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BLURB


BLURB

When assertive, attractive retail worker Angela places an online ad seeking uncomplicated fun, she’s intrigued when a woman of mystery replies.

Curvy and cute “SweetLucy” is also looking for no-strings-attached intimacy, so Wednesdays become like stolen moments: their night to escape life’s problems.

Their connection is electric, with sexy encounters shrouded in thrilling shadows. But how can they forge something deeper when SweetLucy is so secretive? Who is she when she’s not erotically tangled in sheets?

A spicy, lesbian, beachside romance set in Tauranga, New Zealand that asks: are some entanglements simply too much?


CHAPTER 1
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Angela

Unsure why she even bothered, call her a sucker for punishment, Angela picked up her phone and signed into the dating app. She’d had a shit of a day at work—customers could be arseholes—and if she received one more dick pic, that would top off the shit pile.

In hindsight, stating she was looking for no-strings-attached fun probably had something to do with that. Something. Not everything. It still didn’t give anyone the right to send nudes without invitation.

As if sensing her rising stress levels, Tabitha lifted her head from her spot on the sofa. She was a long-haired tabby with a gentle, loving nature.

“Hey, girl.” Angela stroked her cat under the chin, revelling in the calming effect such a simple act always had on her. Feeling better equipped to deal with whatever came her way, she thumbed her phone.

First message: Dick pic. Instant block and delete. They were as unwelcome as your period while on holiday.

Second message: A couple’s profile. Hey, in town for the night. Have hotel. Can host.

Seriously? Who did they think she was? Easy-spread margarine?

That was it. She’d had enough. This app had to go. The stress wasn’t worth it. A red dot lit up the message box. Should she torture herself one more time? One last hurrah before she deleted her account?

To hell with it. Angela clicked on the mailbox. A female username, and a cute one at that. The more she read, the more intrigued she became. This woman was adorable. If it was a woman, of course. One could never be too sure using these apps.

Hi. I’m also looking for some adult fun. I don’t want a relationship, but that doesn’t mean I’m easy. There has to be an attraction first. I would like to broaden my sexual horizons…with someone I trust, so I am a total contradiction. I don’t want to get close, but I need to feel a bond. Your respect and discretion will get mine.

If I haven’t sent you running for the hills, I’d love to hear back. Have a good night.

Oh, one last thing. If you’re not interested, that’s okay. Please just say so. It beats being ghosted. Oh, and one final thing. If this is a guy pretending to be a woman, don’t send me a picture of your willy.

In the three months Angela had been using the dating app, it was the first time she’d opened a message and smiled the entire time.

“Well, Tabby.” Her cat’s ears perked up. “The tides might be turning.”

Exiting the message, Angela flicked to SweetLucy’s profile and read her stats.

Non-smoker, occasional drinker, medium build, strawberry-blonde hair, blue eyes, five-foot-five, thirty-eight years old.

For some reason, Angela had pegged her as younger, which was pretty judgemental considering they were yet to meet. She kept reading.

Seeking a woman for NSA fun. That means No Strings Attached. Guys, if you missed it, I’m seeking a woman.

The NSA clarification was very telling—SweetLucy was new to casual hook-ups. Angela was entranced by this woman. What was someone seemingly so naïve doing on a dating site? And what did wanting to broaden her horizons mean?

Backing up, Angela clicked reply and paused. This was the first time she was hopeful, and sending a meaningful reply was more daunting than she’d anticipated.

Tabitha nudged Angela’s leg. “No need for the push, puss. I’m getting there.”

She was also inexplicably nervous, which was silly. She was on the same page as SweetLucy, so that was something.

Although Angela wasn’t looking for a relationship, there had to be a connection. And there definitely had to be chemistry. If those things weren’t important to her, this online dating lark would’ve been a walk in the park. She could have a different bed partner every night.

There were a lot of wannabes on the app, there for the thrill of the chase only, but there were plenty of members who would fuck anything.

This was the first genuine, single woman who’d approached her. Or was she single? Angela swiped the screen, scrolling as fast as she could to that telling box. But that little tick box told her nothing. SweetLucy’s marital status wasn’t listed. Did it make a difference to Angela? Not really. At least, not until she was asked to join them as a couple.

All power to the few unicorns who were online, but she wasn’t one of them. She also needed to stop assuming shit and do what she wished so many others on this site would do—communicate.

Using her thumbs, she tapped out a reply. Hi, SweetLucy. Nice to hear from you. My day was stressful, but it just got a whole lot better.

Did that sound corny? To some it might, but she left it because she meant it.

You sound like an interesting woman. Tell me more.

Perhaps she should’ve added more about herself, but her profile was pretty clear.

Single female, thirty-five, brown hair, hazel eyes, dominant by nature. Looking for a casual play partner. Not interested in a relationship but would like regular hook-ups. Can host.

She lived alone so had no issue inviting someone she trusted back to her place.
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While waiting for a reply, Angela tossed something together for dinner, fed Tabby, and returned to the living room. With a plate of hot potato salad balanced on her lap, Angela checked the app, disappointed for the first time when no reply came.

She grabbed the remote and flicked on the TV. The news did nothing but depress her, so she turned it off and put the stereo on instead. Elton John started crooning something about Lucy in the sky, and Angela wondered if that was a sign. Was something bigger than her telling her to get her head out of the clouds, or was SweetLucy about to make her evenings a whole lot more interesting?

By the time the song ended and her plate was empty, she’d decided on the former. She needed to get her head out of the clouds. Around ten, she climbed into bed and did something she never did—put her phone on the bedside table. How lame was that? Even worse, she signed into the app one last time before turning out the light.

Bingo! A new message from SweetLucy.

“Settle down,” she scolded herself. What a fool getting hyped up over a faceless person, whom she was yet to determine if it was a woman. But the tone of her message told Angela it was.

Hi, thanks for replying. Um, I’m not sure what else you want to know. I also don’t want to say too much about myself to a complete stranger.

“But you want to fuck one,” Angela said out loud. Tabby lifted her head and went back to sleeping at the foot of the bed.

Gaze back on her phone, Angela tapped out a reply. That’s okay. I prefer to talk in person, anyway. Would you like to swap face pics?

That was pretty forward, but she wasn’t here to fuck chickens. Once you started swapping endless messages, it wasn’t often the person took it to the next level. At least, in her experience. Besides, she didn’t want to marry SweetLucy. She wanted to have sex. Lots of sex. Hot passionate sex that kept her fuelled for days after, reliving the memory over and over in her mind.

Fantasies crept in, making her clit jump. It’d been a long time since Angela had sought out gratification from anything other than her faithful toys. They were perfectly fine to get the job done. She could rub one out in a few seconds or take her time, but they could never replicate the exquisite feel of skin on skin. And, of course, they never caressed or kissed her.

The sooner she could meet this person the better. They would both know within minutes whether or not they were compatible. That way, they could either get together or move on.

SweetLucy’s reply lit up Angela’s inbox. Sure, would you mind going first?

That was understandable and slightly unsettling. Angela got it. She wasn’t entirely comfortable sending face pics via this app either. There was always the possibility she was being played, which no doubt worried Lucy as well, but if one of them didn’t take the plunge, they’d be in a gridlock.

Selecting a recent picture of herself, one taken at her thirty-fifth birthday last month, Angela attached it to a message. She considered adding similar words to those SweetLucy had sent earlier—please don’t ghost me—but decided against it.

She could only hope this woman had enough courtesy to let Angela know if no sparks were flying. Of course, a picture only told so much. Until you added personality, facial expressions, smell, all those tangible things to the mix, you never could be sure.

A yawn snuck up on Angela, reminding her it was getting late. She would give it ten more minutes. When a reply didn’t come, she put her phone down and turned off the bedside light.

Dammit. Why did her bladder have to do that? She flicked back the covers, raced to the bathroom and was back again just before Tabby claimed her spot.

“Uh-uh.” She waggled a finger at her cat and slid between the sheets. Tabby curled up beside her, and hating herself for it, Angela grabbed her phone and was back on the dating app before she knew it.

The unread message from SweetLucy made it worthwhile. She hoped so, anyway. What if it was a rejection? Did she want to know before turning out the light? She didn’t know this person, so she’d be stupid to lose sleep over it. Would that stop her from doing so? Probably not. Rejection had a knack for denting the toughest ego.

Click. There. Done.

Although the picture was a side-on shot, from what Angela could see, SweetLucy was gorgeous. Strawberry-blonde hair fell in waves around her shoulders. Eyes the colour of sapphires were framed by thick lashes. But the most captivating thing of all was her smile. She looked carefree, and Angela would’ve loved to know what or who she was smiling at on the other side of the camera.

Wide awake despite the late hour, she sent a reply. Would you like to meet? See if there’s an attraction in person?

She hoped that didn’t scare off SweetLucy, but she’d never been one to beat around the bush. She fired off another message. Can meet publicly first time or somewhere more private.

Like a texting junkie who’d no sooner finished one message before starting the next, she sent a third message, this time giving out her phone number. That way, she wouldn’t have to stay signed into this app.

As it was, she had three new messages from users she’d never spoken to before. Not caring whether they were potentially decent people, she signed out of the app, delighted when her phone chirped.

“Well, hello there, SweetLucy,” she uttered under her breath.

Five text messages later, Angela had a date. Elated, she put her phone on silent, punched her pillow into submission and willed sleep to come.


CHAPTER 2
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Haylee

Over the past few days, Haylee had questioned her sanity more than once. Thirty-eight years old and going on a date for the first time in more than a decade. If her friends knew, they’d tell her she’d lost her mind.

They wouldn’t be far wrong. The feeling was becoming as familiar as the lick of excitement that had rejuvenated her for the past three days. The woman she’d met on the dating app was super easy to talk to via text, and her photo had awoken long-dormant parts inside Haylee.

She could picture her without the image. The way her brown hair wound behind her ears and flicked up at the back. Her kissable lips and hazel eyes that were soft yet commanding.

For the sake of others, Haylee had suppressed her most basic needs for more than a decade. Although, one could say sex was a want, not a need. Something she would argue, even if only to herself. Her friends wouldn’t understand, not really. How could they? How could anyone without walking in her shoes?

Her phone chirped, and she thanked whoever it was for unwittingly saving her from going down that rabbit hole. If she had, she might’ve stayed there. Stayed home and put an end to this madness.

She could tell herself as often as she liked, keeping it casual meant there’d be no casualties, but her heart knew otherwise. Someone was going to get hurt, and not necessarily her.

The words from her first message to Angela rang in her head. Don’t worry, I’m good at compartmentalising. She took a deep breath and quietened her mind. She could do this. She would do this. There was a difference between being selfish and selfless.

The mere thought of meeting this captivating woman in less than half an hour set off butterflies in her tummy.

Miss Tress.

The username was half of what drew her eye and gave her the courage to make contact. It’d been a long time since she’d explored that side of herself, and the thought of delving into it again excited her.

Shortly before five, Haylee ducked into the bathroom at work and touched up her make-up. By a stroke of luck, Angela, who’d given out her name during their exchanges, lived in a semi-rural suburb of Tauranga. When she’d suggested a quaint café near her home as a meeting place, Haylee had readily accepted.

It would take her ten minutes to get there from work and twenty from her suburban neighbourhood. With any luck, that was enough distance to remain undetected. If she happened to run into someone she knew, she would smile and wave. Nothing to see here. Just having coffee with a friend.

The bathroom door bounced off the wall, startling Haylee. Trust Tori to barge in right on five. Like, why not hold it until she got home?

“Hot date?”

“Always. Every Wednesday.” With a flick of her hair over her shoulder, Haylee sauntered out of the ladies’ as though she was a hot item. She’d been working for this company for less than a month, and although Tori was likeable, she knew little of Haylee’s personal life, and that was how she liked it.

Haylee’s aloofness probably made her seem cold, snobby even, but if her co-workers knew the truth, it would make them uncomfortable, and it wouldn’t be long before they wished they’d never probed. She’d seen it before. At her last job, people who’d once tackled her at the water cooler to gossip about the weekend started actively avoiding her.

Although she understood, it didn’t take the sting out of being snubbed. The best way to avoid that kind of pain was to keep her workmates at arm’s length.

With one final glance in the rear-view mirror, Haylee stepped out of the car. Only one person knew where she was, and although they’d said they wouldn’t come sniffing around, she glanced over her shoulder as she stepped up on the pavement. As disloyal as she felt for not trusting them at their word, she exhaled a relieved breath when she didn’t spot a familiar face staring back at her.

When she turned back around, her breath caught. There, before her, was Miss Tress, and she was more beautiful in person than in print. She wasn’t what some would call a classic beauty, but she had a gorgeous smile and the most amazing eyes. Eyes that were looking at Haylee like she also liked what she saw, and that felt great.

