her boss and as much as she enjoyed their stolen moments, she didn’t want to undermine her authority in front of the staff.

“We can play it that way, but it’s only going to make this meeting look worse. So, please…” She pleaded with her eyes. “Go. You can come back in ten minutes.”

Relenting, Carla walked backwards, her gaze on Vivienne as she retreated. She shot Carla a smile that lit up her insides.

Rather than go back to her desk, she entered the hub of the business. To pass some time, she opened all the drawers on the printer and topped up the paper trays. Whoever said computers would make for a paper-free work environment got that wrong. A lot of Ezy Credit’s filing was done digitally, but numerous files needed to be printed as well.

Belinda sidled up next to her, curly blonde hair falling in her eyes.

Tammy appeared next. “It’s almost two o’clock.”

“Shoot.” Carla glanced at her watch as if she’d been unaware. “It is too.”

Tane—pronounced Tar-nay—appeared on the other side of the photocopier. “Didn’t you just come from there?”

Crap. Trust him to notice. He was head of the investigations team, and Carla rarely saw him, but he’d clearly seen her.

“Yep. And she sent me away.”

Belinda and Tammy exchanged smiles but said nothing. Walking in a single line, they all filed into Vivienne’s office. Aubrey was already there, perched on the sofa. That was a surprise but not an unwanted one.

“Laptop, Carla?” Vivienne asked as if she knew to bring it with her.

She held up a pen. “Pen and paper?”

Unimpressed, Vivienne folded her arms tightly. “We’ll wait.”

If she wanted to exert her dominance at work, so be it. Although it was her prerogative, it would be fun to make her pay later. Smiling sweetly, Carla dashed to reception, grabbed the laptop and was back in a flash. Since everyone else had taken seats on the sofas, she parked herself by Vivienne’s desk and put her laptop on the corner, looking every bit like a PA and nothing like a receptionist.

“Right,” Vivienne said. “As a few of you know, the annual conference is coming up.”

Carla tapped away on the keyboard, taking down every word. She doubted she was meant to record Vivienne’s opening line, but it was worth the glare she received in return. Once Vivienne got to the crux of the meeting, Carla deleted the introductions and took notes like a good little personal assistant.

“I was speaking to Larry today.”

The name was new to her. Carla looked up.

“The CEO of all four branches,” Vivienne clarified.

“Want me to note that?” Carla pointed at her laptop.

Other than the slight flare of her nostrils, Vivienne acted like she hadn’t heard her. “This year, the annual conference will be held at Kerikeri.”

“The Bay of Islands?” Belinda was all but clapping her hands like an excited child.

“Yes, the Bay of Islands.” Vivienne steepled her fingers, elbows on the desk. “Day one will be casual. Day two will be about learning.”

A collective groan sounded.

“You can stay behind if you like.”

Silence.

“Day three will be more relaxed, and for those of you who want to stay the extra day, you’ll have the opportunity to explore Waitangi.”

“I’ve been there,” Tane said, pride lighting up his face.

That wasn’t surprising, but Carla didn’t say as much for fear of sounding judgemental. She was sure plenty of people with Māori blood were yet to visit Waitangi. Just because it was part of their heritage didn’t mean they had to go or had the funds to. Speaking of, how were this lot getting there? It had to be at least ten hours by car from Wellington to Kerikeri.

As Vivienne continued to speak, Carla noted down the dates and was tasked with flight bookings. So that answered that—they were flying not driving.

“This year, receptionists are invited as well, so Carla will be joining us.” She looked from each staff member to the next. Her gaze was steady, but Carla sensed an underlying hint of anxiety, as if they might see right through her.

“Questions?”

“Are partners allowed?” Belinda asked.

Although the question seemed innocent, Vivienne’s mask slipped. She fiddled with some papers on her desk, cleared her throat, and met Belinda’s gaze. “Have they ever been allowed?”

“No.” Belinda grinned. “But it was worth a try.”












Twenty-Nine







CARLA









The cab pulled
 up but the driver didn’t get out. The boot clicked open, and Carla tossed her bag in, then slid into the passenger seat.

It was hard to believe it’d been almost five months since she first became intimately acquainted with her boss. Their original unspoken agreement to only see each other every other weekend had gone out the window sometime when Carla wasn’t looking. Although, if she had to pinpoint it, she would say that changed shortly after the night Vivienne stayed.

Waking up together had been magical and stupid. Magical because they’d made love as soon as they woke up and sipped on coffee together as if they’d known each other a lifetime. And stupid because at that moment, Carla had fallen hard.

Whether she liked it or not, Vivienne had stolen a piece of her heart that weekend and taken it home with her.

“Where are you off to?” the cab driver asked. She appeared to be in her mid-fifties and reminded Carla of her grandmother when she was fit and spritely and had a smile for everyone.

“Kerikeri.”

“Nice.” The driver peered out the windscreen at the grey sky. “The weather’s bound to be better up that way.”

“I hope so, but it doesn’t really matter. Tomorrow I’ll be sitting in a boardroom.”

“I don’t miss those days.”

“Really?” Carla asked. “You used to work in an office?”

“Yep. For twenty years. Got sick of sitting on my backside and staring at the same four walls. So I chucked it in and got a job driving cabs.”

“I’m sure the job has its own challenges.” The hours had to suck, not to mention some of the people you would have to deal with on a regular basis.

“It has its rewards too.”

“Tell me one,” Carla said, intrigued and fairly sure she wasn’t talking about monetary gain. From what she’d heard, cab drivers weren’t paid well, put up with heaps of shit, and, of course, never got tips. It simply wasn’t done in New Zealand.

“I helped a woman give birth.”

“Yeah, nah.” Carla screwed up her face. That was a ‘how cool’ and ‘hell no’ tossed in together. “Right here?” Carla parted her thighs and stared at the leather seat.

“No.” The cabbie smiled at her in the rear-view mirror. “On the side of the road.”

They pulled to a stop and Carla grabbed her bag out of the boot, staring at the blanket in a new light. What other stories could that blanket tell?






* * *




At eight in the morning,
 Wellington Airport was a hive of activity. People bustled back and forth, some heading for international departures, others milling around domestic, and yet others queuing up for food and coffee.

After checking in, Carla glanced around, looking for signs of the others.

“Hey!” Belinda waved, her greeting almost drowned out by a tinny voice calling passengers to gate three.

Tammy spotted her next. She rushed towards Carla, waving frantically. Then seemingly all at once, everyone was there. Carla followed the group over to the self-check-in terminals. Air New Zealand staff wearing black and purple uniforms hovered around, offering assistance.

“What seat number are you?” Belinda asked as she looked at the available seats.

She hadn’t thought that out very well, had she? Because she wanted nothing more than to sit by Vivienne. She could’ve booked their seat online, but she was working with a budget and didn’t want to make anything too obvious. Now, though, who cared?

“The one by the boss.”

“Trust me, you don’t want to do that,” Belinda said, hand to her mouth. “She’s terrified of flying and will make you want to piss your pants.”

The comment was like sandpaper being scraped over an open wound. Carla wanted to reach into Belinda’s mouth and rip her tongue out. And feed it to her. Like, try to eat your tongue with no tongue. The ridiculous thought was exactly what she needed.

“What’s funny?” Belinda scowled.

“Watch this.” She marched over to Vivienne, nudged her aside, finished checking her in, and handed over her ticket. While Vivienne was still looking at her in a daze, Carla returned to Belinda’s side.

“What was that about?”

“I told her us lesbos have to stick together.” Carla made a scissoring motion, loving the stunned look on Belinda’s face.

Tane rocked up beside them, and Carla took the opportunity to do her PA thing because right then, Vivienne looked like she needed a personal assistant.

“You okay?” Carla asked, joining her as her bag was weighed and sent off to wherever bags went to at the airport. As long as they were waiting for them at the other end, she didn’t care.

“Yeah.” She nodded stoically. “There’s only one thing I hate more than lifts.”

“Flying.”

“Correct.”

Carla squeezed her hand, then released it as if she’d been burnt. Stupid. If she kept that up, she would out them before Vivienne was ready for the staff to know. In truth, Carla wasn’t sure how that would go either.

It used to worry her what Belinda would think, but after her cunty comment, Carla no longer cared. Her bigger concern was how Tammy would take the news. They’d built up a great rapport, and she hoped their friendship didn’t change.

Carla glanced over her shoulder, glad the rest of the group had wandered off. “You’ll be fine.” She lowered her voice to a sexy whisper. “I’ll distract you.”






* * *




Once they were
 in the air, Vivienne blew out a breath, body visibly relaxing.

“You okay?” Carla asked. She hated seeing Vivienne distressed. It made her feel useless when she couldn’t take away her anguish.

“Yeah.” She nodded, head brushing against the seat back. “It’s the take-off and landing that make me hyperventilate.”

It hadn’t been that dramatic, but there’d been no mistaking the rapid rise and fall of her chest. Enticing under any other circumstances, but Carla refused to cash in on another person’s fear.

Whether she thought it was irrational or not didn’t make it any less valid. When she was a child, she’d been mocked for parental separation anxiety, and it’d only made it worse.

At the time, she hadn’t known what caused it, but in hindsight, it was probably because she’d never known her mother and her father was her everything.

“You know, I used to be a shy kid.”

“What?” Vivienne couldn’t have looked more surprised. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No. School camps were a nightmare. I hated being away from home. From Dad.”

Vivienne’s expression softened, compassion shining in her eyes. “That’s understandable.”

“What about you? Did you like school camps?”

“I did. I had my first kiss at Edventure Fitzroy. With an ‘E’, not an ‘A’.”

“Is that right, Vivienne with two ‘E’s?” The urge to kiss her was overwhelming, especially with the way Vivienne was looking at her lips. Seeming to realise what she was doing, she shook her head and the spell was broken.

A flight attendant appeared, offering water.

“What was her name?” Carla asked once the flight attendant moved on.

“Charity. Charity Case.”

Carla snorted water out her nose. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.” She fiddled with the plastic cup on her tray. “But we were young enough back then that she didn’t get too much flak about it.”

“I hate to think what it’s like for her now.”

“Last I heard, she married a man and ditched the name.”

“So, she was just experimenting,” Carla mused out loud.

“We were just kids and it was done on a dare. But for me, I knew for sure that day that I was gay. I relived it a thousand times over.” She turned, looking Carla head-on. “How old were you when you first kissed a girl?”

“I used to kiss all the girls. Kiss, kiss, kiss. I would chase them around the playground and kiss them.” Carla made some more kissy noises.

Leaning over the armrest, Vivienne tentatively sniffed Carla’s mouth.

Mortified, Carla reeled back. Was there a bigger turn-off than bad breath? “What?”

“I thought I could smell bullshit again.”

“Fine, you got me.” She’d actually done that to herself.

Five minutes earlier she’d said she was a shy kid, and that hadn’t been a lie. She didn’t start coming out of her shell until she was twelve. As soon as she met her Big Sister,
 Angie, her father loosened the tow rope tethering them together. Angie had been such an outgoing person, she’d rubbed off on Carla, and by the time Carla started high school, her former self was a barely visible shadow of who she’d become.

“Waiting,” Vivienne said.

Carla thought back to her first kiss. “I was thirteen, and it was horrible.”

“Really?”

“Yep, she had braces…”

Vivienne narrowed her eyes.

“True story,” Carla assured her. “I’d just started intermediate and she was in my class. One night, I had a sleepover at her place. We were getting ready for bed, and she just kissed me. It wasn’t soft or gentle. She crashed her mouth into mine, and her braces cut my lip.”

“Did you go back for more?”

“I did.” Carla laughed.

“How did I not
 know you would say that?”

The cabin crew came by again, this time offering tea and coffee and a biscuit. Carla passed on the hot drink but took a chocolate-chip cookie.






* * *




After Vivienne
 almost put a hole through the floor of both planes as they came in for landing, first at Auckland airport, and then at Kerikeri, their group of five jumped in their shuttle and were deposited at the motel.

“Wow, nice place,” Tammy said. She jumped out of the shuttle, head ducked, and everyone followed.

Although they were only a few minutes out of town, it felt like they were a million miles away from civilisation. The weather had cleared, and sunlight seeped through the canopy of native trees crisscrossing the forest floor in hues of golden yellows and browns.

A sense of tranquillity filled the air along with the beautiful sound of birdsong. Something Carla missed living in the city. From her quick online search, the complex was set on fifty acres of bushland.

“We’ll meet in the conference room at one,” Vivienne said once they’d checked in and been given keys to their rooms. They trundled in a line, dragging suitcases behind them over the walkway. Well, other than Tane who’d packed lighter than anyone else and had his duffle bag slung over his shoulder.

Tammy stopped at the first cottage, Carla at the second. She fumbled with her lock long enough to see Tane enter the third room.

“You okay?” Tammy called out, making Carla swivel her head to the left.

“Yep.” She got the key in and turned back around in time to see Belinda enter the fourth cottage along. Vivienne stopped at the one on the end of the block. Key in hand, she shot Carla a fleeting glance, then disappeared into her room.

Crap! They might as well be in separate towns.