She wore a black skirt that came to mid-thigh, a white blouse that showed a hint of cleavage, and heels that were higher than Haylee would ever dare to wear.

“SweetLucy?”

Hearing it said out loud made Haylee cringe, but she hadn’t felt confident enough to follow Angela’s lead and share her real name. “It’s actually…” She stopped herself. The name would help her compartmentalise. “Lucy. Just Lucy.”

“Well, Just Lucy, it’s nice to meet you.” Angela raked her gaze over Haylee, making her nipples pebble. The woman oozed charisma. She had an air about her that screamed confidence without being obnoxious. “Very nice to meet you.”

“Thank you.” A blush heated Haylee’s cheeks at the same time as she basked in the compliment. All the reasons she’d thought this was a bad idea took a back seat. They’d be there to unpack once she returned home, but for now, they could wait for her in the car.

“Shall we?” Angela motioned for Haylee to precede her into the café.

A glass cabinet stood in the corner with food in the display, potted plants sat on wire shelves fixed to the walls above tables, and the aroma of baked goods and coffee beans perfumed the air.

At this hour of the day, they practically had the place to themselves. It was open until seven, so they had a little over an hour until the place closed. Seated at a quiet table near the back of the café, Haylee fiddled with her iced coffee.

Angela’s hazel eyes tracked her from across the table. “Your photo doesn’t do you justice. You really are beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Haylee said, feeling bashful yet soaking up the compliment at the same time. “You are too.”

“Great. Now we got that out of the way, tell me about you.”

“What do you want to know?” That was a stupid question to ask. If she’d just answered, she could say as much or as little as she wanted.

“Let’s start with what you do for a living?”

Haylee’s mind raced. Did she want to tell Angela about her depressingly boring job or horrendously complicated life? Nope, but she didn’t want to lie either.

Angela raised an eyebrow. “Too personal?”

“No, it’s fine.” Haylee laughed nervously. “I’m a storyteller.” She was Lucy, she could be anyone she wanted to be.

“Interesting.” Angela’s tongue darted out and wet her lips. “Tell me a story.”

“Once upon a time, a woman met a sexy, confident woman online. They agreed to meet for a drink, and the chemistry was instant.” Haylee paused. “How am I doing?”

“No edits needed. Now tell me the R-rated stuff.”

“It’s yet to be written.” Haylee bit back a smile. Happy hormones were bouncing through her body.

“I take it that means you’d like to meet somewhere more…intimate next time?”

Although they were getting along just fine, the question was like a handbrake being yanked on. Haylee checked herself and backed up. “Maybe. Tell me about you.”

“I work at a lighting shop.” Angela pressed the back of her hand to her mouth as though it was all very boring. “Think customer service. Happy customers, pissed-off customers, demanding customers.”

“Good Lord, how awful.” Haylee screwed up her face in sympathy.

“You look like someone who’s been there.” Angela sipped her mint tea.

“Never. The thought of it is bad enough. I’ll stick to storytelling. It’s a solitary job.” Her job was far from solitary, but she wasn’t ready to admit she worked for the Inland Revenue Department.

People were weird like that. They might think she was going to audit their taxes and dob them in to the government if they were cheating the system.

“Have you always lived in Tauranga?” Angela followed up the question with an arch of her eyebrow and a disarming smile. “Too personal?”

“No.” Haylee laughed again. “I was born in Oban.”

“Where’s that?”

“Seriously?” Haylee asked. “Stewart Island. My dad was a fisherman.”

“Was?”

“Is.” Haylee clarified, secure in the knowledge there was more than one fisherman in New Zealand, so mention of her father’s profession couldn’t possibly lead Angela to her doorstep. “As I grew up, we moved further and further north, and I’ve lived here since I started high school.”

And met the person I thought I’d grow old with. She banished the unwanted thought.

“Met the love of your life?”

Was she that transparent? Rather than ponder the question for too long, she flipped the tables. “Tell me about you.” She flashed Angela a playful smile.

“Born and bred in Auckland, but we visited a lot as kids. When my folks retired here, I made the move too.”

“How old are you?” Not the politest question Haylee could’ve asked, but from memory, Angela’s profile said she was thirty-five. Haylee was three years older, and her parents were a long way off retiring. Five years minimum, if they retired at sixty-five, but like so many Kiwis who worked until they were seventy, her father would probably be one of them.

“Thirty-five. I didn’t lie on my profile. My parents didn’t want kids. I was the surprise baby.”

“They hadn’t figured out how that happened, huh?” Haylee joked, loving it when Angela returned her smile.

“I know, right?”

“So, were you the tragic neglected child? Left home alone to fend for yourself. Fighting off would-be criminals and doing all the housework and cooking like a child-maid.”

Angela tipped her head back and laughed. The sound was as magical as the elegant slope of her neck. She pointed at Haylee. “A true storyteller! I’ll have to read your work one day.”

Crap. Nothing good ever came from telling porkies, but in Haylee’s defence she’d said she was a storyteller, not a writer. The devil was in the details.

“And no, nothing like that. I might’ve been an accident, like you said, but I was very much wanted. No childhood trauma. No nasty exes to stress about. Carefree and single, that’s me.”

“Don’t oversell it.” Haylee shot her a teasing smile.

“I like you. A lot,” Angela said, the sincerity of her words reflected in the gleam in her eyes. “Did you get hit on a lot on the app?”

“God, yes. There was this guy, a billionaire. He wanted to whisk me away and treat me to a lavish lifestyle in exchange for being his submissive twenty-four seven.”

“Really,” Angela said drolly, clearly not buying the story, and rightly so.

“No, but I did have this couple, Fr—” She cut herself off. Part of her profile said discretion was expected and would be given in return, and in Haylee’s mind, that meant no name-dropping even if it was only a username. “There was this couple who asked me to join them. The guy or girl or whoever messaged me said she’s bi-receiving. Like wow, did they expect me to audition?” Haylee spoke with a plum in her mouth. “Please, come in. We are currently taking applications for the next starring role.”

“I know the two.” Angela pointed. “They approached me as well.” An amused smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“What?” The penny dropped. “Oh my God, did you hook up with them?”

Fuck. Haylee seriously needed to put a lid on this Lucy person. The real her would never be so bold…or loud. She glanced around, pleased no one was paying them any attention.

“No. That’s not my style, but I don’t knock it either. To each their own.”

Ouch. Haylee felt suitably chastised and she hated that she’d come across as judgemental. “That came out wrong. I have nothing against threesomes, foursomes or more-somes. As long as everyone is consenting, all power to them.”

“So you’re open to a threesome?”

Against her will, a spark of desire flared. She extinguished it just as fast. Talk about getting ahead of themselves. “I didn’t say that.”

“Would you?” Angela tilted her head.

“I don’t think so,” she answered honestly. “The fantasy is hot, but the reality might not be and then my fantasy would be ruined.”

That alluring smile of Angela’s was back. “You really are something.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“Good. Definitely good. And I’m smiling because your naivety is adorable.”

“My—” Haylee shut her mouth when Angela raised a hand. She had a commanding presence without commanding. Imagine what that would look like behind closed doors.

“Yes, your innocence. When was the last time you dated?”

“Last week. Hot couple. I nailed the audition.” Haylee shocked herself with her fast comeback. Perhaps this Lucy persona had taken hold of a part of her without her knowing it.

“So, it wasn’t much fun, then?” Angela asked.

Or maybe the naivety label was fitting after all. Lost, Haylee drew her eyebrows together. “Huh?”

“Bi-receiving means happy to take but not return.”

“You mean—” Haylee shut her mouth. Again. She got it now, but Angela was already leaning across the table.

She glanced around and lowered her voice. “Yes, I mean she would’ve let you eat her pussy, but she wouldn’t have touched you in return. And that’s a shame because I bet you taste sweet and come so prettily.” Angela locked eyes with Haylee and put a hand on her forearm.

The touch was electric, scorching Haylee’s skin and making her pussy twitch. It’d been so long since someone had looked at her with such hunger in their eyes, she was ready to drop to her knees right then and there.

The incessant vibration of her phone pulled her out of her stupor. “Sorry. I better get this.”

“It’s fine.”

She read the message and cursed herself.

“Problem?” Angela asked.

“No, just my get-out-of-jail card.” It wasn’t really. She hadn’t told anyone to call her and give her the opportunity to gap it if she wasn’t feeling it, but she had told someone she would text to let them know she was okay, and she’d completely forgotten. Relieved they hadn’t come looking for her, she fired off a quick text and dropped her phone into her handbag. “Sorry. Where were we?”

“Jail. But I forgot the handcuffs,” Angela said. “Another day, maybe?” The lift of an eyebrow was self-assured without being cocky.

The prospect made Haylee’s blood heat and her heart pound. “I’d like that.”

“Me too. Next week sometime. My place at six?”

Before she had time to overthink it, Haylee nodded her agreement. “Okay. But I warn you, I have a tracker on me, so if I end up dead, someone will find me.”

Angela gave her another amused smile. “I’ll remember that, but I hear death by orgasm is rare.”

“Rare but not unheard of,” Haylee replied, recalling an article she’d read a few years back.

“If you’re referring to asphyxiation, that’s not my thing.”

“Phew.” Haylee feigned wiping sweat off her brow, earning herself a beatific smile from Angela. Knowing she still had the ability to make someone smile like that felt better than she remembered. “I was actually referring to that guy in the news a few years back. He collapsed and died while in the company of a prostitute. Cause of death was ruled as excessive orgasm.” She finger-quoted the last two words.

“I could think of worse ways to die.” Angela said it with a tilt of her head and a lick of her lips, but the truth of those words nauseated Haylee.

She, too, could think of a lot worse ways to die. Drowning for one, and she didn’t necessarily mean figuratively.

Angela eyed her with concern. “Hey, where’d that smile go?”

Tossing the unwanted intrusion into a box labelled D for ‘Don’t go There’, Haylee put her happy face back on. “I was just thinking I better get going soon, and that made me sad.”

“I could meet Sunday if you’re free?”

“I’m not, sorry.” She was still coming to terms with the fact she was actually going through with this, without cutting into her weekend commitments. “Weekends are out for me.”

“Church?” The lift of Angela’s eyebrows made Haylee laugh, despite her thoughts on the topic.

“No, I don’t believe in God.”

“Good. You won’t feel bad when you scream his name…” Angela leaned close, her gaze unyielding. “Begging for mercy when I won’t let you come.”

The words ignited a flame in Haylee, turning her body to liquid heat. It’d been so long since she’d felt that way she closed her eyes and basked in the sensation for a long moment. When she opened them, Angela was looking at her with the same hunger in her eyes.


CHAPTER 3
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Angela

Since meeting SweetLucy a week ago, who eventually let it slip her name was actually Haylee, Angela had done little else but think about her. Okay, she’d done a lot—worked, baked, been to the gym, caught up with friends, and visited her parents. But her mind had never been far from all the naughty things she wanted to do to the woman who’d awoken something inside her.

Finally that night was here, and Angela had been running around like a blue-arsed fly since she arrived home. It’d been her dumb luck a customer entered the lighting shop right on five, saying they’d only be a minute. Unless they knew exactly what they wanted and it was in stock, buying a lamp or ceiling light rarely took only a few minutes.

After showering, Angela slipped into a skimpy pair of peach-coloured briefs and a matching bra. Her breasts were small and firm, barely a handful and sensitive as hell. Browsing her wardrobe, Angela settled on an elegant teal-blue, satin dress with adjustable spaghetti straps, a lightly gathered bodice, and a V-neck. The long, A-line skirt had a side split, allowing her to show off some thigh, should she feel so inclined.
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Right on six, a knock on the door sent Angela’s heart racing and Tabitha heading to investigate. At times, she was more like a dog than a cat, the biggest difference being she didn’t need to be exercised regularly and could be left home for hours on end without becoming anxious.

Angela opened the door to a smiling Haylee, who looked gorgeous wearing a crew neck, sleeveless dress. Her strawberry-blonde hair hung in waves around her shoulders, and her blue eyes were as vivid as Angela remembered.

“Hi.”

“Hi yourself.” Haylee rocked on her heels. “Is this okay? I came straight from work.”

“You look gorgeous.” Angela brushed her lips against Haylee’s and ushered her inside. The temptation to push her up against the wall and claim her mouth was strong, but she refrained. There was no need to maul the poor woman the second she stepped inside.

“And who’s this cutie?” Haylee crouched, hand held out to Tabby.

“Tabitha. She won’t bite, but she’ll moult all over your dress.”

“That’s okay. It’ll brush off.” Haylee picked up Tabitha and received a headbutt and lots of smooches in return.

“Wine?” Angela asked as she crossed the kitchen to the fridge.

“No. I’m fine, thank you.”

“Water or cranberry juice?” Angela grabbed the bottle of wine out for herself and waited for Haylee’s reply.

“Water would be great, thank you.”

She retrieved the bottle of sparkling water and two glasses. “How was your day?”

“Great.” Haylee put her purse and keys on the kitchen bench. “I went for a stroll around Leisure Island.” She smiled her thanks when Angela set a drink in front of her. “I’m sure you’ve been there, though.”

“A long time ago.” That wasn’t entirely true, but she loved listening to Haylee talk. It gave her time to study her beautiful features and see her eyes come alive, because there were times when they looked like someone had pulled down the shutters and turned out the lights. “What was it like?”

“Peaceful, with beautiful scenery and views. Two guys were fishing off the rocks and having no luck. I asked to borrow one of their rods, so I could show them how real women fished. In no time, I had a snapper on the end of the hook.” She stood and pretended to wind in the line, back bowed, arms straining. “The fish fought and fought, and I played with him, letting the line loose before reeling him back in.”

“Who says it was a boy?”

“You could tell.” She shrugged. “Blue scales.” Her smile was cheeky. “So, these guys are like, ‘Holy shit, get the net.’” Haylee pulled on the imaginary line again. “Finally, I got that sucker up on the rocks. He flapped on his belly, gasping for air, and…” She dropped the imaginary rod, her face falling along with it. “I felt so sorry for the fish, I tossed him back in the water.”

“That’s quite the story.” It was almost believable too.

“Have you ever been fishing?” Haylee asked as she sat again.

“Many times.” As a kid, Angela’s dad had taken her fishing at both Mount Maunganui and Tauranga Bridge Marina. Back then, she’d loved the family time. Her mum had sat and read, wide-brimmed hat shielding her from the sun, while her dad baited hooks and shone with pride when Angela caught her first fish.

The memory was still fresh. She’d been five, her parents in their forties. Her friend’s parents had been closer to thirty, but she couldn’t recall ever feeling different or being teased because her parents were older. They were pretty chilled people, whom she loved dearly.

“Speaking of fishing, let me do some.” Angela paused. “What would you like to happen tonight?”

“Is that a trick question?” Haylee asked.

Angela adopted her sternest look. She would not put up with Haylee acting stupid, no matter how sweet she was. “If you want to broaden your sexual horizons, as you put it, communication is key.”

“Sorry.” Haylee lowered her gaze.

Angela hooked a finger under her chin and raised it. “There’s no need to be sorry, but I’m not a mind reader, and I need you to be honest with me, otherwise I have no way of knowing whether you’d enjoy a plug up your butt or clamps on your nipples.”

A blush spread up Haylee’s neck and turned her cheeks pink, but she maintained eye contact. Progress.

“I’m not sure if I’d like those things or not,” Haylee admitted.

“What experience do you have?” Angela cursed herself. It wasn’t a job interview. “Scratch that. Tell me what you don’t like.”

“Pain. Maybe some, like those clamps you mentioned. I think I’d like to try that, but maybe not tonight. And no butt stuff.”

Noted, but not ruled out. “Ever tried a butt plug?”

“No!” Her eyes went wide.

“Don’t knock it until you have.” The fullness of wearing a butt plug while being fucked with a dildo could be extremely satisfying. Of course, it depended on the day and the mindset. After all, the brain was the biggest sex organ. If something repulsed you, even if only in your mind, it was never going to feel good.

“You won’t, though, will you?” The concern marring Haylee’s features didn’t sit well with Angela.

Angela hated she’d made her feel that way and equally disliked that Haylee would even think such a thing. But, she reminded herself, they were only just getting to know each other, so it was a fair comment.

“I would never do anything without your consent. Do you have a safe word?”

“Gosh.” Haylee looked at the ceiling. “I haven’t done this since I was in my early twenties. Back then, fifteen years ago…” She smiled as though giving away her age, but she’d stated on her profile that she was thirty-eight, and Angela had no reason to doubt her. “My girlfriend and I barely knew what we were doing.”

“Were you together for long?” Angela asked.

“Yes! We travelled the world together. Spent two years in Europe. Visited the Eiffel Tower, rode a camel.”

“In Paris?” Angela teased.

Haylee’s eyes crinkled with amusement. “In Egypt. Through the Pyramids and along the Nile River.”

Impressive, but Angela wasn’t buying it. “Fact or fiction?”

“Fiction.” Haylee gave her a sheepish smile. “What about you? Have you ever been overseas?”

When she was in her twenties, Angela spent five weeks travelling around the South Island with an ex, but she didn’t want to relive that. Haylee had lived there before moving north, so she was well aware of what the island had to offer. “If the Cook Strait counts.”

“Totally.” Haylee gave her a decisive nod, making her strawberry-blonde curls bounce. Her hair was thick and lustrous, and Angela couldn’t wait to tangle her fingers in it.

Her thoughts must’ve been written all over her face because Haylee’s eyes clouded over and she pulled her lip between her teeth.

“Come with me.” Angela held out a hand and Haylee took it. “I’ll give you a quick tour.”

“Okay. Can I leave my purse and keys here?”

“Of course, unless you’d feel more comfortable having them with you.”

Haylee left her purse on the bench but grabbed her phone. It struck Angela as odd, but she didn’t say anything. Perhaps her phone was like a safety net, although if they had to pause during sex to answer it, Angela would have something to say about that.

After quickly pointing out the lay of her house, the bathroom and separate toilet, Angela pulled Haylee into the spare bedroom. It was north-facing with magnificent views of Tauranga’s inner harbour, Matakana Island, and Mount Maunganui.

The brass handles on the bedside drawers were lockable, and that wasn’t for the reason she gave anyone who examined them close enough to notice.

“Wow.” Haylee pulled back the net curtain. “What a beautiful view.”

“It is.” Angela pushed Haylee’s hair aside and kissed the back of her neck. Her skin was warm, her perfume subtle. A shiver rocked her body and she turned, locking eyes with Angela.

Angela cupped her face with both hands and pressed her lips to Haylee’s. The kiss was tentative at first—an exploration. Slowly, Haylee’s body yielded and her lips parted, allowing Angela entrance. She snaked her tongue inside, pulling a soft moan out of Haylee.

When they broke apart, she studied those gorgeous blue eyes for any sign of uncertainty. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She reached out and put her phone on the nearby bookshelf. “I want this so bad. I want you so bad, but I’m nervous as hell.” She held out her hands. “Look, I’m shaking.”

“We can take it as fast or as slow as you like.” It was actually quite refreshing to have someone who didn’t want to just get to it as though feelings didn’t matter. One-night stand, no-strings-attached, whatever, there still had to be respect as far as Angela was concerned.

“Thank you.” Haylee blew out a breath. “It’s been over a decade since I slept with someone for the first time. I’d forgotten how nerve-wracking it can be.”

“How about you let me take you someplace else?”

“Where?” The question was accompanied by a flirty glimmer in her eyes. That was good. She was starting to relax.

“The place fantasies and fairy tales are made of,” Angela said for no other reason than it felt like the right thing to say to a storyteller.

“And where might that be?”

Rather than reply, Angela moved Haylee back from the window. “Sit.”

She complied, hands resting on her lap.

Angela retrieved a silver key from between the mattress and base and popped the lock on the bedside drawer. “How are you with blindfolds?”

“Good.” Haylee leaned over, watching her closely.

“Uh-uh.” Angela opened the drawer just far enough to slip out the blindfold. The leather was cool against her palm and a promise of what was to come. “Tonight, we are going to take things slow. If you’re a good submissive, I’ll show you what else is in here next time.” Realising what she’d said, Angela apologised. “Sorry, that was presumptuous.”

“No, not really. I’m glad you said that. I don’t feel so slutty.” She tipped her head back and laughed. It was utterly adorable.

“There’s nothing wrong with being slutty. One day, I might dress you up in a schoolgirl outfit and make you parade around the house for your mistress.” She wasn’t into minors, but in a role-play scenario, it could be hot as sin.

“Ooh, sounds like fun.”

It did, but they were getting way ahead of themselves, and thoughts of anything long-term were dangerous. Angela closed the blackout drapes and dimmed the lights.

The atmosphere grew thick with sexual tension. They stole glances at each other, the anticipation palpable.

“Safe word?” Angela was yet to have a reply to her earlier question and she wouldn’t play without one.

With a twist of her lips, Haylee looked at the ceiling. “Cockroach.”

Instinctively, Angela looked up, hoping she didn’t see one scamper across the roof. She’d never had a problem with bugs—she had the house sprayed every year—but the word still gave her pause.

At that moment, she realised it was the perfect word to bring everything to a halt. “That’ll work.”


CHAPTER 4
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Haylee

Without taking too long to decide, ‘cockroach’ was the only word Haylee could think of that would kill any mood. The approving look Angela shot her made her pleased about her choice.

The smile she flashed Haylee disappeared just as fast. Angela straightened her spine, chin held high. “On your feet. Dress off.”

For a split second, Haylee hesitated. What she was doing felt wrong, yet she wanted this more than she’d wanted anything for a long time. Banishing the cold reality of her life outside these walls, she clutched the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head.

The corset she’d bought was red satin trimmed with lace. It flowed over her curves like water and complemented her hair, or so the store assistant told her.

The appreciative look Angela shot her made her feel like dynamite and blew the last of her doubts to smithereens. Her nipples peaked against the satin and heat coiled in her belly.

“Stunning.”

“Thank you.” She clutched her hands behind her back, falling into a role she’d long ago buried. When the person you were with didn’t understand why you craved certain things, you soon learned not to mention them again.

“Present yourself to me in the middle of the bed.”

“Yes, Miss Tress.” The name on Angela’s profile came to her, unbidden.

“Good girl, Just Lucy.”

They exchanged a smile, and Haylee relaxed into the soft mattress. Giving over power was her jam and pikelets. The playful side of this woman was the whipped cream on top.

“Lift.”

She obeyed and the soft satin of a blindfold covered her eyes, awakening other senses. She could hear the soft inhales of her breath, the rustle of sheets. The bed dipped.

Angela ran a finger along Haylee’s folds and then up to her clit, making her back arch. When she gathered up Haylee’s wetness and ran her thumb over the tight bump, her hips jerked in response. She was pulsing with desire and they’d only just begun.

Heat blossomed in Haylee’s tummy and breasts as Angela continued to work her magic. Behind the blindfold, she pictured Angela’s eyes, the hazel depths darkened by desire. Liquid trickled down the crease of Haylee’s thighs, tickling her arse. Lips wrapped around her nipple, taking her by surprise. It felt so good, a whimper escaped her.

Without thought, Haylee’s hand came up and snaked through Angela’s hair. It was too short to get a good grip, but she didn’t want to. She wasn’t in control of this show.

Angela muttered something but didn’t stop circling Haylee’s clit or teasing her nipples, one then the other. The warmth of her body seeped into Haylee’s side, igniting her senses.

Angela didn’t ask if Haylee was okay, and there was something freeing about that. Being asked always made her stop to think whether or not she was. If she wasn’t happy, Angela would know. She wouldn’t safe-word, but she would tell her.

It’d been a long time since she’d simply grinned and endured something she wasn’t enjoying. The last time she’d done that, she’d vowed never to do it again. Sparing someone else’s feelings to the detriment of her own wasn’t always the right thing to do.

Angela slid down her body, kissing a lazy path as she went, her lips warm and wet through the satin and lace. The corset made Haylee feel sexy, but it suddenly felt like a poor choice. As thin as it was, she didn’t want the barrier between them.

When Angela’s mouth swept along her labia, the thought flew out of Haylee’s mind along with the moan that tore from her throat. Angela’s tongue was soft and warm, lapping at her like a treat to be savoured. Lost in the storm of sensation, Haylee spread her legs wider, opening herself fully to Angela.

“Good girl.” Angela pushed Haylee’s thighs up and back. “Play with your breasts.”

Powerless to disobey, Haylee rolled her nipples, drawing them into stiff peaks. Electric sparks tingled in her thighs, all the way down to her toes. God, she was going to come. But she couldn’t. Not yet.

“Stop.” Breathless with ecstasy, the word came out like a squeak.

“Problem?” Angela stilled her fingers but didn’t stop. Her tongue flicked over Haylee’s clit, slow and torturous. Not enough to get her off, but enough to keep her poised on the edge.

“No. I was just…close.”

“Ah,” Angela said. “And we haven’t discussed if you’re allowed to come without permission.” She followed up the statement with another delicious swipe of her tongue. Haylee’s back bowed, pelvis lifting, her body seeking more stimulation at the same time as she was trying to hold back what was sure to be an explosive orgasm.

Angela spoke again, her voice low and husky. “There’ll come a time when I deny you. You’ll know when that is.” Then, she was back on Haylee, fingers and tongue, hair brushing her thighs, her scent—all of her seemed to be everywhere at once.