One thing she hadn’t been able to manipulate was their room numbers. That was on head office, who’d organised the conference and accommodation.

Sitting on the bed, Carla glanced around. Beige carpet, leafy wallpaper, and light-green dressers gave the room an outdoorsy feel. White linen contrasted nicely with muted tones. To her right, a sliding door opened to a small back deck with light-green outdoor furniture and a glass-top table.

Better still, it hadn’t cost her a cent and was all hers for two nights.












Thirty







VIVIENNE









Glad to be back
 on solid ground, Vivienne quickly freshened up and then went in search of Larry. He was the founder of the company, and she’d worked with him for less than a year before her transfer to Wellington.

The job offer had come at a great time for more than one reason. If asked, she couldn’t say which of those was the strongest—her desire to leave Christchurch behind after surviving two catastrophic earthquakes, the distance it would put between her and an ex who had the knack of making Christchurch seem too small, or the businesswoman in her who thrived on the challenge of turning a failing business around.

“Vivienne!” A wide smile spread across Larry’s face as she drew near.

He was smartly dressed in a navy-blue suit, with the collar of his white business shirt folded over the top of his jacket’s collar. No tie. His mantra was they restricted oxygen to the brain.

If she hadn’t known him for fifteen years, she would’ve halted before his hands touched her shoulders and he gave her two air kisses.

“Larry. It’s great to see you.” Vivienne smiled warmly.

“Did you get the flowers?”

“The…” Words failing her, she trailed off. They were from Larry? What the hell? She shook her head to clear the cotton wool. “Sorry?”

“The flowers. Wait.” He narrowed his eyes, looking none too pleased. “I asked my PA to arrange them. Please tell me you got them?”

“Oh, right. The flowers. Yes, thank you. But I had no idea who they were from. There was no card.”

His eyebrows drew together like a hawk’s, and he was every bit as sharp. “I’ll speak to her about that.”

“No, no.” Vivienne had met his PA, and she was wonderful. Not only that, she was more than competent. “You know what courier drivers are like, whizzing from one place to another. It could’ve fallen off.” She laughed it off, pleased he had no way of knowing she’d glowered at them all day. “I mean, duh. It obviously fell off.” Why was she channelling her inner teenage self?

“True. Well, for what it’s worth, they were to celebrate your tenth anniversary managing our Wellington branch.”

Ten years. How had that slipped her mind? She knew how, and here she came, full of smiles and laughter, no doubt entertaining her workmates strolling beside her.

“Tane,” Larry held out a hand, and the two men shook.

Tane had attended the conference last year, but that one had been held in Martinborough—wine country.

“Hi, I’m Carla.” Full of confidence and charm, Carla pulled her shoulders back. “Front desk executive at Ezy Credit Control, Wellington.”

“I like that.” Larry nodded his approval.

“You are so full of shit,” Belinda mumbled under her breath, and Vivienne shot her a warning look. They could act the fool all they liked when they weren’t on the clock or in the presence of the founder of all four branches.

Once the niceties were out of the way, they were escorted to the dining room where they were served a simple yet delicious lunch—a selection of savouries, fish bites, mini meatballs, spring rolls and a fruit platter.

In total, there were twenty people in attendance, five from each branch. And as dumb luck would have it, Vivienne ended up sitting opposite Carla in the horseshoe seating arrangement.

The afternoon was light on work, with the emphasis on reiterating the core values of Ezy Credit Control—a business dedicated to improving the financial well-being of their customers that prided itself on being an equal opportunities employer with a diverse team.

“Who can give me an example of diversity?” Larry asked, strolling back and forth like a teacher without a blackboard.

“Me.” Carla waved her hand in the air like an excitable pupil. It was great to see her participating, but her huge grin made Vivienne wary. She tried to shoot her a warning look, but Carla refused to meet her gaze.

“Yes, Clara?” Larry asked.

“Carla. The name’s Carla, sir.”

“I know. And very good. I like your confidence. It’s okay to correct people if it’s done tactfully.” He paused. “But there’s no need to call me sir.”

“Yes, sir.”

Everyone laughed, and Larry’s lips twitched too.

Carla was enigmatic if nothing else. And she was Vivienne’s. Holy hell. It was time to back up that bus, but it was too late. It had already ploughed all over her good intentions not to succumb to Carla’s charms.

“An example of diversity,” Carla said. The room fell silent, all eyes on her. “The people I work with are like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, each unique yet essential to completing the picture.”

Belinda rolled her eyes. She’d been acting out since they left Wellington, and as soon as she got her alone, Vivienne was going to get to the bottom of it. She didn’t want to be remembered as the manager of the branch with errant, sulky staff.

Perhaps she was jealous because Carla’s example of diversity had been on point. Everyone played an important role at Ezy Credit, and in one way or another, their roles were intertwined.

“Anyone else?” Larry looked around the room.

Tane put his hand up.

“Go ahead.”

“We may have come to New Zealand on different wakas, but we’re in the same boat now.”

Vivienne smiled fondly, loving the twist he’d put on the infamous quote by Martin Luther King, Jr., using his heritage to do so.






* * *




By the time
 nine p.m. rolled around, Vivienne was dead on her feet. Being on the other side of the room from Carla all day had been both painful and a relief. The little looks she’d sent her way, the brush of her hand on Vivienne’s lower back when they headed to the on-site restaurant for dinner had felt like a tease of what she had to offer but was unable to give at that moment.

At nine-fifteen, her phone rang, and she lunged for it. “Hello?”

“It’s me. Unlock the sliding door.”

Vivienne’s heart raced with excitement. Despite knowing they were taking all kinds of risks, she couldn’t stop herself. “Okay.” She inched back the drapes and flicked the lock. Light coming from the pool area lit up the otherwise dark night. Realising Carla had ended the call, she clicked off. Then there she was, walking in a crouch as she scooted past the empty decks separating them—one at the back of Tane’s room, and another at the rear of Belinda’s room.

Vivienne’s heart was in her throat the entire time. If one of them decided to step outside and do some star gazing, they would be busted before they even got started, and Belinda seemed to have a bug up her arse for some reason as it was. Perhaps she was menstrual. Not that Vivienne had ever accepted that as an excuse for poor behaviour. She’d had her period last week and felt like crap, but she still treated everyone with respect.

Carla popped up. “Boo.” She climbed the two steps, railroaded Vivienne inside, and captured her mouth. The kiss was fierce and heartfelt all at once. “I’ve wanted to do that all day.”

“Me too.” Vivienne closed the gap in the drapes. “But we’re kind of playing with fire here.”

“I know.” Carla bounced her eyebrows. “Exciting, right?”

“Yes! No!” Vivienne laughed. “What if we get caught?”

“By who?” Carla held her gaze. “Do you plan on letting anyone else in? Ooh…” Those big, hazel eyes of hers lit up. “Now there’s a thought for another day.”

She had to be kidding, right? To each their own, but Vivienne didn’t share. The fantasy was hot, but in reality, she didn’t think she could go through with it. Although, not so long ago, she’d thought the same about one-night stands.

“Are you serious?”

“No.” She pushed Vivienne back on the bed. “I don’t want to share you.”

Emotion flooded Vivienne’s body as Carla kissed her deeply, holding tight as if she couldn’t get close enough. It’d been a long time since Vivienne had felt so wanted. If ever.

“You’ve got far too many clothes on.” Carla parted Vivienne’s robe and palmed her breasts, her heated gaze setting Vivienne’s body on fire. After teasing both nipples into stiff peaks, she pulled Vivienne to a sitting position and freed the belt from her robe.

“Hands above your head.”

Lying back, Vivienne obeyed. Anticipation thrummed through her veins and heat pooled between her legs.

“Don’t move without permission.” Carla climbed off the bed. “Understood?”

“Yes, CC.” Mesmerised, Vivienne watched Carla shimmy out of her jeans and pull her sweatshirt over her head, messing up all that luscious auburn hair. The heat pump was on, and the room was warm, but Carla’s nipples were still doing their best to punch a hole through her bra.

Advancing from the foot of the bed, she nipped her way playfully up the inside of Vivienne’s legs. Once she reached the apex of her thighs, Carla bit down gently, teasing her through the delicate lace of her underwear. Vivienne sighed in pleasure. Her fingers itched to tangle in Carla’s hair, but as instructed, she kept her hands above her head, fingertips grazing the headboard affixed to the wall.

Carla circled her clit with the pad of her thumb, enticing a whimper out of her before sliding back down the bed and dragging Vivienne’s briefs with her. She tossed them on the floor and was back on her in seconds, expertly working Vivienne into a frenzy with her fingers and tongue.

Her body tensed, thighs gripping Carla’s shoulders. “Close, so close.” When Carla withdrew, Vivienne resisted the urge to protest.

“What do you say?”

“Please. Please let me come,” Vivienne begged, bucking against Carla’s hand. She slid her fingers back inside, and Vivienne ground against the fleshy part of her palm. “I want to come. Please.”

“Say it again.” She curled her fingers forward, peering up at Vivienne from her spot between her thighs.

“Please. Please let me come for you.” Vivienne writhed on the bed, hovering between sweet release and being denied. The next time Carla withdrew her fingers, Vivienne moaned her frustration. With a wicked grin that thrilled and worried Vivienne, she crawled up the bed and sank her teeth into a nipple. The sharp pain sent a jolt to her clit and Vivienne revelled in it. She was a throbbing mess. A ticking timebomb.

“Come for me.” Carla sealed their mouths together, kissing Vivienne passionately as she fucked her. Without thought, Vivienne wrapped her arms around Carla, holding tight as an orgasm ripped through her.

Her walls clenched around Carla’s fingers, teeth banging together, tongues duelling. Long after her body stopped convulsing, they were still wrapped around each other, and it felt wonderful.

They lay there in comfortable silence for an indeterminable length of time. Carla’s body twitched as though she was drifting off. As loath as Vivienne was to disturb her, someone had to have their wits about them.

Vivienne nudged her gently.

“Hmm?”

“You should go.”

“Set your alarm,” she mumbled. “For five.”

Ignoring the voice that told her that was a bad idea, Vivienne grabbed her phone, set the alarm, somehow wrestled the blankets over them, and plunged the room into near darkness.

Before long, she drifted into a peaceful sleep, dreaming of nonsensical things like a happily ever after.
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CARLA









By the time
 Carla made sweet love to Vivienne again, it was closer to six than five-thirty when she made it back to her room. Every stolen moment made it harder to leave again, but she wouldn’t have it any other way.

Shortly before seven-thirty, dressed in thick tights, knee-high boots, skirt, and jacket, Carla pocketed her phone and exited the room. It was another overcast day, but at least the rain had stopped.

Tammy and Belinda were standing on the walkway chatting.

Spotting her, Belinda shoved a hand on her hip. “Where did you get to last night?”

Taken aback, Carla’s mind raced and her heart pounded, but she quickly recovered. “What kind of greeting is that?”

“Morning,” Belinda said, still sounding snarky.

Tammy gave her an apologetic smile, but she needn’t have bothered. She couldn’t control another person’s actions any more than Carla, but she could ignore their shitty behaviour.

“Did you sleep well?” Carla directed the question at Tammy.

“I did.” She nodded, her expression hesitant. “We came looking for you when we went for a late-night soak in the hot tub. You must’ve gone out like a light.”

“Or been up to no good.” Belinda gave her a look of contempt.

Well, fuck her. Carla threw her hands up. “You got me. I was fucking the boss.”

Tammy snorted. Belinda looked unimpressed, and that was fine. Carla wasn’t there to impress her. If she didn’t want to come out with what was bothering her, Carla sure as hell wasn’t going to prise it out of her.

A door closed, and they all turned. Vivienne looked as gorgeous as ever wearing a tan pleated skirt paired with a beige cashmere turtleneck.

She strode towards them, eyebrows pinched. “Everything okay here?”

“Fine.” Belinda spun on her heels and strode towards the conference room.

With an apologetic smile, Tammy followed.

“What was that about?” Vivienne asked.

“I told them I fucked you last night.”

Eyes wide, Vivienne’s mouth fell open. “You did what?”

“Relax. I said it to wind her up, and it worked. Hiding in plain sight is a wonderful thing.”

Tane appeared at that moment, putting an end to the conversation.

To the casual observer, Vivienne’s welcoming smile looked genuine, but Carla could see the apprehension lurking beneath. “Morning, Tane. Did you sleep well?”

“On and off.” He shrugged. “I never sleep great when I’m away from home.” He glanced at the concrete path. “Miss my wife.”

“That’s really sweet,” Carla said, hoping those words sounded as sincere as she felt. He was a big bloke with tribal tattoos on his forearms, yet he never pulled the macho card.






* * *




The second
 they entered the conference room, Carla’s taste buds stood up and paid attention. She took in the items set out on a long table: bacon, eggs, mushrooms, hashbrowns, fried tomatoes, toast, butter, and spreads.

Once everyone had eaten, the day got underway. There was a lot of information to absorb, but Larry kept it fun. After going over the new software package the company was about to roll out and their five-year plan, he kicked off a game of two truths and a lie.

A woman from the South Island branch went first, followed by a guy from the New Plymouth branch before Larry turned to Vivienne.