Haylee’s orgasm roared up on her, hitting her so hard she saw stars. Surge after surge of pleasure rolled through her. Her vaginal walls clenched and released, over and over, making her delirious. When she could finally breathe again, she blew out a breath. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d come so hard.

The blindfold came off, and Angela was beside her. She pulled Haylee into her arms and kissed the top of her head. “You okay?”

“Never better.” It hadn’t been what she’d expected, but she felt wonderful. Content and sated. After allowing herself a little longer to bask in the afterglow, Haylee pushed up on an elbow. “How may I please you, Miss Tress?”

“You just did. I knew you’d come beautifully, and you didn’t disappoint.”

“I don’t mind, you know. I’m not bi-receiving.” Who knew that was even a thing? She could joke about it now, but she’d felt like the very definition of naïve when Angela had labelled her with it.

“I might be dominant by nature, but I also go with what feels right, and for a first time, this felt right.”

It didn’t sit well with Haylee not to reciprocate, but she didn’t push the issue either. She didn’t want to be too late home. It would only invite questions she wasn’t willing to give the answers to. This was something for her. To talk about it would sully their arrangement, somehow.

“You’re welcome to use the bathroom. Towels and face cloths are on the rack. Use what you need.”

“Thank you.” Feeling bashful, she leapt off the bed and grabbed her dress off the floor. She didn’t get as far as the bedroom door before her path was blocked.

“I know we’ve just met, but you know you can trust me, right?”

“Sure.” That didn’t sound very convincing, but if she stood there any longer, she might open up and she didn’t want to risk ruining what had only just begun.
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Angela

For a no-strings-attached arrangement, Angela wasn’t doing a very good job of keeping her mind off Haylee in between meets. It was the weekend, she was doing her weekly baking, yet all she could think about was strawberry-blonde hair and soulful blue eyes. Behind those eyes was a lot of pain, though, and secrets if Angela was to guess.

They’d met twice now and had another date this coming Wednesday. Now that they were getting more comfortable with each other, Angela planned on turning up the heat. While it was no secret she thrived on power exchange, that only worked if the other party willingly gave their submission. Sure, Haylee had voiced that she’d like to explore, but she’d been so nervous, Angela had stuck with blindfolds and sensation play.

A rap on the door sent Tabitha running that way. She’d never owned a more inquisitive pet.

“It’s open.” Angela finished rinsing the dishes and dried her hands.

Her best friend, Louise, barged inside, car seat banging off the wall. She was the same age as Angela, thirty-five, with mousey-brown hair, hazel eyes and an oval face. She was yet to lose all of the weight she’d gained during her pregnancy, and it didn’t matter if she never did. A full-figure looked good on her.

The second Louise set the baby seat down, Tabby tried to climb into Sebastian’s lap. He was six months old and cute as a button.

“Tabitha!” Angela called her cat. Tabby looked at her and sat. “Good girl.”

“God, it always smells so good in here,” Louise said. “So much better than upchuck and poopy pants.”

“Have you seen a doctor about that?”

“Ha-ha.” Louise undid the straps on Sebastian’s car seat and pulled him out. “Go to Aunty Angela.”

Eager to get her hands on the bundle of cuteness, Angela rushed around the kitchen bench and took him. “Hello, little man.”

The toothless grin she received in return was a better high than any drugs could produce. She’d never wanted kids of her own, and she still couldn’t say she was a fan of babies, but she’d known this little guy since he was two hours old, and he could melt her heart with a single look.

Removing a bottle from a flask of hot water, Louise dotted some milk on her arm. She handed over the bottle. “You can do the honours.”

“With pleasure.” In the living room, Angela slumped into a chair and cradled Sebastian in the crook of her arm. He burbled something unintelligible, his tiny fist wrapped around her little finger.

He smelt like baby powder and something else that was distinctly baby; an indescribable scent that made her feel all gooey inside. When he smiled around the teat, Angela’s heart melted all over again.

“While you’re making yourself at home in my kitchen,” she called out, “Flick the jug on.”

“Of course.” Louise stole a piece of chewy date and coconut slice off the cooling rack and popped it in her mouth. She grinned mischievously before her eyes went wide with appreciation. “This is good. Like, seriously good.”

“When is my baking not good?”

“When you leave out most of the good stuff.”

What some people considered the ‘good stuff’ was the bad stuff for others. Angela knew all too well about that, but over the years, she’d honed her skills. Now, it was rare she felt deprived.

Once Sebastian had been fed and changed, Louise spread out a baby blanket and scattered some toys around him. Tabby came to investigate. Sebastian reached for her, burbling away. When he was first born and Louise visited, Angela used to put her cat out of the room, but Tabitha was so gentle with him, she’d eased up on that. Even so, she still kept an eye on her. One could never be too careful when it came to kids and animals.

“So, what’s put the flush in your cheeks?”

“Must be the cup of tea.” Angela doubted she was flushed. It was warm out but nowhere close to the high temperatures it took to make her sweat. This was Louise’s way of fishing. She knew about the dating app—Angela had bitched to her about it often enough.

“Speaking of cups of tea.” Louise set her cup down. “Have you met yours yet?”

“My what?” Angela played dumb, but in all honesty, she loved Louise’s way with words.

“Your cup of tea. Your someone tea-riffic.” Louise grinned. She was such a tea connoisseur, it was unsurprising she had all the corny lines.

“Actually…” Angela trailed off, knowing it would drive her friend crazy.

Louise eyed her closely, anticipation and impatience spreading across her face. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“You have, haven’t you?”

A smell filled the room. The unpleasant kind babies emitted. Tabitha, who was lying off to the side of the baby blanket, sniffed the air. Her little nose twitched. She looked from Angela to Louise as if to ask who was going to do something about it.

“Was that you?” Louise asked, then burst out laughing. “Your house, your job.”

If it’d been anyone else’s child, Angela would’ve told them to get stuffed, but this was Sebastian. It was like taking care of loved ones when they were sick. You did it without thought. “Fine. Throw me a nappy.”

Doing one better, Louise handed her the entire nappy bag. Angela pulled out some wet wipes, baby powder, a plastic bag, and a disposable nappy.

Once Sebastian had a clean bum, Angela could no longer avoid the inevitable. Now that she thought about it, it would be nice to bounce her thoughts off someone she trusted.

“Come on. Spill the beans.”

“Yes, I’ve met someone. But it’s not what you think.”

“How do you know what I think?” Louise wiggled her nose. The smell had evaporated, and the windows were open, so who knew what she was scenting. Gossip, perhaps?

“I know what you’re thinking because you’re a romantic,” Angela said, “and I’ve told you that is not for me.”

“Boo.” Louise pouted. “Tell me more. Boy or girl?”

“A woman. I don’t do minors.”

“But you did this woman.” Her smile was smug. “You more or less just admitted that.”

“That’s kind of the point of no-strings-attached fun.”

“What if you develop feelings for her, or her for you?”

“That’s unlikely.”

Louise screwed up her face in thought. “I’m not judging, but as someone who has only ever had long-term relationships, I don’t get how that works.”

Louise had her heart broken by the first guy and married the second, so that was a fair comment. A relationship based on sexual desire was also hard to explain without coming across as cold and uncaring. If Angela examined what they had too closely, she couldn’t deny she had feelings for Haylee. The trick was keeping a tight lid on them so they didn’t get out of control.

“I think she’s married.” If she wasn’t, she was recently divorced. The two times they’d met, Haylee hadn’t worn any jewellery, but the faint white line around her ring finger indicated a wedding ring had been there not so long ago.

“Okay.” Louise dropped to the floor and crawled across to Sebastian, who’d fallen asleep. She picked him up, put him in the car seat and rocked it gently.

“You’ll spoil him.”

“I know, and I’m allowed to. He won’t remember this moment in years to come, but I will.” Louise stared lovingly at her son as he slept peacefully. She had such a beautiful soul, Angela was grateful to have her in her life.

Louise looked up. “Have you asked her?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Refer to my first reply. No strings attached.”

“Knowing someone’s background isn’t exactly tying them to you.” Louise paused. “Is it?”

“I guess not. Anyway, the point I was trying to make is I’m unavailable, and I’m pretty sure she’s married, so it’s highly, highly unlikely we’ll ever be more than casual acquaintances.”

“That’s a shame, but fair enough. And to be honest, I wouldn’t want to see you settle down with someone who’s cheating.”

Irritation prickled under Angela’s skin, but she tamped it down. Cheating was a hot topic, and she wasn’t going to have an argument over it with her best mate. She wasn’t going to roll over either.

“People stray for all kinds of reasons, and it’s not our place to judge them.” Happy people didn’t cheat. The simple need for touch could obliterate rationale, and the desire for passion could override everything else. If she could make Haylee feel better for two hours out of her miserable week, she would be that person.

“I guess so. Just be careful. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“I’m not going to fall for her.”

“I meant in the literal sense. I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire of a failed marriage. If he or she finds out about you, they might come for you.”

“Nice choice of words.” Angela smirked, partly to lighten the heavy conversation and partly to get a rise out of her friend.

“I didn’t mean literally come for you.” A smile teased the corner of Louise’s mouth. “Perv.”

“You know what I find interesting?” Angela said. “That the other woman is always seen as the villain?”

“Are you worried about that?” There was no judgement in Louise’s expression, just concern in her tone. “I’m talking hypothetically here, so don’t get upset, but some people could refer to you as an enabler.”

“Maybe, but the world is full of enablers, isn’t it? From the bartender who serves alcohol to an alcoholic, to the doctor who writes a script for the patient addicted to prescription meds.”

She kind of wished she’d shut her mouth now. The topic had veered way off course, and at the end of the day, both she and Haylee had agreed discretion was paramount, so she doubted either of them were in danger.

“Just be careful.”

“I will.”

Finally, Louise’s smile returned. “Is the sex hot?”

“Bloody hell, woman. You’ve gone from accusing me of being a perv, to persecuting me, to asking me to break my confidentiality clause.”

“Ooh, it all sounds very Pretty Woman.” She paused, practically clapping her hands with glee. “Is she pretty?”

“Gorgeous, and graceful.” Haylee was always well dressed and smelt good. “I think she’s a writer.”

“No way. I’ve never met a real-life author. Does she wear glasses and tight skirts.”

Angela burst out laughing. “Are you thinking of the stereotypical librarian.”

“Oh, yeah.” Louise jumped tracks. “How’s your dad?”

“Good. He got out of hospital yesterday.” After trying to ignore a hernia for the better part of a year, her father had finally had to do something about it. The operation had gone well, but for the next four weeks he had to take it easy, which meant no golf.

“I’m going around for dinner tonight. I’ll keep Dad entertained with some board games while Mum’s out with the ladies from her bridge club.”

“Gossip club.” Louise slid onto the floor again and gathered up Sebastian’s toys. She dropped them into the nappy bag.

She’d gone through so much trouble trying to conceive and carry a baby to term, she’d nearly given up hope of ever becoming a mother. Now, here she was with this little bundle of joy.

“Hang on.” Angela stood. “I’ve got something for you.”

“Cake!”

“Not likely.” She returned from the dining room, laughing when Louise narrowed her eyes at the plastic bag in her hand. “Your kid. Take it with you.”

She took the disposable to dump. “I intended to.”

“Sure you did.”
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Haylee

In three short weeks, Wednesday nights had become the highlight of Haylee’s life. That was both conflicting and titillating. She’d learnt a lot about herself over that time. Namely, she wasn’t as good at compartmentalising as she thought.

Tonight, she would come clean with Angela. She owed her nothing, yet she felt she did. Regardless of what either of them told themselves, feelings were involved. If they weren’t they wouldn’t send each other little messages throughout the week to see how the other was doing. They would stick to the basics and only text to confirm their date.

Shortly before five, Haylee made her way to the ladies’ to freshen up. She always went straight from work to Angela’s and left again by eight-thirty. It was amazing how much intimacy you could cram into a few hours.

Tori came barging in. Of course she did. It was as though she got a kick out of knowing, or at least wondering, exactly what Haylee was up to, and with whom.

“Wednesday, huh?” She met Haylee’s gaze in the mirror, hands braced on the vanity.

“All day.”

“Date night?”

“Yep.” Haylee dropped her lipstick into her handbag.

“Sounds romantic.”

“It is.”

“Where are you going?”

“That would be telling.” Haylee tapped the side of her nose and exited the bathroom.

The longer she worked with Tori, the more she liked her, but this was something she couldn’t share. As it was, telling anyone she was going on a date was risky. Only one other person knew about her trysts, and despite them pressing for details, she’d been tight-lipped.

On the way across town, Haylee stopped and picked up a bottle of wine. On a whim, she raced into a florist just as it was closing and bought a single stemmed rose as well.