“Your turn.”

She tapped her lip. “I’ve never owned a home in Wellington. I have two sisters. I love mushroom coffee.”

Carla caught Vivienne’s eye, and the corner of her mouth turned up. Who knew that one coffee would lead to so much more?

Five hands shot up. Gemma, from the New Plymouth branch, was practically bouncing out of her seat.

“Go ahead.” Larry pointed.

“Mushroom coffee’s the lie.” She looked smug. “Unless it’s the kind that gets you buzzed, and she doesn’t look like the type.”

“Thank you, Gemma. Save the judgement.” Larry’s wide smile was at odds with the stern rebuke. He turned back to Vivienne for confirmation.

“Wrong. I own my own home in Wellington.”

Two other people went next, then it was Carla’s turn. Pleased she’d had time to think about her response, she didn’t hold back. “I was thirteen when I first kissed a girl. I was fourteen when I came out. I’ve been arrested for indecent exposure.”

Belinda’s hand shot up, finger stabbing the air.

“Yes?” Larry pointed.

“The lie is you were fourteen when you came out. Like, how do you even know at that age?”

It was tempting to explain it to her, but it wasn’t the right time or place. Plus, Carla was too busy trying to decide whether she should feel affronted or amused that Belinda thought being arrested for indecent exposure was the truth.

Larry looked to Carla for confirmation. “Being arrested for indecent exposure was the lie.”

“I wouldn’t put it past you.” Belinda smiled like she was being funny, but Carla didn’t miss the derision in her eyes.

“You got me again.” Carla smiled sweetly. “The trick is not getting caught.”

A few titters sounded, then it was back to business.






* * *




Playing it safe that night,
 Carla joined Belinda and Tammy in the hot tub. It reeked of chlorine, and she would rather be cosied up with Vivienne, who’d bowed out, but she did her dues, being one of the team.

The conversation was as light and bubbly as the pool. Belinda was back to the woman Carla knew from work, and she wondered for a moment if all the snide comments had been imagined. But it was more likely all a show for the other two women who joined them.

By ten o’clock, looking like wrinkled prunes, everyone headed back to their rooms. Carla grabbed a dry towel and jumped in the shower, washing the stench of chlorine and God knew what else off her body. Wide awake, she texted Vivienne and crept across the deck and down the stairs.

Although she didn’t look impressed when Carla knocked, she didn’t deny her either. After kicking off her shoes, she stepped inside.

“What are you doing here?”

“Kissing you.” Carla claimed her lips. She wrapped her arms around Vivienne’s waist and held her tight.

A door banged, making Vivienne jump. “What if the others come looking for you again?”

Although that was unlikely to happen since they’d already been in the hot tub, Carla towed Vivienne over to the queen-size bed and perched on the end with her.

“They won’t. But would it be so bad if they knew?” Considering she’d been the one to convince Vivienne sneaking around would be thrilling, she felt like a hypocrite.

But she also wanted the world to know what they had. What she
 had! A beautiful, intelligent woman, who was sexy and smart and loyal and fun…when she wasn’t worrying about her reputation.

“Maybe, maybe not. But here and now’s not the time or place to tell them.”

“Agreed.” Carla drew circles on the back of Vivienne’s hand. “But will you think about it?”

“Aren’t you worried about how your work colleagues will take the news?”

“Not really.”

Vivienne gave her a dubious look.

“Okay, maybe a little. Some more than others.” She hoped like hell Tammy wasn’t upset. They’d grown close, and Carla liked hearing about Nala and generally having her around.

“What worries you the most?” Carla asked.

Vivienne stared at the floor. Carla followed her gaze to the carpet, smiling at Vivienne’s slippers—pink with kitten ears. Who would’ve thought?

“The same fear I’ve always had.” She looked up. “What if this doesn’t work out? I mean, we’re not even official. And even if we were, it might not last.”

If Vivienne wanted official, Carla could give her that and alleviate her fears. In her own way, of course. “The thing is, nothing lasts forever.” Carla held her gaze. “Will you be my nothing?”

Vivienne tipped her head back and laughed. “I don’t know if that’s the sweetest or most insulting thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“Well, will you?” Carla bit her lip as if she was anxious.

“Yes. But that doesn’t mean you can stay the night. Let’s wait until we get back to come out.” Vivienne cringed. “That sounded bad, didn’t it?”

“Nope.” Carla jumped up and folded herself into the closet by the bed along with an ironing board and two spare pillows. It was dark and smelt musty. Ew.

When the minutes ticked by and the door didn’t inch open, she let herself out again. “You were seriously going to leave me in the closet?”

“I don’t think anyone could keep you in the closet. I love…” She cleared her throat. “I adore that about you, but we have to be sensible.”

“Sensible is overrated.” Carla jumped on the bed, bounced up and down a few times, and jumped off again. She grabbed Vivienne’s hand and clutched it to her chest. “So, we’re official?”

“Yes. Happy now?”

“Extremely!” Carla tackled her back on the bed and kissed her deeply. She snaked a hand inside her robe and cupped her breast.

“Stop.” Vivienne tried in vain to push Carla away.

Straddling her, Carla dug her fingers into Vivienne’s ribs. She tickled her until she was bucking and squirming and pleading for mercy. Not the kind of begging Carla wanted, but close enough.

After kissing her silly, Carla finally stood. She held out a hand, and Vivienne took it, letting Carla pull her to a sitting position. Her blonde hair was mussed, her robe gaped, and her cheeks were flushed from laughing.

“I’ll miss you,” Carla said. Going back to her own suite was going to test her last thread of self-restraint.

“You’ll see me again in less than eight hours.”

“Do you plan on coming to my room at six?”

“Okay, maybe a little longer. But you survived a lifetime without me, and you’ll survive another night.”

“That’s like saying I’ve survived a week without sustenance, and I’ll survive another. I mean, chances are I will, but why do that to someone when you know it’s going to be unpleasant?”

“That’s probably the weakest argument I’ve ever heard.”

She was right, and Carla was only delaying the inevitable. It was unfair to put Vivienne in a difficult situation. What was another week without the staff knowing?

Vivienne tied her robe, hiding all that delicious cleavage. “I’ll make sure the coast is clear.” she pulled back the sliding door and peered out into the night. “You should be good to go.”

“I’m not good to go.” Carla kissed her again. “But I respect your wishes…and I’ll respect you in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Vivienne said in all seriousness, a testament to how concerned she truly was about them being found out.






* * *




Carla had
 the worst sleep ever. She’d tossed and turned until around three a.m. and had been wide awake since five. Unlike Tane, she couldn’t blame it on missing her wife. What would that look like? Marriage wasn’t something she’d ever envisioned for her future. She was happy pleasing herself. Lately, though, she was happier pleasing someone else.

Fumbling in the dark, she grabbed her phone. After sending a ‘good morning’ text to Vivienne, Carla got out of bed and got ready for the day ahead. The conference was over, and although checkout wasn’t until ten, they were all meeting in the car park at around eight-thirty to do some sightseeing at Waitangi.

Right on time, there was a knock on the door. She opened it to the hotelier holding out a breakfast tray. “Thank you.”

It was a mild morning, so Carla took her breakfast out to the back patio. Ravenous, she lifted the silver lid and jiggled the plate, pleased the poached eggs wobbled. In her opinion, the only time a yolk should be solid was when you were eating a hard-boiled egg. Even then, she didn’t mind if it was slightly runny.

Tane, who seemed to have the same idea as Carla, waved from his spot on the neighbouring patio. “Howdy, neighbour. Would you like to join me?”

“Sure.” Carla picked up her tray, descended the steps, managed to spill her orange juice, and joined Tane. “Did you sleep any better?” she asked.

“I did.” Tane forked some bacon. “The first night’s always the worst.”

Her first night had been the best, but Carla couldn’t say that. “True. Different mattress, odd sounds, hard pillows.” Why was Tane looking at her funny? Did she have egg on her face? “What?”

“You forgot room hopping.” He smiled, and her heart pounded. He knew. He damn well knew. Crap.

“Eat up.” He motioned with his fork. She dipped her head, silently acknowledging she appreciated he didn’t call her on it.












Thirty-Two







CARLA









The shuttle came
 to a stop outside the gates to Waitangi. Those who were staying piled out. The door closed, and the shuttle whisked Belinda off to the airport.


Shame she couldn’t stay on.


Remembering she had the admission tickets, Carla handed them out. By default, Tammy and Tane gravitated towards each other, or perhaps Tane had manufactured that.

Waitangi was such an integral part of New Zealand, it felt surreal to finally be standing at the gates. Every year on the sixth of February, people gathered at the sight to commemorate the first signing of The Treaty of Waitangi—New Zealand’s founding document.

“Where to first?” Carla asked.

There was a nip in the air, but the clouds were high enough that with any luck the forecasted rain would hold off until later in the day.

“The Flagstaff.” Vivienne nodded with conviction.

Although Carla would’ve loved to link their hands together, she tucked them into her jacket pockets instead as they all walked in that direction.

A sense of respect hung in the air as they stood at the base of the Flagstaff, erected where the treaty had been signed. Carla stared up at the four flags flapping in the breeze—the United Tribes of New Zealand, The British Union, the New Zealand Ensign, and the New Zealand flag on top.

Tammy read out the words on the plaque. “On this spot on the sixth day of February 1840 was signed The Treaty of Waitangi under which New Zealand became part of the British Empire.”

“And Hōne Heke cut it down five years later,” Tane said.

A vague memory of being told that story hovered in the back of Carla’s mind, but she didn’t know enough to comment.

“Correct,” Vivienne said. “And he did it three more times. The fourth time, war broke out.”

“The Northern War in 1845,” Tane said. “Also known as Hōne Heke’s Rebellion.” He went on to tell them about the war, loss of lives, and eventual outcome.

After the impromptu history lesson, they spent the rest of the day exploring Waitangi’s two contemporary museums, the art gallery, and carving studio, and lingered for a while, admiring the traditional Māori waka—the world’s largest Māori ceremonial war canoe.

Around one p.m., Carla, Vivienne, Tane, and Tammy all piled into the café overlooking the waka. The food smelt heavenly, and from their table by the window, they had stunning panoramic views of the Bay of Islands.

Carla dug into her warm lamb salad, moaning her appreciation when the combination of kūmara, red onion, walnuts, lettuce, feta, and balsamic maple drizzle exploded on her tongue.

“You okay?” Tammy cut off a piece of her fish and smothered it in tartar sauce.

“Mm-hmm.” Carla closed her eyes. “This is really good. Orgasmic.”

Vivienne nudged her under the table. She looked worried, as though she thought Carla might decide to demonstrate a full-body orgasm. But that kind of fun was reserved for when they were alone.

“How’s your lunch?” Carla asked Tane, eyeing up what was left of his watercress soup. She’d only tried the leafy green vegetable once and would describe it as peppery, tangy, and slightly bitter. Not her thing.

“Good.” He scooped up the last mouthful and dropped his spoon into the bowl. “Better than pūhā.”

“Pūhā’s good for you, isn’t it?” Tammy asked as she broke a hot chip in half and dragged it through the tomato sauce she’d squirted onto her plate. She sure loved her condiments.

“It is,” Tane said. “High in vitamins and minerals.” He leaned back in his seat. “Or so my kuia—grandmother—always told me.”

Carla was grateful for the translation. When it came to Te Reo Māori, she was the first one to admit her understanding of the language was limited to those words she heard regularly. Ka pai (well done), kia ora (hello), mōrena (good morning), E noho (sit down), and the few Tabitha had taught her. Tahi, rua, toru, whā. One, two, three, four.






* * *




Conversation
 on the flight home was minimal at best. Carla knew by now Vivienne wasn’t a fan of flying, but she’d been unusually quiet all day. Even at Waitangi, she’d seemed distracted…as though her mind had been elsewhere.

“You okay?” Carla asked.

“Yep.” She nodded. “Just tired.”

Carla doubted that, but she let it go. Now probably wasn’t the best time to push. They hit a bump and Vivienne sucked in a sharp breath, fingers gripping the armrests.

“Hate this part.”

Once they touched down and the seatbelt light went off, Vivienne exhaled a long, slow breath. She shook out her fingers but remained rigid, tension rolling off her until they’d disembarked and were striding towards the terminal.

“Are you coming over tonight?” Carla asked as they made it out of the cutting wind and inside. A tinny voice rang out, announcing departures and arrivals, making it hard to hear.

“I need to get home and relieve Nancy of her cat-sitting duties.”

“Aw. I bet Ollie and Molly missed you.” Who was waiting for Carla at home? No one. No wife, no dog, no cat. No one. That had never bothered her before. Now, though… “I could come to your place. Just tell the other two you’re dropping me off.”

They joined Tammy by the bag carousel. “Where’s Tane?” Carla glanced around.

“Over there.” Tammy pointed, and Carla followed her line of sight. Tane had wrapped a woman in a huge hug, and Carla could feel the bond between them like a physical force.

Her heart expanded and collapsed at the same time. She wanted that, but she couldn’t show her affection in public. That had to change. Tonight, they would talk about it further. Come up with a coming-out plan. Something Carla had no experience with.