Sitting in her car outside Angela’s, she looked at the rose on the passenger seat and almost left it there to wilt. But that would be a waste of money and she’d bought it for a reason. She wasn’t sure what that was yet, but eventually, she would figure it out.

The best thing to do would be to keep it light-hearted. If she didn’t make a big deal out of it, hopefully, the gesture would come across as thoughtful rather than romantic.

At the same time as her foot hit the bottom step, the door flew open. If Haylee hadn’t been clutching a flower stem between her teeth, her mouth would’ve followed. Angela looked absolutely stunning in a white V-neck, see-through crochet dress. Beneath it, she wore teal briefs and a matching bra. Or was it a bikini?

Finally, Haylee got her shit together and handed over the rose. “For you.”

“Thank you. That’s very sweet.” Angela beckoned for Haylee to follow her inside.

Her gorgeous arse taunted Haylee as she walked deeper into the house. It was clear she worked out—a page out of her book Haylee should borrow. But with everything else she had going on, she didn’t have the physical or mental energy to engage in an exercise routine right now.

Inside, the familiar scent of baking perfumed the air.

Tabby, Angela’s cat, came running over to say hi. She brushed against Haylee’s leg, and Haylee bent to pat her, cooing what a pretty girl she was.

After putting the rose in a tall vase, Angela set two wine glasses on the bench. They’d already established via text they both loved red wine. Haylee just had to hope she’d made the right selection.

“How was your day?” Angela asked.

“Good, thanks.”

“Would you like to do the honours or shall I?” Angela held up the bottle of wine.

Feeling right at home—it still amazed her how quickly that had happened— Haylee pulled out a chair at the breakfast bar. “You can.”

Angela picked up the bottle. She rotated it, her smile growing as she read the label. “Six Fingers, Gimblett Road, Merlot Cabernet Malbec.” She lowered the bottle. “Is that code for something?”

“That’s code for damn good wine.”

“Not a combination I’ve had before, but I’m open to trying new things.” The flirty tone of her voice left no room for doubt what she meant.

She half-filled a glass, then swirled the red liquid, watching it cling to the sides. Next came a sniff. Followed by a sip. Haylee watched with fascination, her mood lighter than it’d been in months.

“Well, what’s the verdict?”

“Definitely worth six fingers.” She stepped closer, body pressed against Haylee’s knees.

She parted her thighs, letting Angela step between them. Their eyes locked moments before their lips. Angela tasted like wine and summer days. The kiss was languid. Gentle, like the kiss of a lover arriving home. And that was a hell of a treacherous thought to have.

The tension in her shoulders must’ve shown. Angela broke the kiss, leaving an imprint on Haylee’s heart, and the imprint of her crochet dress on her thighs. Haylee licked her lips, tasting wine.

“Something wrong?” Angela returned to her spot, leaning against the benchtop.

“No, sorry. Just a long day.” Haylee did her best to push the outside world from her mind. “But I’m here now. And I don’t want to talk about work.”

“Fair enough. What would you like to talk about?”

“Sex!” The word came without thought. It was so out of character, Haylee fought the urge to giggle.

“We can definitely do that.” Angela eyed Haylee over the rim of her glass. “What would you like to happen tonight?”

“Shouldn’t you be telling me that?” Haylee said. The last few times she’d been here, Angela had run the show.

“Once we’re in a scene, yes, I’ll lead. But outside of the bedroom, communication and negotiation are perfectly fine. And necessary. I can read your body, but not your mind. I have limits as well, so there could be something you are hoping to happen that will never happen. I don’t know unless you tell me.”

Tabitha jumped up on the bench and weaved around Angela, almost knocking her glass over in the process. “Naughty.” Angela waggled a finger, picked her up and put her back on the floor. “Only one type of pussy’s allowed on the kitchen bench.”

The words sent Haylee’s imagination into overdrive, but her mind was also stuck on what Angela had just said. “What are your limits?”

“Golden showers.”

Feigning indignation, Haylee clutched her chest. “Do I look like the type of person who wants to be peed on?”

Angela’s lips quirked. She looked amused yet serious. “You’d be surprised who is into what. So, I never like to assume.”

“Fair enough. And I wasn’t poking fun at people who are into piss play. It’s just not for me.”

“So tell me what is and isn’t?”

By the time Haylee finished her glass of wine, they’d discussed their limits and she was excited to get started.

“I brought a change of clothes with me. May I use your bathroom?”

“You may.”

She jumped off the bar stool, but a hand halted her. Angela turned her back around, her gaze boring into Haylee. “Once you enter the room, you will address me as Miss Tress. Understood?”

“Yes, Miss Tress.”

A breath whooshed out of Haylee as she was tugged forward. Angela’s lips locked on hers, and a hand cupped her arse. This kiss felt different than any others. Possessive, and although that wasn’t a trait Haylee admired, she revelled in the feeling of ownership, which was really quite fucked up, given the situation.

“You are so fucking sexy. I’m going to enjoy seeing you on your knees.”

She was going to enjoy being on them. Keen to get started, Haylee dashed out to the car, grabbed her sports bag off the back seat and returned. In the bathroom, she had a whore’s bath and slipped into the outfit she’d bought.

The lace and mesh teddy was off-white with underwire cups, strappy details and bows, and best of all, it was crotchless. It didn’t cover a lot, but the sheer lace felt good against her skin and added a layer of confidence. She was by no means slim, but she was comfortable in her own skin.

Outside the room they’d played in both times, Haylee tapped and waited.

“Enter.”

She inched the door open and stepped through. Her breath caught at the sight of Angela. She’d changed into a red corset, black miniskirt, and thigh-high boots. The aroma of patchouli swirled around her, and the scorching look Angela shot her made her skin prickle with want.

“You look amazing.”

“Thank you, Miss Tress. So do you.” Haylee clutched her hands behind her back. Waiting. Anticipating.

Angela circled her, the soft brush of her corset igniting Haylee’s skin. A drawer opened behind her, and she resisted the urge to spin around. The anticipation was exhilarating.

A paw snaked out from under the bed and Tabby peered up at her. She reminded Haylee of a naughty kid hiding out. If it was possible, Haylee was sure the cat would’ve pressed a paw to its mouth and shushed her.

With the click of a drawer, Angela reappeared in front of her. She eyed Haylee closely, her expression forbidding. “Something funny?”

“No, Miss.”

The open-handed slap that landed on Haylee’s left butt cheek was so unexpected, she jumped and squealed at the same time. Tabby shot out from under the bed and pawed at the bedroom door.

“Ah,” Angela said, as if that explained everything. She opened the door and nudged Tabby out with the toe of her boot. When she turned, her face was a mask of dominance. No hint of a smile. No sign of malice either. “You will address me properly.”

“Yes, Miss Tress.” Haylee stared into her eyes, deep pools of brown, green and gold she could happily get lost in. “How may I make it up to you?”

“As gorgeous as this is…” Angela lowered the sheer cups, exposing Haylee’s breasts. Cool air hit her flesh and her nipples instantly hardened. “These will attach better without it in the way.” She held up a delicate gold chain with two small pincers on the ends. “Safe word?”

“Cockroach.”

“Good girl.” Before the first clamp even made contact, Haylee sucked in a breath. She held it, anticipating the bite. When the metal connected with her skin, she blew out the breath. The pinch was enough to make her feel compliant, but it wasn’t painful. The other one connected and she relaxed into it.

A wicked grin spread across Angela’s face.

Uh-oh. Haylee kept quiet and braced for whatever was to come.

Slowly, Angela tightened the tiny screws. Her hazel-eyed gaze remained locked on Haylee’s face the entire time. After the second turn of the screws, the clamps started to bite. Endorphins kicked in, and she closed her eyes, relishing in the delicious ache.

“Eyes on mine.”

Haylee popped them open as fast as she’d closed them. Angela pulled on the chain. Haylee’s nipples elongated and, gritting her teeth, she came up on her toes.

“Better. You looked too comfortable for a minute there.” Angela tapped the toe of her boot. “On your knees.”

Without a second thought, Haylee sank to the floor. The thick carpet cushioned her knees and tickled her shins. Her face was level with Angela’s crotch. Oh, how she longed to nudge her miniskirt higher, to nuzzle her nose in her heat, to inhale her, to please her.

A hand on the back of her head pushed her forward, mashing her face into the soft leather. The reminder that she was at Angela’s mercy ramped up Haylee’s excitement. Her pussy throbbed and she longed to please Miss Tress.

Angela’s hand tightened in her hair. She tugged, pulling Haylee’s head back until their gazes locked. Her eyes were ablaze with heat and lust. “Tongue out.”

The command wasn’t something she’d encountered before, and self-preservation made her clamp her mouth shut.

Angela clucked her tongue. “Such a naughty submissive.”

In a blinding flash of movement, Haylee was on her feet and across Angela’s lap. Her long hair grazed the carpet as blood rushed to her head. When a blow landed, the blood that had rushed to her head shot up her neck, down her spine and settled in her backside. Another open-handed slap landed, and she revelled in the heat spreading across her buttock. The blow had been hot in more than one sense of the word.

Her breath caught and her pussy throbbed in time to the pulsing beat of her aching nipples. It wasn’t the pain she craved so much as the discipline. And if asked, she couldn’t explain why that was. A yank on her shoulder had her upright again, the swift movement making her light-headed for a moment.

“What do you say?” Angela’s lips were set in a thin line.

“Thank you, Miss Tress.”

“I would never do anything to harm you. I have a better use for your sassy tongue than cutting it off.” She nudged Haylee back from the end of the bed and stood. “On your knees.”

Haylee complied.

“Tongue out.”

This time, she didn’t hesitate. An image of someone kneeling at church, waiting to receive who knew what, almost pulled a laugh out of her. Would this be considered godly? Probably not, and it didn’t matter. This was the only type of worshipping she would partake in, and she didn’t need anyone’s approval.

In the blink of an eye, black lace filled Haylee’s vision. Angela pulled her miniskirt up to her waist and pushed her lacy briefs to one side. Haylee’s gaze fixed on the dark triangle of hair pointing to where she longed to be. Should she lean forward and nuzzle her crotch or stay put?

The decision was taken out of her hands. Angela stepped closer, the toe of her boot catching on Haylee’s knee. With her hand on the back of Haylee’s head, she gyrated her hips, using Haylee’s tongue like an object made for her pleasure, yet she didn’t feel objectified.

The desire to please Angela kept her rooted to the spot, doing her best to balance on her knees. Angela’s movements became more rapid. Her pubic mound bumped against Haylee’s nose. Her scent flooded her nostrils, intoxicating her.

Haylee’s nipples ached, and the urge to touch Angela was intense. But she held still, hands clutched behind her back.

Angela fisted Haylee’s hair, tugging on the roots. “Fuck, yes.”

Although Haylee hadn’t done anything, she felt an unexpected burst of joy, like she was a good submissive and had been rewarded for her behaviour. Then everything stopped. Haylee’s tongue retreated like a turtle shrinking back into its shell. Had she done something wrong? Self-doubt must’ve been written all over her face because Angela wiped it off with her next words.

“You…are perfect.” Beckoning Haylee forward, Angela flopped back on the bed, mattress bouncing beneath her. She put her legs in the air, heels of her boots facing the ceiling and wiggled her panties up to her knees.

“You may remove them.”

On her feet, Haylee pulled them the rest of the way off and dropped them on the bed. Instead of lowering her legs, Angela grabbed her ankles and pulled them back, practically folding herself in half, knees around her ears. Her arousal glistened under the light, and Haylee couldn’t wait to bury her face between Angela’s thighs.

“You may touch.”

“Thank you, Miss Tress.” She practically dove onto the bed. She realised her mistake right away. The nipple clamps dug into her, sending blinding pain through her body.

“Cockroach.” She rolled onto her back, clutching her breasts.

“Shit!” Angela was up in an instant. She pushed Haylee’s hands aside and inspected the damage. “Brace yourself.”

Eyes screwed shut, Haylee gritted her teeth. The pressure eased, the clamps came off, and blood rushed back to her nipples. Discomfort was quickly replaced by pleasure when soft, warm lips wrapped around one nipple and fingers delicately caressed the other.

Before long, Haylee was writhing with pleasure. Her nipples had always been sensitive, but this was new. For the first time in her life, she felt like she could come from nipple play alone. Bereft, her eyes flew open when Angela’s hand disappeared.

Smiling, Angela waggled a finger. “Uh-uh. You have a job to finish.”

It was hardly a job, but Haylee got back to work. Nestled between Angela’s thighs, she licked the length of her before entering her, first with her tongue, then with her fingers. She was hot and tight and fucking delicious. The murmurs of appreciation Haylee drew from her were like listening to her favourite song. They lifted her up and made her feel alive. Worthy. Wanted. Needed.