Tammy yanked her bag off the carousel. “See you tomorrow.”

“Do you need a ride?” Vivienne asked.

“Thanks, but no. My brother’s picking me up.”

That made it easy for them to slip away undetected, then. Tane appeared beside them, hand in hand with his wife. She had long, black hair, a round face, and startling brown eyes.

“Hi, Kiri.” Vivienne offered a hand. “It’s lovely to see you.”

“Likewise. Did he behave?” Kiri looked at her husband lovingly.

“Of course.”

While they chatted amicably, Tane retrieved his bag, and Carla stood there, wondering what the hell had got into Vivienne. Was she so worried about people discovering they were more than boss/employee that she wasn’t even going to introduce them?

“Hi, I’m Carla.” She inserted herself into the conversation. “I had breakfast with your husband this morning. He was a perfect gentleman.”

“He is. A gentle giant.” Kiri’s eyes sparkled. “And it’s nice to meet you.”

Carla loved that she hadn’t taken her comment too seriously. She didn’t love the way Vivienne had wandered off, though, even if it was to get their bags. “I better go help the boss.”

“Sure, enjoy the rest of your day.”

A frigid wind whipped around them as they stepped outside. Carla followed Vivienne. “Your place, then?”

“We’ve just spent the last three days together.”


Ouch.
 Carla’s stomach twisted. It wasn’t as if they needed to live in each other’s pockets, but something was up. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing.” Vivienne sighed. “I’m just tired and would prefer a night to myself. Is that okay?”

That was more than okay, but Carla didn’t like her icy tone. “Have I done something wrong?”

“Insecurity and whining aren’t a good look on you, Carla.”

“Well, excuse the fuck out of me,” Carla snapped.

A gent with silver hair and glasses gave them a curious look as he stepped around them.

“Would you like a ride home?” Vivienne asked, seemingly unaffected by Carla’s outburst.

“No, thank you.” If she wanted her space, she could have it. That wasn’t why Carla was pissed off. She didn’t like being treated like an idiot, as if she didn’t know something was bothering Vivienne. But she couldn’t force Vivienne to open up either.

A cab pulled to a stop outside the terminal, and Carla grabbed the door. “Enjoy your night.”












Thirty-Three







VIVIENNE









Glad to be home yet conflicted
 over the way she’d left Carla, Vivienne pushed open the door. Two fluffballs came running, and her heart lifted.

“Hey, guys.” She crouched, soaking up all the attention.

Molly pawed at her lap, trying to hop up. Ollie circled her legs, vying for attention in his own special way. Once she put her feet up later, he would snuggle as close as he could without physically sitting on her lap, and that often included one leg draped across her thigh.

She picked up the note from Nancy on the kitchen table. Don’t let them fool you. They were both fed this morning. Hope you had a good trip and did everything I wouldn’t dare.


Vivienne had done that and then some. It’d been foolish and invigorating. But like Carla said, nothing lasted forever, and she might just be about to ruin the best thing that had happened to her in a very long time.

She opened the fridge, and love for her best friend bloomed in her chest. A plate of roast lamb, potatoes, kūmara, cauliflower, and broccoli stared back at her. Beside it was a small jug of gravy. Nancy!


She loved to cook but hated cooking a roast meal for one. Vivienne grabbed her phone.

“Hey. How’d it go?” Nancy asked by way of greeting.

“Okay.” Vivienne wedged her phone between her ear and shoulder. “What are you having for dinner?”

“Roast chicken. Did you check your fridge?”

“I did, and I hate to eat alone.” Her hand shot out, phone cluttering to the floor. “Damn, Molly. Watch out, puss.” Trying to feed the cats while on the phone wasn’t the best idea she’d had all week. Had she had any good ideas this week?

Abandoning the cat food, she retrieved her phone. “Why don’t you join me for dinner?”

“What’s going on?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here.”






* * *




By the time Nancy arrived,
 Vivienne had unpacked, the cats had full bellies, and the heat pump had taken the chill out of the air. It felt closer to eleven o’clock than seven and had been dark out since six.

Balancing a foil-covered plate in one hand, Nancy held up a bottle with the other. “I brought wine.”

Nancy didn’t have to do that. She needed to watch her purse strings more than Vivienne ever had, but to say so would take away from the thoughtful gesture.

“Thank you.” Vivienne took it from her, and Nancy put her dinner in the fridge beside Vivienne’s.

After filling two glasses, Vivienne followed Nancy into the living room. Both cats gave them a cursory glance and went back to snoozing.

“Hard to believe they were my best mates this morning,” Nancy quipped as she sat in the corner chair and tucked her feet under her, big toe poking out of her sock.

“They’re simple creatures. Feed them, and you’re a star.” Vivienne pulled a coaster closer and put her glass on the coffee table. “I think you’re a star too. Thank you for cat-sitting.”

As if realising she was being talked about, Molly disentangled herself from Ollie at the other end of the sofa and climbed onto Vivienne’s lap. There, human, don’t move.
 And the crazy thing was, Vivienne would do her best not to disturb her.

“So, wanna tell me what’s going on?” Nancy asked. “Did you get caught with your hand in the receptionist?”

She wanted to return Nancy’s smile, but Vivienne was wound too tight, and the thought of fisting made her eyes water and her stomach cramp. So did her dilemma. “I’ve been offered a new job.”

Expression neutral, Nancy leaned sideways in the chair, elbow resting on the armrest. “Doing what?”

“Managing the New Plymouth branch.” Vivienne said the words with no inflexion, but her mind was in turmoil.

“Pardon me?” Nancy shot up straight in the chair. “What, why, when?”

“The what, you heard. The why, the branch is failing and Larry’s confident I can turn it around. When—July.”

“That’s next month,” Nancy said as if Vivienne needed the reminder.

“I have until next week to accept or decline the offer.”

Nancy stared her down. “And?”

“And I don’t fucking know.” All the frustration Vivienne felt tumbled out in those words. Molly slunk off her lap and joined Ollie on the other end of the sofa again. “You’re supposed to be begging me not to go.”

“I would never hold you back from doing what makes you happy.” Nancy uncurled her legs. “What did Carla have to say?”

“I haven’t told her.” Vivienne looked away, feeling like the coward she was. She’d been too scared to mention it, afraid Carla wouldn’t care. Afraid she would. What then? She would have to make a choice. A bigger one than she already had to make.

“You’re considering it?” Nancy said, taking another sip of wine.

“Of course.” If she wasn’t, they wouldn’t be having this conversation. She would’ve turned the job offer down, and that would be that. “Twenty thousand more a year. Single-storey building. No more lifts!”

“Your folks will be happy.” Nancy pointed out another draw card.

“Better climate,” Vivienne said.

She missed having a beach at her doorstep. Sure, Wellington was at the bottom of the North Island and there were beaches within driving distance, but none of them compared to the beaches at New Plymouth, surrounded by the lush, native forests of Egmont National Park.

“What’s holding you back?” Nancy asked.

“You.” Vivienne blew her a kiss.

They exchanged goofy smiles, but there was affection in that goofiness. Affection that came from knowing someone for half of your life.

“Carla,” Nancy said knowingly.

“Hungry?” Vivienne replied.

If she didn’t eat soon, the glass of wine she’d just finished would go straight to her head. It was already on its way, which wasn’t unusual when she was mentally and physically exhausted.

“Sure.” Nancy stood.

While she topped up their glasses, Vivienne heated their dinner and set the table. Once seated, cats weaving around them as soon as they smelled food, they picked up where they’d left off.

“You’ve told me the pros. Now tell me the cons.”

There was only one. Or two. “One you guessed.”

“Carla?”

“Correct.”

“And two?”

“You.” Vivienne pointed with her fork. “This is good. Thank you.” Even reheated, the lamb was juicy and tender, and seasoned with herbs, the vegetables were cooked to perfection.

“You’re welcome.” Nancy speared a carrot. “Now, enough of the delay tactics.”

“Fine.” Vivienne swallowed her mouthful and took a sip of wine. “The staff. I’ve been there ten years. I’ve seen a number of people come and go, but others have been there almost since the get-go.” Aubrey being one. “I’ll miss them.”

“You said the same when you left Christchurch. It happens when you change jobs, but you adjust.”

That was true. The hardest thing about leaving Christchurch had been leaving her childhood friend behind, but less than a year later, Nancy had surprised her and moved to Wellington. “Will you follow me this time?”

“You do realise I moved here to give Jake more opportunities?” Her smile was cheeky, but they both knew it’d been tough. Nancy didn’t trust easily, and her relationship with her family was strained at best, so she’d been just as happy to get out of Christchurch.

“Of course.”

“And on that note, have you thought Carla might follow you? I mean, is that a possibility?”

“No.” She shook her head sadly. That wasn’t about to happen in a million years. “When we first started—”

“Fucking.” Nancy grinned around the mouthful of roast potato she’d just popped into her mouth.

“Have you two been hanging out?” She regretted the words as soon as they were out. They were yet to meet, and here Vivienne was pining over Carla. What did they have, really? A few stolen moments. Hot sex. Romantic dates. Chemistry.

“I’m sorry,” Vivienne said.

“Don’t you dare apologise to me for your happiness. I haven’t seen you smile so much in months…years. And if you want to keep her to yourself for a while, I’m okay with that. I’ll introduce you to Finn next year. Maybe.”

“What!” Vivienne was thrilled for Nancy. “You’ve been holding out on me?” She leapt out of her chair and threw her arms around her best friend. “I’m so happy for you.” She sat again. “What’s he like? Where’d you meet?”

She looked sheepish.

“Tell me.” Vivienne reached across the table and yanked on her arm.

“There is no Finn.”

“Well, shit.” Vivienne deflated.

“I said it to see how you would react, and you were nothing but excited for me. That’s how I feel about you and Carla. Would I like to meet her in person? Absolutely. But when you’re ready.”

“It might be moot now.” Which was kind of why Vivienne hadn’t shown her off. “We talked when we were away and we were going to come out
 , so to speak. But I guess that doesn’t matter now.”

“So you’re going to take the job?”

She shrugged, feeling petulant. “I don’t know.”

“What’s the biggest draw?”

“You mean, the money, the beach, the weather, being close to my folks?” She threw up her hands. “All of it.”

“Go, then.”

“Just like that.” She wanted to pull her hair out.

“Tell me the negatives.”

“I see what you did there.” Vivienne waggled a finger. There weren’t many negatives. She’d been backed into a corner, and Nancy’s grin told her she knew it.












Thirty-Four







CARLA









It would be
 easy to continue playing the avoidance game, but that wasn’t Carla’s style. The games she liked to play made her heart sing and others smile, even if they were loath to admit it. What she had with Vivienne had long ago surpassed the physical.

Carla genuinely looked forward to spending time with her, and Vivienne had done a good job of convincing Carla she enjoyed her company too. But something had changed, and it was time to find out what.

If Vivienne was having second thoughts about letting the staff know, Carla could live with that. What she couldn’t live with was being lied to or kept in the dark. Something that seemed to go hand in hand right now.

Blowing out a breath, she made her way to Vivienne’s office. Less than a week ago, her stomach would’ve been dancing with excitement, her mind already on pulling Vivienne into her arms and cupping her backside, but this was serious.

Come to think of it, so was getting her hands on the woman who’d wormed her way under her skin. Fair play and all. Not only that, Carla’s feelings for Vivienne hadn’t changed, and unless she was told it was over—

The thought slammed into her like a punch to the gut, stealing the breath from her lungs. Was that it? Was she about to call it off? No, that was ridiculous. She’d just agreed to be Carla’s nothing. That was ridiculous too. Talk about unromantic.

“Come on in.”

Carla looked up. How long had she been standing outside Vivienne’s office with the door ajar? Had Vivienne watched the emotions playing across her face? Tried to decipher them? Because this was the first time Carla had been anxious, truly anxious around her.

She stepped over the threshold and closed the door quietly behind her. “Hey.”

“Hi.”

Talk about awkward. And fuck that. They were adults, consenting adults who had been repeatedly intimate and shared not just their bodies with each other, but parts of themselves they kept close to their hearts.

Kicking her insecurities out, Carla rounded the desk and straddled Vivienne’s lap. Relief coursed through her when Vivienne didn’t protest. With their gazes locked and the air thick between them, Carla draped her arms around Vivienne’s neck. Their lips met and all was right in Carla’s world. Maybe she’d been telling the truth when she said she was tired.

“We need to talk.”

Maybe she hadn’t. Carla’s heart rate spiked. Aware anyone could knock and walk in at any moment, reluctantly, Carla released Vivienne and sat in the chair on the other side of the desk.

Although the space between them was no more than a metre, it felt like they were on opposite ends of the country—Vivienne on Cape Regina, and Carla stuck on Stewart Island.

“I’m listening.” She’d been going to waltz in here and tell Vivienne they didn’t need to tell the staff, but that idea had flown out the window, replaced by a sinking feeling low in her belly.

Vivienne cleared her throat, her expression giving away nothing. “The morning before we left Kerikeri, I met with Larry.”