Emotion swamped her and she pushed it away. This was casual, remember? Sex. Nothing more. That was bullshit too. She cared. More than she was willing to admit to herself or anyone else. Especially to anyone else. To utter the words aloud would only lead to pain.

Angela’s gasp of pleasure blew away the unwanted thoughts and ignited a fire in Haylee. She sucked on Angela’s clit and kept up a steady rhythm with her fingers.

“Yes, like that.” Angela’s heels dug into the mattress, back bowing. In her peripheral, Haylee saw Angela fist the sheets just before her thighs clamped around Haylee’s head, muffling her hearing, which was a shame.

She loved the beautiful sound of someone in rapture. It was sexy and arousing. With one more thrust of her pelvis, Angela’s juices flooded Haylee’s mouth. Her thighs trembled around Haylee’s shoulders as she rode out her orgasm before they finally relaxed, releasing Haylee from her grip. With the lower half of her body still on the floor, Haylee pushed to her feet and clasped her hands behind her back. Until the scene was over, she would remain in the role of submissive.

She felt relaxed and compliant and wanted to bask in the feeling for as long as she could. If Angela said it was over, she would snap out of it, and that would be fine too.

Pushing up on her elbows, Angela beckoned her forward. Having no intention of taking the dominant position, rather than hover over her, Haylee climbed onto the bed beside Angela. Smiling, Angela hooked a leg over Haylee’s hips and pulled her close.

For a long time, they did nothing more than kiss. Angela nipped and teased and probed with her tongue. Eventually, she released Haylee’s mouth and moved back on the bed, putting some space between them.

Before Haylee could freak out about why that was, Angela inspected her nipples. She gently rolled them between thumb and forefinger, sending delicious twinges straight between Haylee’s thighs.

“You okay?”

“Never better.”

“Good. On your back.” Angela sprang off the bed like an acrobat. “Spreadeagle.”

The position made Haylee feel helpless. That feeling grew when Angela produced handcuffs from under all four corners of the mattress and wrapped them around Haylee’s wrists and ankles.

“How are you feeling?”

“Vulnerable. Safe.” A heady combination, and one that told her how quickly their trust had grown. Would she trust a man this quickly? Was it fair to compare?

“Get. Out. Of. Your. Head.” The words were punctuated with the swish of a whip. The long strands woke up her skin but didn’t sting. After a while, the whip hit the floor with a soft thud, and then a blindfold was in Angela’s hand.

“Lift.”

Haylee lifted her head off the pillow and the blindfold snapped into place. Despite being unable to see a thing, she closed her eyes. A finger stroked her folds, making her gasp in pleasure and surprise. The mattress dipped, Angela’s shoulders grazed her inner thighs, then her mouth was on Haylee. Her tongue flicked across Haylee’s clit, making her moan with pleasure. She licked her again, and Haylee arched into the touch. She did it again. Haylee trembled, tension coiled low in her belly, and her nipples pebbled.

Angela blew against her, driving her higher and higher. She kept up the torment, expertly working Haylee until she could no longer hold back.

“Permission to…”

“Come for me.”

She was glad Angela finished that statement for her because it was hard to talk when you were breathless with rapture. Another swipe of Angela’s tongue and a well-placed finger was all it took to tip her over the edge. That first euphoric contraction hit, and Angela didn’t let up until all Haylee could do was ride the waves of ecstasy and do her best to breathe.


CHAPTER 7
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Angela

The urge to pull Haylee into her arms hit Angela hard. It was foolhardy, but she didn’t fight it. The same as it wasn’t a good idea to keep her favourite treat in the house, there was nothing wrong with indulging now and then. The trick was not to make a habit of it.

“You okay?” Angela asked.

“Perfect.” Haylee closed her eyes, hands folded on her stomach, a serene smile curving her lips.

Angela kissed the corners of her mouth, the left side, the right, and then planted a kiss on her cheek. “Roll over.”

Haylee’s eyes popped open, eyebrows drawing together. “Why?”

So we can snuggle and bask in the afterglow together. Swallowing the dangerous words, Angela said something safer. “Aftercare.”

Haylee gave her a dubious look but complied.

Loving how perfectly their bodies aligned, Angela put an arm across Haylee’s waist and linked their fingers.

“Tell me a story.” Given the chance, she could listen to the raspy timbre of Haylee’s voice all night long.

“Hmm, let me see,” Haylee mused out loud. “Have you ever been to Hot Water Beach?”

“No.”

“Close your eyes.”
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The sun followed them all the way from Tauranga to the Coromandel. Other than a quick stop in Katikati—known as New Zealand’s mural town and home to the country’s largest outdoor art gallery—they drove straight through, making it to their destination within three hours.

“Excited?” Haylee asked as they exited the car.

“Very.” Angela cracked open the passenger door.

The sun heated her skin as they joined a short queue of people waiting to hire shovels. A woman with sun-bleached hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose, Marcie according to her name tag, greeted them from across the counter. “One or two shovels?”

Unsure, Haylee looked to Angela.

“Two please,” Angela replied.

“That’ll be ten dollars plus another twenty for the bond. You’ll get that back when you return them.” Marcie paused. “Unbroken.”

They looked strong enough, but the comment made Angela wonder. Plus, they would be digging into sand, not rock. Or were they? “Is the ground hard?”

“No, just stating the obvious.” Marcie tapped a laminated map on the counter. “There are a couple of areas on the beach which are not recommended for digging. If you see bubbles surfacing along the sand, that’s a sign the water is too hot below and should be left alone. Understood?”

“Got it,” Angela and Haylee replied in unison. For a fun day out, it all seemed so serious, but then again, so were third-degree burns.

Shovel in hand, Angela linked arms with Haylee. “Let’s go.”

As instructed, they headed towards the rocks at the southern end of the beach. A warm breeze swirled around them, and the roar of the ocean reached their ears long before sand pushed between their toes. Seagulls soared overhead. Children and adults littered the beach, many of them digging, others sitting on towels, watching the surf.

Haylee tore off ahead of her, feet kicking up sand.

“Are you sure it’s safe?” Angela asked once she caught up.

“Yes. Now dig.”

Together, they dug their own natural hot pool mere metres from the Pacific Ocean. Sweating, Angela tossed her shovel aside. Marcie’s words rang in her head as Angela eyed the steam rising off the water. “Looks hot.”

“That’s why it’s called Hot Water Beach.”

Haylee said it with enough sass for Angela to file it to memory. It would be a good excuse to discipline her. Still grinning, Haylee yanked off her T-shirt and dropped her shorts. Her bathing suit was bright yellow and showed off every delicious curve.

Haylee adopted a sassy pose, hand on her hip. “See something you like?”

If they weren’t in public, Angela would’ve shown her just how much she liked what she saw. Instead, she ignored the taunt and dipped her fingers into the pool of water at their feet.

“Bloody hell.” Fingers on fire, Angela stumbled backwards and landed on her backside in the sand.

“Hot?” Haylee asked with the lift of an eyebrow and a smirk.

“Why don’t you put your hand in and see?” Angela replied.

Before Haylee could respond, a wave crashed on the shore and rushed towards them. Cold water washed over their toes and ebbed into the hole. By the time Haylee crouched and tested the temperature, she was beaming at Angela as if she’d got one over her. “Feels fine to me.” She held out a hand. “Come on, let’s get in.”

Angela stripped to her bikini and followed Haylee in. Warm water lapped at their knees and swirled around their waists once seated. Lazing in their own private hot tub, with the sea breeze on their faces and the roar of the ocean mere metres away, felt surreal and incredibly relaxing.

Angela closed her eyes and tipped her face up to the sun.

“Peaceful, isn’t it?” Haylee’s leg brushed against hers.

“Very.” A heady feeling of serenity flooded Angela’s entire being. She wanted the moment to last forever, even if only in her mind.
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Before long, Haylee’s muscles began to twitch. Shortly after, her breathing slowed. She’d fallen asleep. At Angela’s. Although Angela could happily do the same, they were yet to discuss spending the night together, and she didn’t want Haylee to wake in the middle of the night and freak out.

Balanced on one elbow, Angela peered over Haylee’s shoulder. “Hey.” She rocked her gently. A tiny puff of air wheezed out of Haylee. It was freaking adorable. She could happily watch her sleep for hours. But that would be selfish. Angela shook her with more vigour.

A groggy-eyed Haylee rolled onto her back. “What’s happened? Are you in pain?” All at once, it seemed to hit her where she was. Haylee shot upright in bed and scooted to the end. “Shit. Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.” She sounded stressed but not angry. She threw open the door and raced out of the room.

Tabitha chose that moment to sneak in and jump up on the bed. Picking her up, Angela followed Haylee out of the room. She found her in the bathroom. In a blur of movement, Haylee ditched the lingerie she’d been wearing moments before and pulled on the skirt and blouse she’d arrived wearing.

For a split second, their gazes met in the mirror. Haylee ran her fingers under her eyes, removing the smudged mascara. The overhead light glistened off her hair as she dragged a hand through it, trying to tame the thick strands. She spritzed on some perfume, replacing the scent of their lovemaking with something floral.

Finally, she turned. She bit her lip, looked at the floor, then looked up again. Her blue eyes were clouded with sadness. Or was it remorse? Was there a difference?

“Somewhere to be?” Angela asked. She suspected she knew the answer, but she wanted to hear it from Haylee.

“I’m married.” The words came out in a rush. “There, I said it.”

“I suspected.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?” Haylee asked.

“I’m sure you have your reasons.” Angela put Tabby down and wandered into the bathroom. “I’m not here to judge you.”

“Thank you.” She looked up again. “He knows I’m here.”

That was good to know, but it didn’t explain her panic from moments before. “Will he be angry if you’re late? Do you have a time limit to get off?” It was meant as a joke, but the hurt that flashed in Haylee’s eyes made Angela immediately regret her words. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” She zipped up her bag. “And the only time limit I have I put on myself. I’m still coming to grips with him being okay with this. It’s all such a mess.” Frustration crept into her voice. “I don’t want you to become entangled in this, but I don’t want to stop either.” Her voice was thick with emotion.

“Come here.” Angela pulled her close, surprised when Haylee’s body shook and a tear landed on her shoulder. “Hey.” She held her at arm’s length. “You’ll ruin what’s left of your mascara.”

That pulled a wry smile from Haylee. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and blinked back tears.

To be honest, knowing Haylee’s husband was aware of their arrangement was a huge relief. As loath as she was to admit it, Louise’s warning about becoming entangled in a nasty breakup had played on her mind.

“Come on. I’ll see you out.” She held out a hand, but Haylee didn’t take it.

“Is that it, then?”

“No, silly.” Angela waggled her hand, and this time, Haylee took it. “It’s bye for now.”

Tabitha escorted them to the front door, little paws trotting across the kitchen floor. Angela reached for the handle, but Haylee stepped in front of her.

She screwed up her lips, contemplating something. “Now that you know why I’m not available for anything long term, what’s your excuse?”

That wasn’t a word Angela would use to describe her singledom. “I don’t have an excuse.”

“Fair enough.” Hurt flashed in Haylee’s eyes, making Angela rethink her reply. Haylee had come clean with her, surely she could do the same.

“I have a number of reasons for choosing to be single, but not enough time to get into them right now if you need to go.”

“Fair enough. Another time then.” Haylee pecked her on the lips. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Being you.”

The words were nice to hear, but Angela didn’t know what to do with them. “Thank you for your story. I felt like I was there. At Hot Water Beach.”

Haylee let out a self-deprecating laugh. “I was supposed to lull you to sleep, not the other way around.”

“At least you know your stories don’t put people to sleep,” Angela said, impressed. “You paint a vivid image with your words.”

“Thanks. Stay tuned for the next one.” Her smile was back, and it was dazzling.

“Goodnight, Haylee.”

“Goodnight.”

Once the car drove away and Angela could no longer hear the engine, she slumped against the door and slid down it until her arse hit the floor. “Fuck me.”

She had no idea what she was doing, but she had it bad…for a married woman. A married woman she was sleeping with, who had her husband’s permission. What was that even about?

Tabitha climbed onto Angela’s lap, put a paw on her chest and licked her chin. Her cat’s prickly tongue was nothing like the sweet caress of Haylee’s, but it made her smile all the same.


CHAPTER 8
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Haylee

“I don’t want to talk about that,” Haylee said to her best friend, Marchelle. They both knew what that was. The thing that made everyone uncomfortable. It was as if everyone thought if they buried their head in the sand, it would just go away.

For today, Haylee was going to do the same. To begin with, when Devon had shut her out, she’d hurt, she’d cried, she pleaded with him to talk to her, and then had come acceptance.

“What you need is a night out. Come on.” Marchelle linked arms with Haylee and dragged her up the hallway. “Sit.” She deposited her on the end of her bed.