“I remember.” He was the founder of the company, so Carla hadn’t thought much of it. “Did he offer you a pay rise?” she joked, trying to lighten the oppressive energy hovering above her.

Energy, huh? Her father would be proud of her. He would also tell her she needed to balance her third chakra—her solar plexus chakra. Energising her space with yellow was the best way to do that, but she couldn’t find a single yellow item in the room and doubted it would help right then, anyway.

“He did. A very enticing pay rise.”

“That’s good news, right?” What was she missing? If Vivienne didn’t spell it out soon, she was going to lose her mind.

“Yes and no.”

“Just spit it out, boss.”

Despite being told numerous times not to call her that, Carla still did. She liked the small smile it pulled from Vivienne even as she corrected her. She liked more than that about Vivienne. She liked the chemistry they shared, the small glances they stole of one another, the easy banter between them, and the way Vivienne blushed so prettily when Carla pushed her up against the office wall.

“The pay rise came with a new position.” She paused. “In New Plymouth.”

And there it was, lying on the table between them like a knife waiting to slice through the rope barely tethering them together.

“You’re considering it?” That was a given, but Carla wanted to hear Vivienne say it. Wanted to hear her say the job offer, the money, mattered more than what they had.

She nodded, remorse shining in her eyes.

“I’m happy for you.” Carla stood. There wasn’t much more to say here.

“Please, don’t go.”

“I have work to do. I need
 this job.” That was a low blow, but right or wrong, she wasn’t feeling very charitable right then.

“I thought you were more mature than that.”

Wow! They were both punching below the belt.

“Sorry,” Vivienne said, immediately contrite.

“Me too.” Carla’s voice was barely above a whisper. “When do you go?”

“I haven’t accepted it…” She trailed off, the word yet
 hanging heavily between them. “Would you consider moving?”

“You know my stance on that.” Carla’s life was here. Her father, Suzette, Tabitha.

“I broke your first rule,” Vivienne shrugged. “So I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.”


First rule?
 Carla racked her brain. She couldn’t recall making any rules. “Remind me,” she said.

“Not to fall for you.” Vivienne smiled sadly. “I should’ve listened, but the heart wants what the heart wants.”

Putting an invisible shield around herself, Carla raised an eyebrow. “More money.”

“It’s not just the money. My family live there. New Plymouth has nicer—”

Having heard enough, Carla held up a hand. “You don’t have to convince me. It’s your life, your choice. If it’s what you want, go for it.”

“Just like that?”

“No, not just like that. I care about you. And that’s why I wouldn’t dream of stopping you from doing what makes you happy.” It felt like history was repeating itself, and it hurt. A lot. But she’d picked herself back up last time, and she would pick herself up again. She would also bolt the door to her heart. Opening it hurt too much.

Carla cupped Vivienne’s cheek and kissed her softly. “Goodbye, Vivienne.”

“What!” Her eyes were wide, full of panic. “Where are you going?”

“It’s not me who’s leaving.” But Carla had to get out of there, fast.

A boulder had lodged itself in her throat, and she needed to leave before the dam burst. She closed the door quietly behind her, the gentle click like a snip of scissors severing all ties.

Walking as fast as she could without drawing attention to herself, Carla hightailed it to the bathroom. She slammed the toilet lid and sat on top. Hot tears burned the back of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. The bathroom door creaked, and she froze. If Vivienne had come looking for her, she could go away.

“Carla?”

She knew that voice. What was Tammy doing looking for her? In the ladies’ toilets of all places.

Hoping the emotion burning the back of her throat didn’t betray her, Carla spoke. “I’ll be out in a minute.” She unwound some toilet paper.

“Okay.”

She listened, waiting for the door to close. All remained silent. Carla peered under the stall door. Legs, dress slacks, black kitten heels. Apparently, Tammy wasn’t going anywhere.

Carla lifted the toilet lid, threw in the wadded-up toilet paper, and flushed. She cracked open the door. “Hey. What’s up?”

“That’s what I came to ask you.” She eyed Carla with concern. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She painted on a fake smile. “Why?”

“Please don’t lie to me.”

“Okay, I’m not fine. Happy?” She reined in her frustration. If she was going to confide in anyone, Tammy would be that person. But there wasn’t anything to tell now, was there?

“Relationship problems?”

“Yeah.”

“Vivienne?” Tammy asked.

“What, no!”

“Okay. Play it that way. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Looking hurt, Tammy turned to leave.

“Wait.” Carla grabbed her arm and immediately released it. “Sorry. I’m not normally a grabby person.” She exhaled a sigh. “Can I trust you?”

She hated asking that but had to know this would go no further. And even then, she couldn’t tell the whole truth. Not the part about Vivienne’s job offer, as she doubted the staff knew yet.

“Of course.”

“I was kind of seeing the boss.”

“I’m not stupid. You light up like a Christmas tree whenever she’s near. I suspected. So has Belinda.”

“Is that why she’s being a bitch?”

“Yeah, but not so much because of the situation. More so because she thinks you’re treating us like we’re stupid.”

“I don’t think you’re stu—”

“I know,” Tammy interrupted. “You have your reasons for wanting to keep it quiet, and I get that.” She looked sheepish. “You know Octavia?”

“Yes.” Carla didn’t see a lot of her, but she recalled the face. Long, black hair, dark eyes, quiet type, deep thinker. The penny dropped. “You mean, you and Octavia…” She waggled a finger as if Octavia was in the bathroom with them, and she was motioning from one to the other. And that would teach Carla for assuming Tammy was straight.

Tammy bit her lip. “Yes, but you can’t say anything. It’ll just make things awkward at work. Plus, I’m not out to my family.”

“Your secret’s safe with me.” She would come out in her own time, just like Carla had intended to gradually reveal her relationship with her boss. Even though there was nothing much to tell now, Carla felt like she owed Tammy an explanation, especially since she’d just confided in Carla.

“I was seeing Vivienne, and we were talking about the right time to come out to the staff, but for reasons I can’t get into…” Her throat constricted, the reality of their situation choking her again. “It no longer matters.”

“I’m so sorry.” Tammy held out her arms. “May I?”

“Sure.” Carla stepped into her embrace. The hug felt good, too good. It made her want to cry. “I’ll be fine. And thank you for checking on me.”

The door banged open, and they jumped apart.

“Private meeting, is it?” Belinda folded her arms, staring them down.

“Yep, Tammy came to see if I was okay.”

“Why?”

Tammy looked equal parts uncomfortable and irritated. She opened her mouth to say something, but Carla got in first. She didn’t want Tammy to have to lie on her behalf.

“My ovaries were crying. I had a menstrual breakdown.” She tossed the paper towels in the rubbish bin. “Thanks for the tampon.”

With any luck, that would let Tammy off the hook and ward off any further questions.
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“Thanks for coming.”
 Carla pulled Suzette in for a hug and closed the door behind her. Ever since Vivienne dropped her bomb that afternoon, Carla’s mind had run in circles. Not one to internalise her troubled thoughts, she’d called her best friend. And here she was, no questions asked.

“Where’s Ava?”

“Dropped her off at Mum’s. Tai will pick her up from there.” Making herself at home, Suzette pulled open the fridge. “I was going to say I’m yours for the night, but there’s a slight issue we need to rectify first.”

After a quick trip to the bottle store, they put their feet up and kicked back with a plum cider. It was sweet and tart and very refreshing.

“Start at the beginning,” Suzette said.

The SOS message Carla had sent had been brief. After recapping the entire conversation, Carla blew out a breath. It was emotionally exhausting, and her heart felt heavy.

“So, you could be jumping the gun,” Suzette said, eyeing Carla from her spot in the chair under the living room lamp. “She might not take it.”

“Then why tell me? That would just be cruel.”

“To gauge your reaction. To see if you care.”

“She knows I care.”

Suzette’s lips twitched. “Your nothing, huh? Romantic.”

“It was.” Carla stared at the floor, reliving that moment. “You had to be there. Her face…she looked so happy. Genuinely happy. No faking. Not that she’s ever had to fake with me.” Carla dusted her fingers on her shirt.

“Make all the jokes you like, Cooke.” Suzette tipped her bottle in Carla’s direction. “But you’re just as smitten.”

“Of course I am, or I wouldn’t be sitting here like a five-year-old whose best friend has just moved away.”

“Speaking of moving away—”

“No way!” Carla cut Suzette off. “I’m not leaving you, Dad’s here, and I’m sure as shit not leaving Tabitha.”

“Okay.” Suzette nodded. “I’m just tossing out options because, you know, relationships are about compromise. You don’t throw in the towel when you hit the first bump in the road.”

“Bump?” Carla almost choked on her drink. “It’s a fucking mountain, with four hours separating us.”

“Dramatic.” Suzette punctuated the statement with a theatrical eye roll. She did a full loop, across the ceiling, over the carpet, and settled back on Carla.

“You know, people like you are the reason God invented the middle finger.” Carla flipped her the bird, and they burst out laughing. It was what Carla needed. Her mood lifted, and it no longer felt like the world was going to end.

Suzette grabbed a can out of the six-pack of non-alcoholic passionfruit cider. “Why not just continue to date? Do the long-distance thing.”

Why the hell hadn’t she thought of that before now? She gripped her chin, plucking at the skin while deep in thought. How would that look? Not much different from how they started out. She could spend every other weekend with Tabitha, and the ones in between with Vivienne. But she had to consider the logistics.

Fuel wasn’t cheap. Nor were flights. “It could get expensive.” Not only that, once she took travel time into account, they’d be lucky to spend more than a day together.

“What happened to your motto—where there’s a vagina, there’s a way?”

“What!” Carla burst out laughing. That had never been her motto, and this was exactly why she’d turned to Suzette. She was a pro at turning sour moods into sugary goodness. She’d also given Carla a lot to think about.

“She might not want to do that.”

“Did you ask?”

“No, it didn’t occur to me.” She’d been too butt-hurt and trying too hard not to let her emotions show to consider anything other than it being over. “It was like Jess all over again.”

“It will be Jess all over again…if you let it,” Suzette said.

“Fuck me.” Carla flopped onto the floor. “Why don’t you grab a knife and gut me while you’re at it?” She flipped over onto her stomach, memories of her night with Vivienne coming back to her. “You know—”

“No! I don’t want to know.” Suzette shot her a warning look.

“How do you know what I was going to say?”

“You have this look in your eye. The same one you get whenever you talk about her.”

Carla hauled herself off the floor and sank onto the sofa. “She’s pretty special.”

“Then go after her.”

“I already have her.” The question was, could she keep her? Could the long-distance thing work?

“Now, don’t go getting huffy…” Suzette started.

“Oh, no.” Carla folded her arms, jaw set, nerves pinging. “With a sentence like that, how can I not?”

“Just hear me out.”

Carla nodded.

“I know you got badly hurt when Jess moved away, and I’m sorry-not-sorry for my comment.” She fiddled with the pulled tab on her can. “But you’re no longer a baby dyke.”

Carla’s lips twitched. She had no idea Suzette was familiar with the term or if she even knew what it meant.

“And you know your dad wouldn’t begrudge you if…” She held up a finger. “If you moved away.”

A part of her knew that. In fact, he’d probably be delighted to see her spread her wings. Deep down, she suspected he felt like he’d held her back. And, to a degree, that was true. How could it not be, when it’d been just the two of them for all those years?

“And you know we adore Tabitha,” Suzette said.

“I am not giving up on her,” Carla said fiercely.

“I didn’t say that. But there are options, and she’s such a resilient kid, you could fly her up for visits. She would love that!” Suzette’s glee was infectious, but she was also getting way ahead of herself.

“Calm down, we’re not getting married.”

“Oh, yeah.” She grinned. “It’s the romantic in me.”
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Although she’d been expecting
 it, when the knock came, Vivienne’s heart pounded. With her heart in her throat and her mind in turmoil, she moved Molly off her lap and stood.

It’d been a tense day at work, and she wondered how many of the staff noticed. There’d been a time both she and Carla had said if things didn’t work out, they’d simply go back to being boss/employee. But there was no way that was going to happen. She couldn’t pretend they hadn’t had the start of something beautiful. They still did—or did they?

She turned the handle, and when a large smile stretched across Carla’s face, Vivienne felt like she could finally breathe again. “Hi.”

“Hi, yourself.” She stepped inside.

The absence of a kiss made her heart sink again. Carla was just being Carla—cordial.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

“Sure.” Carla shrugged out of her jacket, pulled off a cute beanie, and shook her hair out. Vivienne’s fingers itched to be tangled in the long, auburn locks, but she busied herself with making two coffees instead.

Something stronger would be good, but she wanted a clear head. The conversation they needed to have had the potential to be life-changing.

Startled, she jumped when Carla came up behind her. She nuzzled Vivienne’s neck and snaked her arms around her waist and just held her, rocking her gently and breathing her in. Could she smell Vivienne’s bodywash? Almond and honey.

“I missed you today.”

“I know.” She nodded, her throat thick with emotion. How the hell was she going to let this go? It was going to be bloody hard, but she’d made her decision. The pros outweighed the cons.

She handed Carla a steaming mug of coffee. “Should we sit? In the lounge.”

“Sure.”

The unsaid words were a torture all of their own. They both sat, Carla in the living room chair, Vivienne on the sofa. Molly jumped off, crossed the room, and jumped up onto Carla’s lap. She put her cup down and stroked her under the chin.

“Do you think they’ll like it?” Carla glanced around as if looking for Ollie, a smile appearing when she noticed his legs sticking out under the drapes.

“They’ll adapt.”

“So you’ve made a decision?” She held Vivienne’s gaze, her expression unreadable. She looked more resigned than upset, and that was troubling. Did she care or not?

“Nothing’s set in concrete.”

“Yet,” Carla supplied, reaching over the top of Molly to retrieve her drink.

“Yet,” Vivienne confirmed. “But I’m eighty percent sure I want to explore my options.”

“What’s holding you back?” There was that cocky smile Vivienne loved to hate. Well, hated and now loved. Carla had her heart, and she knew it. But there wasn’t a place for her ego right now.

“You, of course.” Vivienne would give her that. “And I won’t take the offer without visiting the premises first. I want to get a feel for the place. See if I’d like it.”

“So the money’s more important than us?” Carla’s tone was soft yet accusatory.

“It’s not just the money.” Vivienne put her mug down, frustration creeping in. “The weather is better. I have family there.” She felt like an arsehole saying that, but at the same time, if anyone understood family ties, it was Carla. And that was half of the problem. Carla’s reluctance to come along on this adventure with Vivienne.

Carla stood. She deposited Molly on the chair and joined Vivienne on the sofa. “Go on.”

“The office is on a ground floor.” She paused. “That last earthquake shook me up more than I care to admit.”

“Nice pun.” Her smile was expressive. It said, ‘I think you’re cute and I’m not going to ridicule you for being jumpy whenever the office lights swing.’

“So, yeah, there’s a lot going for it. But I have a lot to lose too.” The knot in Vivienne’s stomach tightened again. It was like a physical link between them, pulling tight whenever she felt what they had slipping away.

“Oh, yeah. Like what?” Carla nuzzled her neck.

She’d already said it, but if Carla wanted to hear it again, she would say it a thousand times over. “You! But those words you said also ring in my mind.”

“Do you mean when I said I could predict the future?”

That wasn’t what she was going for, she was referring to Carla saying she wouldn’t move, but Vivienne went with it. If nothing else, it would be good for entertainment value. “Yeah, that.”

“I predict if you accept this job, we’ll climb that mountain together.” She took Vivienne’s hands in hers, her expression serious. “And I’m not talking about Mount Taranaki.”

Too scared to hope she’d changed her mind about moving, Vivienne stared at her. “Care to clarify?”

“We could do the long-distance thing. If you want.” She shrugged, and Vivienne hated the hint of vulnerability she saw. Hated it because she’d put it there. Hated it because she loved the spunky woman she’d come to know. The woman who brightened her days and made her feel alive.

“I’d like that. A lot.” She was moved beyond words.

This was what a relationship was about—compromise. She wasn’t sure how it would work, but knowing Carla was willing to put in the effort, that both of them were willing to make an effort, was a good start.

“Have you told your parents?” Carla clicked her fingers when Ollie came to investigate, giving her leg a sniff before wandering off again.

“No. I don’t want to get their hopes up just yet. But I have told them I’m visiting next week.” An idea popped into Vivienne’s head. “Come with me.”

“To New Plymouth?” Carla’s eyebrows drew together.

“Yes! You must have plenty of leave owing by now.”

“Don’t you think the staff might find that suspicious?”

That was the least of Vivienne’s worries. “Fuck what the staff think.” She said it for shock value, and Carla didn’t disappoint.

“Vivienne Alexander!” She pulled her over her knee and swatted her backside. “Such potty language from a lady.” She pulled her upright again, shocking Vivienne with her next words.

“Some of the staff already know.”

“Tane?” She’d caught him watching them a time or two while they were away.

“Yeah. Apparently my stealth isn’t that good. Tammy suspected, and I confirmed.”

“You did what?!” Vivienne did her best to sound indignant, but her grin probably gave her away. It also surprised her that Tammy, of all people, would have the nerve to ask Carla about her relationship with Vivienne.

“She saw me duck into the ladies’ after you broke the news. She came to see if I was okay.”

“She’s got a good heart,” Vivienne said.

“She has,” Carla agreed. “Belinda came in to see what was going on. I told her I’d had a menstrual breakdown, and thanked Tammy for the tampon.”

Although the way Carla dealt with people was at times unorthodox, it was never malicious and always refreshing.

Vivienne rested her hand on Carla’s thigh. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I wouldn’t say you hurt me. You just threw me a curveball. But you know what? When life gives you lemons—”

“Make lemonade,” Vivienne finished for her.

“Na-ah.” Carla waggled a finger. “You didn’t let me finish. When life gives you lemons, you plant the seeds, nurture them, and grow your own lemon trees.” She blushed. “That was my pitiful way of saying if we have any hope of our relationship blossoming, we have to nurture it.” She flopped back on the couch, laughing, forearm covering her eyes. Then her legs went out, flaying like a child in a fit of laughter or having a tantrum. It was hard to tell which, but it was entertaining.

“Fuck, I suck at this.” Carla moved her arm, peering up at Vivienne. She beckoned her forward. “Come here.”

Elated, Vivienne slid on top of her. She’d had no idea how the night would go. She’d feared the worst and hoped for the best. Thankfully, the latter had won out. They weren’t home yet, but it wasn’t over either.
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Riding shotgun,
 Carla glanced out the window. If she’d ever been to New Plymouth, she was too young to remember it, and it was nice to be able to take in the scenery.

They’d hit the road shortly before eight, and in the three hours since they’d left home, they’d encountered wind, rain, and the odd burst of sun. But that was to be expected when you lived on the only island country in the world with all
 the different climatic zones.

“You okay?” Vivienne shoved the car in park. It was the fourth lot of roadworks they’d encountered along the way. Another thing that had become the norm in New Zealand.

Carla dragged her gaze off a flock of sheep in the paddock, some standing in the rain, others huddled under trees. “Yep. Why is that?”

“You’ve been quiet,” Vivienne said, her gaze on the traffic and heavy machinery ahead of them.

“Just admiring the scenery.” A sense of melancholy washed over Carla. She’d lived in Wellington for so long, she often forgot there was an entire country to explore.

The guy holding the Stop/Go sign swivelled it, and they were moving again. Before long, the view of sheep gave way to windmills and the Tasman Sea.

“We really do live in a beautiful country, don’t we?” Carla said.

“We do,” Vivienne agreed. “What’s your favourite holiday destination?”

Carla racked her brain for her relatively limited geographical travels. She’d never been to the South Island, so that narrowed it down. “Rotorua.”

“Smelly,” Vivienne said.

“Worth it.” It was close to eight years since she’d been there, and it was still one of her fondest memories.

After Jess moved to Auckland, Suzette had dragged Carla away in an attempt to cheer her up. They’d spent three days enjoying a smorgasbord of Māori cultural tours, the geothermal wonders of the mud pools, and relaxed at the hot springs. The most memorable part of their trip, though, had been Hell’s Gate. Getting to experience the largest hot waterfall in New Zealand while watching the stars dance across the sky as the sun went down had been magical.

“What about you?” Carla asked.

“Taranaki.”

“Of course it is.”

Vivienne glanced sideways. “What? I’m not just saying that so you’ll love New Plymouth.”

“I didn’t say that,” Carla said, but she might as well have. Her eye roll had been so big, Vivienne probably heard her eyebrows hit her hairline.

“You didn’t have to, and it’s honestly one of my favourite places to visit.” Vivienne slowed as they coasted into Hāwera—an hour south of New Plymouth. “You’ll see.”






* * *




After checking into their hotel,
 they were out the door again. A naughty-nooner would’ve been nice, but it wasn’t that kind of trip, and the knowledge they would soon be living miles apart sat heavily on Carla’s shoulders.

Besides, after five hours of sitting in the car, she was more than ready to explore the city. “Any good cafés around here?”

“What are you in the mood for?”

“You know what I’m in the mood for, but you turned me down.” Her attempt had been half-hearted, at best, but she could never resist an opportunity to tease Vivienne.

“A girl can’t live on sex alone.”

“I’m not so sure about that. Have you heard of food porn?”

“I don’t watch porn.”

Carla snorted. They’d watched porn together last weekend, and it’d led to all sorts of kinky fun.






* * *




By the time
 they found a café and grabbed a bite to eat, the rain had stopped and the sun was peeking out between the clouds. “Do you feel like stretching your legs or should we drive? I can show you around the city and the coastline.”

“Both,” Carla replied. “If we have time.”

“We do. Mum’s not expecting us until around five.”

Thoughts of meeting the folks made Carla’s stomach flip. “What have you told them about me?”

“About as much as you’ve told your father about me.” Vivienne was fishing, so Carla took the bait and ran with it, pulling the fishing line straight out of her hands.

“I’ve told Dad everything
 about you. He knows you’re a decade older than me, that you’re my boss, that I seduced you, and that you love to scream my name. I didn’t tell him about the mole on your right butt cheek, though. I mean, some things are sacred.”

“Sure you have.”

Loving the smile she pulled from Vivienne, Carla tried again. “He knows I’m seeing someone I care deeply about, and when the time is right and the planets align, you will meet. He also told me there have been a few women over the years.”

Vivienne pulled to a stop at the park and shut off the engine. She turned in her seat. “How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t know. Hurt to start with, I suppose.” Hurt probably wasn’t the right word. Sad, maybe. “I wish he’d been able to share that with me, but at the same time, I understand why he didn’t.” And at the end of the day, her life wouldn’t have been any richer for it, so she couldn’t begrudge him. Perhaps that was why he was so understanding about Carla bringing Vivienne home in her own time.

“Come on, let me show you around Pukekura Park.”

“When were you last here?” Carla asked as they set off.

“Twenty-fifth of April.”

“ANZAC day.” Carla stopped dead in her tracks. “Really! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it was your weekend with Tabitha, and you didn’t ask.”

“Oh.” She kicked at the ground, wishing she’d kept quiet. But in fairness, they’d only known each other a few months back then, and unlike now, they hadn’t reached the stage where they checked in daily.

“Don’t trip over that.”

“What?” Carla glanced at the pebbled ground.

“Your lip.”

“Ha-ha.” She pinched Vivienne’s backside, delighted when she squealed.

She clamped a hand over her mouth. “Behave. We’re in public.”

With her heart full and the glorious sound of birdsong filling the air, they strolled along at a leisurely pace. Pukekura Park had to be one of the most picturesque places Carla had ever visited—two lakes, a children’s playground, a cricket ground, beautiful gardens and fernery, and a fountain and waterfall.

“I can see why you like it here,” Carla said.

“It’s a beautiful place year-round, but in summer, it truly comes alive. The Bowl of Brooklands hosts international and national acts.” Vivienne pointed to the natural amphitheatre. “Picture a light show with the lake reflecting everything happening on stage. It’s magical.”

Her face was alive with merriment, and it wasn’t hard to see why. Next to the Bowl were beautiful English-style gardens, and beyond that… “Is that what I think it is?”

Vivienne’s smile as good as said she’d been waiting for Carla to spot the zoo. “It is. And it’s free.”

“Tabitha would love it.” Whether or not Vivienne was intentionally doing her best to show Carla how great New Plymouth was, it wasn’t hard to see the appeal.






* * *




“Nervous?”
 Vivienne asked, coming to a stop at her parents’. The house was cream brick with dark-stained windowsills and roof. The contrast was as appealing as Vivienne’s blonde hair and dark-brown eyes.

“Was that a nervous chuckle?”

“No.” Carla laughed. “I was just comparing you to the house.” She held up a hand. “And I don’t mean your size.”

“Definitely nervous.” Vivienne grabbed the bottle of wine she’d bought on the way across town. She lowered it again. “Maybe I should leave this here.”

“Your call. I can be silly with or without it.”

“That’s what worries me.”

There was no way Carla would embarrass Vivienne in front of her parents, and as loath as she was to admit it, nerves were doing their best to eat a hole through her stomach. She hadn’t done the meet-the-folks thing since she was a teenager, and back then she hadn’t been aware of what a significant thing it was. If this was the start of a long-distance relationship, it would be nice to know her potential in-laws liked her.


In-laws.
 The thought was so left-field it almost knocked Carla off her feet. She took a second to compose herself and dutifully followed Vivienne out of the car.

“Can we hold hands?”

It’d been said as a joke, but Vivienne entwined their fingers. The contact was exactly what Carla needed to take the edge off her nerves. As soon as the door opened, Vivienne released her hand and embraced her mother.

They held tight, Vivienne’s mum looking at Carla over Vivienne’s shoulder. She was a dead ringer for her daughter or the other way around. Blonde hair, brown eyes, heart-shaped face, and a welcoming smile.

“Hello, it’s nice to meet you.”

“And you,” Carla said, following Vivienne inside.

The house was all creams and beige, with modern furniture and a kitchen to die for. Although stainless steel appliances looked nice, Carla would never own them herself. It was hard enough to keep Tabitha’s little hand prints off whiteware.