Amused, Haylee watched her best mate scan the contents of her wardrobe. Today, Marchelle’s jet-black hair had been straightened to within an inch of its life, fringe included. With her hazel eyes and nurturing nature, it wasn’t hard to see why Neil had fallen for her on their first date. He’d proposed three months later, and they’d married six months after that.

A pair of jeans landed beside Haylee, followed by a cream blouse. “Do you want to get your underwear, or shall I?”

Shit! Haylee’s heart jumped into her throat at the same time as she leapt off the bed. “I’ll get it.”

Her new lingerie was buried beneath her other panties and bras, but if Marchelle dug too deep, Haylee would have some explaining to do. Whether her husband rifled through her drawers when she was out, she didn’t know. If he did, he hadn’t mentioned it, and she was grateful for that.

“That’s better.” Marchelle pushed her towards the ensuite. “Five minutes.” She held up a finger in warning as though she were speaking to one of her kids.

Josh and Jasmine were fifteen and sixteen respectively. They were great kids too. It was Jasmine’s third year at Tauranga Girls’ College, and Josh’s second year at Tauranga Boys’.

After a quick shower and change of clothes, Haylee felt like a new person. Who knew where Devon was or what time he’d be home. He’d stopped telling her about his appointments, and she’d stopped asking. She was yet to decide whether hearing about what he was up to was more painful than not knowing.
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After a quick trip across Tauranga, they found a park a block away from the bar and made their way through town to their destination.

“What are you having?” Marchelle pulled out her credit card. “My treat.”

Knowing it was futile to argue, Haylee eyed up the beers on tap. Despite fifteen different choices, as soon as her eyes landed on her favourite brew, her decision was made. The Kiwi Pilsner with Riwaka and Nelson Sauvin hops had a smooth honey malt profile that was to die for. This was the only place she ever got to have it. They didn’t keep alcohol in the house, so this always felt like a huge treat.

“Razzle dazzle.”

“Two Razzle Dazzles, please,” Marchelle said to the bartender.

“Half pint, pint or jug?”

Marchelle turned to Haylee. “What will it be.”

“Pint, please.” She wasn’t driving, so why not?

“Half-pint for me.”

The barmaid pulled the handle. Liquid the colour of gold flowed into the glasses. It fizzed up the sides and foamed on top. Once done, she set both on the bar towel in front of them and rang them up.

Drinks in hands, they headed back outside. It was a warm evening and foot traffic was heavy. If Haylee had picked her own clothes, she would’ve worn one of her long, flowing skirts instead of jeans, but she couldn’t begrudge Marchelle’s choice of clothing for her. She’d gotten her out of the house, and in that moment, Haylee was truly grateful.

Sometimes, not often, people around her seemed to know what she needed better than she did herself.

“So…” Marchelle started.

Not so long ago, if she’d started a conversation like that, dread would’ve curled in Haylee’s stomach. Now, though, she simply smiled.

“So what?”

“Tell me what’s going on with you.”

I’ve been working like a fiend. The money is never enough. We’re on a runaway train, heading for bankruptcy, with no rescue crew in sight. All of those things ran through Haylee’s mind, but she said none of them. They’d agreed not to talk about ‘that’, and she had something far more pressing that she needed to share before it burnt a hole in her tongue.

“Can I tell you something in confidence?”

Marchelle put her glass down. “If I hadn’t known you since we were fifteen, I’d be officially offended.” She picked up a napkin and wiped her damp fingers. Then, like a true mother hen, she wiped the condensation off the side of her glass as well.

Less than a metre from where they sat, pedestrians cruised the street, some with shopping bags, others heading into nearby bars. Two guys brushed past and entered The Barrell Room.

As alone as they were going to get in a public place, Haylee leaned across the small, round tabletop. As if sensing a scandal, Marchelle bounced her chair closer until their noses were almost touching.

There was no easy way to say this, so Haylee just spat it out. “I’m seeing someone.”

Marchelle’s lips worked. She pulled them between her teeth, then released them again. “Seeing?”

“Dating.”

Marchelle rocked back on her stool as if she’d been struck. “Wow. I didn’t see that coming.”

“Nor did I.”

Recovering fast, Marchelle put a hand on top of Haylee’s and squeezed. There was no judgement in her gaze, but there were questions. Her mind had to be racing, and Haylee appreciated and admired her self-restraint. If she was sitting on the other side of the table, she would’ve let loose with a myriad of questions by now.

Marchelle only asked one. “Is he nice?”

It was a fair question, but Haylee’s heart thumped and her stomach tightened. Other than anything that came up in passing, they’d never discussed sexual orientation. Although, the more she thought about it, Marchelle had vehemently stated she wouldn’t love either of her kids any less if they were gay, bisexual, or otherwise. Did that sentiment apply to her best friend?

“You’re worrying me. Do I know him?” She gaped, eyes wide, mouth open. “It’s not Neil, is it?”

“I hope you’re kidding.”

“Of course I’m joking.”

Just as well. Haylee relaxed. She was no cheat, and even if she was, the last person she would turn to for sexual gratification would be her best friend’s husband.

Marchelle put a hand on Haylee’s again and squeezed. “Tell me about this person.”

“Angela.”

“Huh?”

“Her name’s Angela.”

“Interesting.” Marchelle nodded slowly, clearly digesting the news. “So, you’re bisexual?”

“Yes.” The word came easily despite never having worn the label before. Before she met Devon, she’d been in a relationship with a woman, and that was all people needed to know. She’d never felt the need to go around telling everyone she liked men too. In her mind, that would’ve reduced the love they shared, like she was worried people might think she was a lesbian. Some people did, and she never bothered correcting them. Likewise, if people assumed she was straight because she was with a man, she didn’t bother correcting them. If she did, she would spend half her life declaring her sexual orientation and she’d never felt the need.

Marchelle took a sip of her beer and licked her lips. “I think Jasmine might be, too, but she’ll come to me in her own time.”

“Interesting.” Haylee mimicked Marchelle’s earlier response, earning herself an amused grin in return.

Marchelle tipped her head at Haylee’s glass. “Another?”

Surprised, she looked down at the near-empty pint. The beer had gone down so smoothly it’d barely touched the sides. It was as if the five hundred mils of liquid had evaporated. Should she live dangerously and have one more or not? If nothing else, it would help her sleep.

Maybe it would knock her out enough that she wouldn’t hear…

How fucking selfish, Haylee.

She gripped her forehead and massaged her temples. “I better not.”

“Oh, hell to the no!” Marchelle slipped off her stool and was back in the bar before Haylee could stop her.

Fuck it! Why not be selfish for once? With that decided, Haylee picked her lip up and tossed the gloomy thoughts in box D for Don’t go there. Not tonight. Reality would come crashing back soon enough.

A cool glass with froth on top slid her way. She gratefully took it. “I’ll pay next time.”

“Of course. And I don’t keep score. Now…” She bounced her eyebrows. “Tell me about Angela.”

Touched Marchelle had remembered her name, a happy glow spread throughout Haylee’s chest. The same one that did upon hearing Angela’s name or from merely thinking about her.

“She’s a couple of years younger than me and⁠—”

“Grr,” Marchelle interrupted, and that bubble of happiness Haylee allowed herself to feel from time to time reached her extremities.

“Go on,” Marchelle said.

“She’s beautiful.”

“Come on. Don’t make me work for it. Paint me a picture.”

“Hazel eyes. Toned figured. Short, dark hair.” Haylee flicked the back of hers. “Curls up at the back like a duck’s bum.”

“I’m not sure I like that picture you’re drawing anymore. Does she waddle too?”

“No!” Haylee laughed. Marchelle was the perfect medicine for a gloomy day. The beer didn’t hurt either, of course. It’d been so long since she’d had more than a glass, she was feeling a little buzzed already. Or perhaps it was just the high thoughts of Angela evoked in her. “She’s more like an elegant swan than a duck. How’s that?”

“Ooh. I like.” Marchelle pointed her chin up. “Long, kissable neck. Earlobes that need to be nibbled. Breasts aching to be caressed.”

“You’re good at this.”

“Nipples so hard you could key a car with them.”

Beer fizzed up Haylee’s nose. Anyone would think Marchelle was the one on her second drink. But that was the thing about her. She was a hoot when she was drunk, but she didn’t need to prime herself with liquor to make others laugh.

“You know.” Haylee pointed a finger. “I now have an image of someone half-crouched as they scuttle sideways, chest thrust out, doing their best to key a car with their tits and succeeding in doing little more than covering their nipples in a layer of road grime.”

“Ew.” She screwed up her face. “When you put it like that…”

Marchelle had derailed the conversation, but she hadn’t passed judgement, and Haylee loved her for it. “Thank you.”

“For?”

“Listening without judgement.”

“Why would I judge you? God knows, you deserve some happiness, and I can see this person, Angela, makes you happy.”

“She does. She’s the one bright spot of my week.” Haylee paused, counting her blessings instead of her woes. “And you’re my rock. My best friend. You let me be me, and we still love each other.”

“Aw.” Marchelle reached across the table and hugged Haylee. “I do love you. You know that, right?”

“I do.” Haylee finished her beer and belched.

“Child.”

Owning the name, she grinned. “Love you, Mum.”
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Angela

It was Wednesday night, four weeks since Angela first met Haylee, and tonight she’d turned up the heat. Haylee was lying on her stomach, her arse in the air. A delicious shade of pink outlined white love hearts where the shape cut in the paddle had left her skin unblemished.

Angela drew circles on Haylee’s back, loving it when gooseflesh popped and Haylee let out a dreamy sigh. “How do you feel?”

“Wonderful.” Haylee tipped her head to the side, hands under her cheek on the pillow. “It’s a hard thing to explain. Why I liked it so much, I mean. In a sense, I don’t understand it myself.”

“People enjoy being spanked for different reasons.” While Angela would never profess to know why it turned on one person and not the next, she had a theory. “During an erotic spanking, your body produces happy hormones. Think dopamine and serotonin. They help you deal with the pain that is being inflicted on you.”

Haylee rolled onto her back. “I wonder if that’s where the saying ‘it hurts so good’ comes from.”

“Maybe.”

“Would you like to be spanked?” Haylee asked.

“I have been,” Angela said. “But it’s not something I seek out.”

“Why not?”

“Because it also means giving up control. Then who would lead?”

“Not me!” Haylee’s eyes went wide. “I couldn’t think of anything worse. I’d be a terrible domme.”

“And I’m a terrible submissive,” Angela said. “So we’re a match made in heaven.”

Haylee sat upright on the bed, naked. The vulnerability that had been in her eyes the first few times they’d played was no longer there. She was beautifully submissive yet confident. She no longer tried to hide the swell of her stomach or the flare of her hips.

“Shower with me?” Haylee asked.

That was a first. Haylee always showered before she went home, but she’d never asked Angela to join her. The request wasn’t unwanted, but it was dangerously close to becoming more than a casual arrangement. But what could it hurt? It wasn’t as though it would lead to curling up together in their PJs on the sofa. Haylee had a curfew, and Angela didn’t do sleepovers.

“Sure.”

Bumping against each other, they fought for the superior position under the water. It was a square showerhead with plenty of spray, but the giggles and playfulness lit something inside Angela. It sparked a memory of happier times. A time when she believed relationships were worth the work you put in.

Haylee wrapped a hand around Angela’s biceps and tugged. “Turn around.”

“Bossy.” Angela’s quip dissolved into a moan when a soapy wash cloth ran up and down her spine and covered the entire length and width of her back. The cloth nudged Angela’s butt crack, and she growled.

“Oops.” Haylee spun Angela back around. A combination of steam and vanilla body wash filled the shower stall.

The grin Angela had been holding back finally burst forth.

“What?” Haylee asked.

“Nothing.”

“Are you laughing at my hat?” Haylee patted the bottom of her shower cap as if it was in fashion.

“Never.”

After drying off, Angela left Haylee to get dressed and wandered into her bedroom. She pulled on an oversize T-shirt and a pair of shorts. It was after eight and humid out. She flicked on the fan over her bed to circulate some air. Tabby lifted her head and looked up at the rotors, stretched and closed her eyes again. No doubt, she would come alive while Angela was trying to sleep.

In the kitchen, she tipped back a glass of juice and poured one for Haylee. They’d eaten something light earlier but would’ve burned most of that off by now, and Angela had no way of knowing whether Haylee ate once she got home or not.

Perhaps she sat down for a meal with her husband and talked about her day. She’d told Angela they didn’t discuss their tryst, and she had to believe that. A few seconds later, Haylee appeared. The shower cap was gone, and her long, strawberry-blonde hair fell in waves around her face and rested on her shoulders.

Her skirt and blouse were back in place, and a pair of high heels adorned her feet. She fiddled with the locket on her necklace, looking anxious. What had happened between leaving the bathroom and now to make her fidget?