“Mum, this is Carla. Carla, meet Mum.”

“Please, call me Roz.”

The name sent a shiver up Carla’s spine. “Gentle horse.”

Roz cocked her head, studying Carla. “How did you know that?”

“My grandmother’s name was Rosalind.”

“She must’ve been a good woman.”

“She was.” Carla nodded, thinking of her fondly. “She always told me smart, beautiful, and kind children get it from their grandparents.”

“I told you we would need to make room for her ego.” Vivienne nudged Carla playfully.

“Leave her alone.” Roz turned towards the kitchen.

“Where’s Dad?” Vivienne asked, grabbing glasses out of the cupboard and motioning for Carla to pull out a chair at the dining room table.

Her mother lifted the lid on a pot, and the aroma of lamb stew filled the kitchen. At least, Carla hoped it was lamb. It was so expensive to buy these days, she hadn’t eaten lamb in weeks.

“He’ll be here shortly. Got held up at work.”

Vivienne poured three glasses of wine and handed one to Carla. “He should be retired.”

“You know your father. He’ll probably still be working full-time when he turns seventy.”

That sounded like Carla’s dad.

The door opened, and a thick-set man wearing a business suit entered, pulling on the knot of his tie. Was a tie to a man like a bra to a woman? Tear it off the second you stepped through the door?

“Dad!” Vivienne dashed across the room and threw her arms around him.

“Hey, Dove.”

Dove? Or did he say love? If the blush creeping up Vivienne’s neck was any indication, it’d definitely been Dove.

“Cute,” Carla mouthed, receiving a tongue pointed at her.

“Dad, this is Carla.” Vivienne motioned her over. “Carla, meet Dad.”

“Nice to meet you.” He held out a hand. It was soft, so very different from her dad’s callused hands, but the handshake was as heartfelt as his wide smile. “Please, call me Mark.”

By the time they sat down for dinner, Carla’s nerves had dissipated. Vivienne was seated opposite her, which was perfect, as Carla didn’t have to crane her neck to speak to her.

“This is delicious.” Carla dug into a succulent piece of lamb. “Now I know where your daughter gets her excellent cooking skills.”

Mark patted his belly. “I would say food is the way to a man’s heart, but that saying’s a bit outdated, isn’t it?” He smiled affectionately at his daughter, and Vivienne returned it.

Carla joined in. “It’s about as outdated as saying, ‘nothing is more dangerous than a woman gathering her thoughts.’” She looked pointedly at Vivienne, who raised a questioning eyebrow, fork midway to her mouth.

“I don’t think that’ll ever go out of date,” Roz said as she reached for the bottle of red wine she’d served with the lamb. “So, what brings you to New Plymouth on a weekday?”

“You lovely folk,” Carla said. “And this delicious meal.”

“She’s quite the charmer, isn’t she?” Mark said, his amused gaze on Vivienne.

“You’re telling me.” She stabbed a carrot, her gaze flicking to Carla.

“You work together?” Roz asked, looking to Carla for clarification.


We do more than that together
 sprang to mind, but Carla kept the words to herself. That would be going too far. “We do. I started there on a temporary assignment, but then your daughter made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

“I bet.” Mark winked.

“Dad!” Vivienne screeched.

“Oh, hush. We might be in our sixties, but we’re not dead. Hell, we’re probably having the best sex of our lives.”

“Dad! Please.”

Roz picked up her glass. “You should know him by now. Don’t rise to the challenge.”

“I’ve barely said a word.” Vivienne sounded like a teenager who felt ganged up on, and Carla could easily picture family dinners at the Alexander household.

As discreetly as possible, Carla reached under the table and squeezed a handful of thigh.

With an amused twinkle in her eye, Roz cleared her throat. “Excuse me, that’s my leg.”

Mark roared with laughter. Vivienne’s eyes went wide, and seemingly realising what had happened, she started to giggle. Next thing, they were all laughing. Ice broken, and Carla would never admit she’d done that on purpose, the rest of the night passed in a blur of good food and excellent company.
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After a delicious home-cooked
 meal and a lot of friendly banter, they finally said their goodbyes along with promises to return before long.

“I can’t believe you squeezed my mother’s thigh,” Vivienne said as she buckled up. It’d been both humorous and mortifying.

“Why? She’s hot.”

“You’re disgusting.” Vivienne put the car in gear, smiling despite herself.

“Do you think they approved of me?” Carla asked, letting the side of herself she kept guarded—the side that actually gave a shit about what people thought of her—show through.

“I know
 they approved of you.” While Vivienne had helped clean up from dinner, her mother had caught her alone and told her as much.

“Do you think they suspect why we’re really here?”

“No.” When asked again, she’d said she was visiting the New Plymouth branch to provide some training, which wasn’t an outright lie. Larry had asked her to look into where she thought the branch was failing and provide some guidance if she could. “Do you?”

“I think they bought what you said. But you do this cute little squirmy thing when you bend the truth. It made me want to drop my fork and crawl under the table to feel you wiggle on my tongue.”

“Why didn’t you?” Now that her stress had lifted, Vivienne was feeling bratty. Plus, she didn’t want to think about tomorrow any sooner than necessary, so a distraction would be nice. So would the feel of Carla’s tongue on her. All over her. Inside her.

“Someone’s feeling brave. Did I tell you I packed a paddle?” Carla lifted an eyebrow. “Two, actually.”

“Really?” She hoped Carla could deliver because the mere thought of being paddled made her wet.

It was what she craved but told few people for fear of judgement and ridicule. Kinks and fetishes were a very personal thing. Thankfully, Carla understood Vivienne’s desires, and they both thrived on the power exchange.

As they stepped into the hotel room, the air crackled with sexual tension. Carla backed her up against the wall, her heated gaze boring a hole into Vivienne. Cupping the back of her neck, Carla captured her lips. The kiss was fierce and demanding, a kiss so carnal Vivienne wanted to be taken right there on the floor. Her body was on fire, burning from the inside out.

With their mouths still fused, Carla undid Vivienne’s jeans and yanked them down to her knees. “You’ve got two minutes to get undressed.” She paused. “Dove.”

“Way to kill the mood.” Vivienne said it like a sassy teenager. All she needed was some gum to pop. But being referred to by her father’s pet name wasn’t the way to get her in the mood for sex.

With a menacing look that made Vivienne’s heart pound with anticipation, Carla fumbled in her overnight bag and revealed a wooden paddle with Six of the Best
 etched into it.

She tapped it against her palm. “Why are you still dressed?” Without giving Vivienne time to reply, she dropped to the end of the bed and hauled her over her lap.

A strike landed and Vivienne sucked in a breath. The first blow always felt the best and the worst. It stung like a thousand wasps, yet got her endorphins firing. The next blow sent a rush of heat from her backside to her pussy.

“Safe word?”

“Chaga.”

“Are you using it?”

“No, CC. Please, may I have another?”

Two more sharp blows landed before Carla ran her hand over Vivienne’s backside, soothing the burn. “Have you been a bad girl?”

“Yes, Miss. I’ve been very naughty.”

“Are you sorry?”

“No, Miss.”

Two more strikes rained down on her, and by the time Carla pulled her up, her clit was swollen and aching, begging for any attention. And she had far too many clothes on for that.

“Strip, then lie on the middle of the bed on your back.”

Vivienne scooted up the bed, shimmied her trousers and underwear down her legs and yanked her top over her head. Her bra went next. She flung the lot off the bed and propped a pillow under her head.

“You okay, Princess?” Carla smirked. “Don’t get too comfy. I intend to put that sassy mouth of yours to good use.” As she spoke, she shucked out of her clothes.

A pleased smile spread across Carla’s face as Vivienne took in her crotchless panties—red with black lace—and no bra. “You like?”

“Very much.” Thank goodness she hadn’t known how little Carla had on beneath her clothes while they were at her parents’ or Vivienne would’ve drooled all over her dinner.

Turning, Carla retrieved a second paddle out of her overnight bag. This one had a bat carved into it. “I wasn’t sure which one to get, so I bought both.” She slid up the bed and tapped Vivienne’s nipples with it, sending a lick of heat through her body.

“Safe word?”

Vivienne shook her head in response. The taps hadn’t hurt; they were just unexpected. Carla ran the wooden paddle over Vivienne’s body, making her wiggle and squirm. Gooseflesh pebbled on her skin and she sucked in a breath when it dipped between her thighs, grazing her labia.

Carla grinned but didn’t strike. Instead, she held the paddle by the business end and ran the handle through her wetness. The wood was smooth and sleek and felt similar to a silicon dildo gliding through her folds.

“It’s new and has been sanitised,” Carla said, sitting by Vivienne’s waist with her back to her as if she was talking to her pussy.

The words were no doubt for Vivienne, though, and as much as she appreciated it, she hadn’t doubted that for a second. No sooner had she reassured Vivienne, the toy was gone. Carla’s thighs brushed her face as she straddled her head.

The feel of their bodies aligning as Carla bent forward ignited a flame low in Vivienne’s belly. She wanted to melt into Carla until they became one. Seemingly at the same time, their tongues made contact. It was impossible to tell who moaned louder, and it didn’t matter.

Carla rocked above her, hips gyrating as she rode her face while devouring her. She set the rhythm, and Vivienne followed, their heavy breaths filling the room.

As Carla got close, her head stilled, resting on Vivienne’s inner thigh. Although she’d been close to orgasm herself, she was glad for the reprieve. It allowed her to focus on Carla’s pleasure, her tiny puffs of air, the rock of her hips. She hooked her arms across Carla’s lower back, held tight, and let her grind against her.

Seconds later, Carla cried out as a climax shook her body. Once her movement slowed and she caught her breath, she lifted herself off Vivienne, flipped around, and positioned herself between Vivienne’s thighs.

“I want to see you when you come.”

“Not fair.” Vivienne mock-pouted. With Carla sitting on her face, it’d been impossible to see that beautiful look of rapture when she’d climaxed.

A paddle was back in her hands in a flash. She landed a blow on top of each of Vivienne’s thighs, leaving a delicious sting behind. That was new, and she liked it.

“Pardon?”

“Sorry, Miss CC.”

“Better.” She tossed it aside and worked Vivienne to a frenzy, bringing her to the edge and backing off, over and over, until she felt like she was going to combust.

“Do you want to come?” She’d asked that four times—and denied her each time.

“Yes, please. Please, let me come.”

Peering at Vivienne over the top of her pubic mound, Carla swiped her tongue along the length of her. Even in the dim light, it wasn’t hard to see how much she was enjoying dragging out Vivienne’s pleasure…or torment, depending how you looked at it.

Vivienne fisted the sheets, her legs trembled, her stomach quivered, and her breath caught. “Please. Please, I’m begging you.”

Blessedly, she kept going, working Vivienne until an explosive orgasm rocketed through her. Spent, she closed her eyes as tiny aftershocks floated her into a blissful state of euphoria.












Thirty-Nine







CARLA









New Plymouth had been a blast,
 and Carla was feeling optimistic about the future. Her one concern was money, which was rather ironic considering Vivienne had been offered a lot more of it to take the position.

But where there was a vagina, there was a… She would never be able to think of that saying again without Suzette’s words echoing in her head. Suzette! Her rock. Her confidant. And thanks to Suzette, she and Vivienne had found a solution that suited both parties. But for how long? How long would it take before the distance between them became an issue?

Her grandma’s words rang in her ears, quieting her mind. Worrying about tomorrow won’t change the outcome. It’ll only ruin today’s peace.


They were wise words. Not always easy to live by, but they’d given Carla peace when she needed it most. What would be, would be, and they would deal with any hurdles they encountered like adults.

Wow! What a revelation. Carla smiled to herself, both amused and delighted. She felt like she’d matured more in the past year than she had in the ten before that.

“What’s he doing here?” Cynthia’s voice pulled Carla out of her head and back into the staffroom.

She nodded towards the table where Larry was sitting with Vivienne and Aubrey and a few other staff members, including Stan.

“Isn’t he allowed to visit?”

“Yeah, but he’s already done the annual rounds. I smell trouble.”

Carla leaned in close, being as honest as she could without being honest. “I think something’s going on with him and the boss.”

“She’s into chicks not—”

“Don’t say it!” Carla cut her off. She hated that saying with a passion. The triumphant look Cynthia shot her made her curse herself. Cynthia had played her like an out-of-tune guitar, and Carla had screeched.

Besides, she hadn’t meant something sexual was going on between them, but it’d worked in her favour. And it was
 weird that he was there. Couldn’t he just call her on Teams or the phone or Zoom or all the other hundreds of ways of video-calling these days?

Now there was an appealing thought. She wouldn’t have to go two weeks without seeing Vivienne. They could video-call. Would Vivienne be open to phone sex? Hell, would Carla? That was something she’d never done, but since they were starting down a new path, why not?


Take off your clothes.
 She pictured Vivienne disrobing for her.


Touch yourself.


Her pussy throbbed, and she seriously needed to get a grip. Fantasising about phone sex while at work wasn’t cool. Thank goodness everyone was too busy speculating to pay Carla any mind.






* * *




When five o’clock
 rolled around and Larry was still holed up in Vivienne’s office, Carla started feeling rattled. How long did it take to sign a contract? Maybe Cynthia had been right and something was amiss. With no good reason to hang around, Carla packed up and followed half a dozen of her co-workers to the lifts. Tammy branched off towards the stairs, and Carla followed.

“You don’t have to do that.” Tammy smiled shyly.

“I know.”

“How are things with…” She glanced left at Carla as they reached the third floor. “You know?”

“Good,” Carla whispered. “And how are things with you and…you know?”

“Good,” Tammy whispered back, and they exchanged goofy grins.






* * *




By the time
 six-thirty rolled around and she still hadn’t heard from Vivienne, Carla was going out of her mind. She sent another text.


Is everything okay?


Rather than continue to pace the living room, she jumped into the shower. The hot water did nothing to soothe her nerves, so she was out again in next to no time. She’d just pulled a brush through her hair when a knock sounded. Praying it was Vivienne, she tore through the living room and yanked open the door.


Thank goodness.
 She inhaled a deep breath and let rip. “Where the hell have you been? How did it go with Larry? Did you get my text messages? When are you leaving?” That one took the wind out of her sails.

“May I come in?” Vivienne asked with an amused smile.

Damn her. And damn Carla for damning her. She had every right to be happy. What more could you want for someone you were in love with? Was
 this love? Yep, she’d fallen hard. A life without Vivienne was one she could no longer imagine.

Carla pulled her inside and greeted her properly with a steaming kiss. Their tongues combined perfectly, teasing and tasting until they eventually pulled apart, breathless.


There, take that. Let’s see how long you’re smiling when you have to wait two weeks for a good snogging.


She ignored the part of her brain that said she was about to be in the same boat.

Vivienne held up a bottle. “I brought wine.”

Anxious to hear all about Vivienne’s meeting that had spanned most of the day, Carla grabbed two glasses out of the cupboard. “What are we celebrating?”

“Us.” She clinked glasses.

Her smile was coy, and although that normally made Carla want to do naughty things to her, it set her on edge. “What’s going on?”

“Can we sit?”

“God, woman. You can sit, you can dance, you can get naked, do what you want, but put me out of my misery. When do you leave?”

Vivienne sat, looking as poised and elegant as ever perched on the edge of the sofa. Carla sat beside her, anxiety rippling through her and no clue why.

“I’m not going.”


What the
 hell?
 Trying to comprehend the words, Carla slumped back against the sofa. They made no sense. Absolutely none.

Vivienne’s composure slipped, worry creasing her brow. “Say something.”

“I think you’re the one with some explaining to do.”

“I turned down the job.”

A tumble of emotions poured through Carla, and they weren’t all good. It’d taken a week to wrap her head around what the move meant, and she’d swung from a sense of loss, to acceptance to looking forward to the new beginning. Vivienne had convinced her it could work, sold her on New Plymouth, all for what?

Carla folded her arms tightly, letting her irritation show. “What a waste of an exercise.”

“I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

The urge to mock her was strong, but Carla reined it in. Vivienne reached out to touch her, but Carla wheeled back like a wary cat. Watching, waiting, unsure whether to lash out or allow herself to be petted. Although, lashing out wasn’t her style.

“I disagree with your comment,” Vivienne continued. “It wasn’t a wasted exercise. It taught us we can compromise.”

“No, you decided, and I fell into step behind you. Now you’ve undecided and expect me to change my mindset, just like that.” She snapped her fingers.

“I’m sorry.”

“So you said.” Carla blew out a breath. She wasn’t normally combative, and being argumentative wasn’t going to get them anywhere. “What’s changed?”

“Us. Our weekend. Seeing my parents. Everything. They adore you.”

“Of course,” Carla said smugly, earning herself a smile.

“And me. I adore you.” She reached for Carla again, and Carla let her this time. Vivienne stared at their joined hands and glanced up again. “I more than adore you, Carla. I’m in love with you.”

Carla softened further. It was impossible not to cave with this beautiful woman looking to her for absolution. But she wasn’t letting Vivienne off that easily. Unintentional or not, she’d played with Carla’s emotions.

“As soon as we got back from New Plymouth, I started questioning my decision to move. The office was nice, the staff too, but none of them were you. Today, when Larry was there, I just wanted him to leave, so you would find some excuse to waltz into my office and throw some sunshine and confetti around and saunter out again, leaving me with a wet pussy and a smile on my face.”

Softening? She’d almost completely melted by now. “So you turned down the offer?”

“I did.” She grabbed their wine glasses off the coffee table and handed one to Carla. “I told Larry about us too.”

Carla choked on her drink. She thumped her chest and blinked hard. “You what?!”

“I wanted him to know. I want the world to know.”

Carla wondered who this woman was. “Are you sure?”

Vivienne nodded. “I don’t want to hide what we have anymore. Beautiful things should be shared.”

Touched, Carla planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek. “That’s so sweet.”

“Are you laughing at me?” Vivienne wiped her face, eyes narrowed.

“No. I’m just happy.”

“Are you really?” She was back to looking uncertain.

“I am. But it’ll take a minute to get my head around the change. I was kind of looking forward to some hot phone sex.”

“Do you want me to go into the other room?” Vivienne asked with a sexy smile.

“Go on.” Carla nudged her.

“No!” She screeched. “Why would I do that when I can have the real thing?”

“Can you just…?” Carla pushed her back on the sofa and slid on top of her. “What about the money?”

“I’m not paying for it.”

“Oh, someone’s feeling sassy.” Carla manoeuvred Vivienne’s arms above her head and held her wrists together. “And that’s not what I meant.”

“I know, and I don’t care about the extra money. You can help pay my mortgage when you move in.”

Was she serious? She looked serious. Carla searched her eyes. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

“I would like you to think about it.”

Carla appreciated that. Her cottage wasn’t anywhere as nice as Vivienne’s home, and the rent ate a hole in her pay packet, but it was hers. Giving it up would be the biggest decision she’d made since throwing away a secure job to become a temp.












Epilogue















“Tabitha, leave him alone,”
 Carla called out.

“It’s fine,” Vivienne said.

For some reason, Ollie, who wasn’t a fan of being picked up, let Tabitha pull him around like a doll. He was currently in a cardboard box they’d decorated like a bus, being pushed around the house. When he jumped out, Tabitha captured him and dumped him back in.

“He’s not a doll!” Carla waved the spatula to no avail. If she wasn’t worried about burning the pikelets, she would’ve done more about it.

“Stop worrying.” Vivienne came up behind her. “He’ll let her know when he’s had enough.”

She was right. The last time Tabitha stayed, two weeks ago, Ollie had taken a swipe at her. But he got over it just as fast. Later that night when they’d put a movie on, he’d cuddled up beside her on the sofa, surprising both Carla and Vivienne.

A knock sounded, and Tabitha abandoned the box. “I’ll get it.”

Ollie chose that moment to make his getaway. Knowing who it was, Carla waited for it.

“Grand-dude!” Tabitha jumped up and down excitedly.

Carla’s dad hefted her up. “Gosh, you’re getting so big.”

“I’m going to be a big sister,” she announced proudly.

Carla spun around. “Not us.” She didn’t really need to say that. She’d told her dad kids weren’t on the cards for them. Being a big sister was rewarding enough, and Vivienne was great with Tabitha. At times, her patience surpassed Carla’s.

Ignoring the comment, her dad gave his full attention to Tabitha, listening intently as she told him all about the baby in Isabella’s tummy, her father’s partner. They’d only been together for six months, but they seemed extremely happy, and Carla had learnt time was no gauge of the strength of a relationship.

Some collapsed after ten years, others thrived within ten days. It’d taken a little longer than that for Carla to trust her relationship with Vivienne enough to move in, but they’d reached that point and she wasn’t going anywhere.

“Morning.” Vivienne hugged Carla’s dad briefly and wandered over to the coffee machine. It had all the bells and whistles and scared the crap out of Carla. “Would you like coffee?”

“That would be wonderful.”

“Look what we made, Grand-dude.” Tabitha towed him over to the cardboard box. She looked down, scratched her head, and glanced around. “Hey, where did Ollie go?”

She headed for the hall door, but Carla grabbed her. “Why don’t you show Grand-dude your drawings?” She’d learnt over time it was better to distract her than scold her, and Ollie needed a break.

Within the next thirty minutes, the living room was full of happy faces and friendly chatter filled their home. Coming out at work had been a mixed bag. Some had suspected, some didn’t care, others gossiped.

Unsurprisingly, Belinda hadn’t taken the news well. Mostly because she’d felt like Carla had lied to her. Carla had taken great pleasure in pointing out she’d told her twice she was sleeping with the boss. Unable to dispute that, Belinda had stormed off.

Whenever they cross paths at work, they were civil, but they would never be close.

“Hey, mate.” Suzette held up two plates. “Sandwich or savoury?” She’d been a gem, doing the rounds and handing out finger foods. Carla had been reluctant to have a housewarming party considering Vivienne already lived there, but she’d insisted.

“I’m good, thanks.” Carla was still digesting the pikelets she’d made earlier and helped herself to while they were still warm.

“How are you two?” Carla sat on the coffee table, opposite Tammy and Octavia. They were an adorable couple, and it was a shame they had to hide what they had. All Carla could do was be supportive.

“Good,” they said in unison.

“Thanks for inviting us.” Tammy smiled at Octavia with affection in her eyes.

“You’re welcome. Can I get you anything?”

“No. We’re good.” Octavia cuddled into Tammy’s side. They looked at each other with dreamy eyes, and Carla left them to it, glad they had a safe place to be themselves and show affection without judgement.

“Look at me. Look at me.” Tabitha came racing inside with Ava hot on her heels. They both had daisy chains in their hair. Vivienne and Nancy followed, both wearing grins.

By the time everyone left, it was almost teatime, and Tabitha was finally slowing down. She had cake on her face and grass on her knees.

“Bath or shower?”

“Bubble bath.” She jumped up and down, steam still under the hood.

“Come on.” Vivienne held out a hand. Tabitha took it, and off they went, swinging their arms and grinning at each other like five-year-olds.

Vivienne was so good with Tabitha, it was hard to believe she didn’t want kids of her own. At the same time, Carla got it. Their life would be very different if they went down that path, which they both agreed they weren’t going to do.

They had plans. Travel plans. They’d already booked a cruise next year, a first for them both. And Carla looked forward to experiencing a lot more firsts with Vivienne. She might’ve joked she could predict the future, but it was a skill she was pleased she didn’t possess.

She didn’t want to know what adventures awaited them; she wanted to live in the moment, to experience every new day as it unfolded. And with Vivienne by her side, she would tackle whatever came their way.






* * *




The house was quiet,
 Tabitha was asleep, and Vivienne was in her happy place—cuddled up in bed with the woman who’d brought so much joy to her life. Molly was on the end of the bed, and Ollie, who ran from Tabitha one minute and sought her out the next, was asleep on the bottom bunk.

In another lifetime, if Vivienne had met Carla when she was younger, she might’ve changed her mind about having a family. Forty-three wasn’t exactly old, but the thought of having teenagers in the house when she turned sixty was not a pleasant one.

They’d discussed it, and Carla had assured her she was fine with the decision not to have any children. Equally, she’d said if Vivienne had wanted a family, she would’ve considered it as well. And that was why their relationship worked. They talked, they compromised, and unlike Vivienne’s last relationship, there was no coercion.

Quietening her mind, Vivienne snuggled closer to Carla. “Did you have a good day?”

“Every day with you is a good day.”

It was far from a pick-up line, but it still sounded cheesy.

Carla propped herself up on an elbow. “Are you laughing at me?”

“No. Oh, hell. Yes! Your pick-up lines haven’t got any better.” Not that she needed them. She already had Vivienne.

Carla twirled a lock of Vivienne’s hair around her finger. “I love you, Vine Vine.”

“What was that?” Vivienne’s body shook with mirth. “Your best German impersonation?”

“No,” Carla grinned. “That was me rearranging the letters of your name, Vivienne with two ‘E’s.”

“Is that right, CC with no ‘E’s?”

The memory of that night was so vivid, the eighteen months since they’d met felt like only yesterday.

“Out of all the fish in the sea, I’m pretty lucky I caught you.” If Carla’s expression hadn’t been so serious, Vivienne would’ve told her once again her pick-up lines needed work.

“I think we’re both lucky.” If she hadn’t pushed herself to attend the speed-dating event, she doubted they would be where they were today. They still might’ve crossed paths in the workplace, but…wait. “Would you have still made a play for me if we hadn’t met before you showed up at Ezy Credit?”

“Of course. Why do you think most of my jobs were only ever temporary?” At the appalled look on Vivienne’s face, she burst out laughing. “You’re so easy.”

The double entendre was loud and clear.

Playing along, Vivienne stifled a giggle. “I was, wasn’t I?”

“Mm-hmm.” Carla nuzzled her neck. “Only for me.” She slipped her hand between Vivienne’s thighs, and they made sweet love until the early hours of the morning.
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