Angela slid the glass of juice across the kitchen island, using the cupboards like a protective barrier between them. Was this it? Their last night together? Was that why she’d wanted to shower together?

If she said it was over, Angela would respect her wishes. She would smile warmly and feign indifference. She could lick her wounds once she was alone because like it or not, as hard as she’d tried not to developed feelings for Haylee, she had.

Rather than put two and two together and come up with a plank of four-by-two, she asked, “What’s happened?”

Sinking onto the bar stool, Haylee took a sip of her juice. She looked more relaxed, and that was even more unsettling. She sat tall, neck elongating. “My husband wants to meet you.”

What the fuck? The kitchen spun along with Angela’s world. She grabbed the benchtop to steady herself. The pieces fell into place, one by one, as she regained her equilibrium.

That wall she’d lowered shot back up, locking into place like metal bars. How she’d found Haylee’s naivety endearing when it’d all been for show was beyond her. An elaborate ploy to reel her in, little by little, until hubby was part of their happy little threesome.

“Fan-fucking-tastic.” Angela clenched her jaw so tight her teeth hurt. “So you’re the bait?”

Haylee’s eyebrows drew together. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She could act as dense as she liked, but the gig was up. The blinders were off, and Angela could see clearly. “Drop the fucking act.”

A look of hurt contorted Haylee’s features. Features Angela had once found attractive, were now like looking at a plastic doll.

Unable to look at her for any longer, Angela gave up the protection of the kitchen and yanked open the back door. “You can go now.”

Haylee stood, a look of defiance replacing the innocent act from seconds before. Backpack over her shoulder, she held her chin high. “Forget I asked. I clearly misjudged you.”

“Me!” The audacity of some people. “Won’t hubby be disappointed? Have talks of our tryst renewed his libido?”

Something like sadness and disappointment dimmed Haylee’s eyes, making them appear more grey than blue “I don’t tell him what we do. That would be plain cruel.” Quietly, she turned to leave.

Chastising herself for jumping to conclusions, Angela put a hand on Haylee’s shoulder. “Wait.”

Haylee turned, the pain in her eyes almost too much to bear. “For what?” she asked.

“Can we talk?”

“Can we?”

That hurt, but Angela deserved it. She stared at the floor, trying to spot that line they’d drawn between no-strings-attached sex and emotional attachment. It came as no surprise when she couldn’t find it. She’d fallen hard…for a married woman.

A married woman whose husband wanted to meet her. And she was thinking about it. What a fucking idiot. She should stop this madness now, but she wasn’t ready to end what they had.

“Why?” That was all she had right then. “Why does he want to meet me?”

“He wants to meet the woman who’s put a smile on my face, and although I’d love to keep you to myself, I feel I owe it to him, to us, not to treat this like something ugly that should be brushed under the carpet, never to be spoken of again.” She paused “Please.”

Although Angela wasn’t sure she liked it, if she continued to question Haylee or said no, it would be as good as saying she didn’t trust her. After a brief internal battle, Angela acquiesced. “Okay.”
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Angela

A hefty dose of nerves followed Angela out of the car. She still wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing standing outside Haylee’s home. A grey roof muted the bright orange tones of the brick house. There weren’t any gardens to speak of, and the patch of lawn was so small it would take less than five minutes to mow.

The bottle of wine in her hand suddenly felt too heavy. Sure, she’d been told not to bring anything, but she had a feeling she was going to need a drink to take the edge off.

Blowing out a breath, she knocked and waited. Five seconds felt like five hours. The door opened, and there stood Haylee. She looked amazing in a blue-and-white-striped sundress. Her feet were bare, and the locket Angela had seen before hung around her neck.

“Hi! It’s great to see you. Please, come in.” The overly enthusiastic greeting was a dead giveaway Haylee was every bit as nervous as Angela.

Should she kiss her? She’d like to, but she didn’t want to encourage anything if Haylee’s husband chose that moment to make an appearance. In lieu of a kiss, she held out the bottle. “I brought this.”

“I said not to.”

“When did that make a difference?” Angela shot her a playful smile. “And thank you will do.”

“Thank you.”

In the entranceway, flowers in a vase perfumed the air. They looked hand cut, yet there were no gardens to speak of. A gift from a friend? Who knew? Angela wasn’t nosy enough to ask.

“Mum has a huge flower garden.” Haylee sniffed a yellow-and-purple iris.

That was the extent of Angela’s knowledge of flowers because her mother loved irises. And daisies. She knew what they were. As a kid, she’d spent hours with her mum, making daisy chains before her dad mowed them all down.

When Haylee wandered into the dining room, Angela followed. The hint of something lemony hung in the air. Cleaning products, maybe. The décor was sparse. The dining room consisted of a small, round table and four chairs. The living room wasn’t much better. The lounge suite was older, and the TV sat atop a cabinet. These people didn’t have money, that was clear. If they did, they didn’t spend it on creature comforts.

Haylee motioned to the dining room table. “Please, have a seat.”

The way she was acting like everything was perfectly normal made Angela want to pull her hair out. Where the hell was Haylee’s husband? Why didn’t he just get his arse out here and get this over with, then Angela could go home, and he could be happy that he now knew who the mystery woman was? Or would he? What if he didn’t approve of her?

Oh, for fuck’s sake. What did she care? If she didn’t stop, the pain in her chest might escalate to a coronary, sparing everyone from the torture of getting this over with. And then it happened. He appeared. His head was smooth as a baby’s bottom, and although he was extremely thin, his face drawn, he was a handsome guy.

He kissed Haylee on the cheek, his gaze on Angela. If that was an expression of ownership, he could keep it. She wasn’t trying to take his wife, and it’d do him good to remember, he’d helped put her in Angela’s arms.

“Hello. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Devon.” His smile was warm, his eyes kind.

“Angela. It’s nice to meet you too.” It was rare she found herself at a loss for words, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“Rubbish. You’d rather be at home, and this is awkward as fuck.”

“Devon!” Haylee smacked his shoulder as she put some crackers on the table. She looked at Angela and pointed to one side of the plate. “They’re gluten free.”

“Thank you.” She didn’t expect her to do that but appreciated it. Feeling more relaxed, Angela picked up a cracker and bit into it.

Devon pulled a chair out opposite her and sat. His drink was clear. Could be vodka, gin, or water. Who knew?

“You’re right,” Angela said. “I was apprehensive about coming tonight, but I love a man or woman who calls it like it is.”

“And do you love my wife?”

Fucking hell. Wine shot up the back of Angela’s throat and stung her nostrils. There was calling it like it was, and then there was vomiting out every thought without filtering them first.

He pointed a finger. “Gotcha.”

From the kitchen, Haylee looked unimpressed. “Not funny, Devon.” Glass in one hand, bowl of potato chips in the other, she joined them at the table.

The invitation had been for dinner as well, but Angela had declined. Sharing a drink was about as intimate as she wanted to get with this couple.

The next hour passed in a blur of surprisingly good conversation and a lot of laughter. Devon turned out to be extremely personable and very funny. By the end of the night, Angela drove home feeling conflicted. It was easy to see why Haylee had fallen for him, yet they didn’t seem overly close.

There’d been very little eye contact or touching, the focus of their attention on Angela instead. Whether that was by design or accidental was hard to say. What she did know was his easy-going attitude and sense of humour made it easy to forget he had a death sentence hanging over his head.

Thank goodness Haylee had filled her in on that before they met.
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Haylee

The lace trim of her briefs tickled Haylee’s backside as she strode towards Angela’s front door. She couldn’t wait to play but sensed that might not happen right away. She’d worried things might change once Angela met Devon, and she wasn’t entirely sure they hadn’t.

Well, they had at home. Devon was more at ease about where she was going, which meant she could ease up on her self-imposed curfew. If she fell asleep again, she wouldn’t have to fly into a panic.

Her heart skipped when the door opened. It always did when she set her eyes on Angela, but this time, that flutter was also due to anxiety. They’d exchanged messages during the week, but neither of them had mentioned the meeting, and that worried her.

Would Angela feel differently about her now? Or, God forbid, less worthy. Like she was some kind of consolation prize, a play toy Haylee had to make do with, which was the furthest thing from the truth. Come to think of it, the truth was far scarier.

If Haylee thought about it too hard, which she avoided doing because she was good at that—avoiding the facts—her feelings for Angela were far deeper than they should be. If asked to stop seeing her, she wasn’t sure she could. What that said about her or her marriage, she didn’t know. Thinking about it too hard filled her with guilt, so she filed it away in the recesses of her mind. That place where she compartmentalised her life.

“Hey.” She put a foot on the doorstep and kissed Angela full on the lips.

“Hey yourself.” An arm came around her waist and whisked her inside. Angela kicked the door shut with her foot and nailed Haylee to the wall.

The kiss was confident, possessive, and Haylee revelled in it. Angela cupped her backside and squeezed, sending a shiver down Haylee’s spine. When they came up for air, Angela ran her thumb across Haylee’s bottom lip.

She pinched it between her thumb and forefinger, her voice a low growl. “Do you want to talk or fuck?”

It wasn’t a word Haylee normally liked, but it was raw and carnal and exactly what she needed right then. To be taken.

“The second one, Miss Tress.” She dropped to her knees in supplication.

“Good girl.”

When Tabby came over and pawed Haylee’s lap, a small smile parted Angela’s lips before she pulled Haylee to her feet and frogmarched her down the hallway.

They entered the bedroom that was now as familiar as her own, but unlike her own, instead of feeling cold and alone, her heart thudded. On the bed were two items: a harness with a neon-blue dildo jutting towards the ceiling and a magic wand. From what she’d seen online, a magic wand was one of the best vibrators out there, but she was yet to experience the buzz of one.

“Pick.” Angela pulled her dress off, revealing red panties and her gorgeous breasts.

They were small and round and sat there nicely without the aid of a bra. Stepping to the left, she grabbed a corset out of a drawer. It was black with a bustier and no shoulder straps. She wrapped it around her body and did up the eyelets down the front. Shoes came next and then a paddle was in her hand. She smacked it against her palm.

The delicious thud of the implement connecting with flesh made Haylee’s clit throb.

“Don’t make me decide for you.”

“That.” She pointed to the strap-on, delighted when Angela’s eyes shone with approval.

“Good choice, but first, I think you need to be punished.” She grabbed Haylee and threw her face down on the bed, legs hanging off the end, knees grazing the carpet.

“You will address me properly.”

“Sorry—” A blow landed, and Haylee clamped her mouth shut. A second one landed, and she spat out the last two words. “Miss Tress.”

Cool air hit her backside as her panties were pulled aside. Another delicious whack ignited her senses. Her thighs trembled and her pussy throbbed. The paddle hit the carpet with a thud, and then Angela was on her. Her panties were unceremoniously yanked down and a warm tongue licked the length of her, over and over and over. She wanted to shuffle her knees apart, spread her legs wider, but the waistband of her underwear was like a steel band around her legs.

Angela’s weight landed on her back, her bare thighs pushed into the back of Haylee’s, her crotch cradled Haylee’s arse. Then, in her peripheral, the strap-on was whisked off the bed. Haylee was tempted to look behind her, to commit the image of Angela wearing a harness to memory, but she didn’t want to break the spell she was under.

“Do you want me to fuck you, little girl?”

She wasn’t little, and she wasn’t a girl, But the words set her body on fire. “Yes, Miss Tress. If it pleases you.” Was that the right thing to say?

The tip of something slick and cold told her it was. Slowly, Angela eased into her. The leather harness connected with her backside, and Angela’s hand dipped under them, finding Haylee’s clit. She started up a relentless rhythm, slamming into Haylee.

It was rough, hard and fast, and she loved every minute of it. The dildo started buzzing, and that was almost her undoing.

“Don’t you dare come yet.” Angela’s hand was gone in seconds.

It moved from Haylee’s clit and clamped onto her shoulder. From behind her, Angela hung on, using the grip for leverage as she fucked her into the mattress. The bed rocked. The headboard slammed against the wall. Angela’s thighs slammed into the back of Haylee’s, driving her wild with desire.

With a final thrust of her hips, Angela cried out but she didn’t ease up. Her hand came back around, finding Haylee’s clit again. “You gonna come for me?”

“Yes, Miss Tress, please. If that pleases you.”

She nipped her ear. “You’re so fucking tight.” She slowed her movements, body weight resting on Haylee’s back for a minute, then she gripped her hips and fucked her hard. “Play with yourself.”

There’d been a time she hated those words, but this was different and wanted. “Yes, Miss Tress.” She snaked a hand under her belly, face mashed into the bed, and strummed three fingers back and forth over her clit.

Her thighs trembled. “Close.”

“Come.” The rumble of Angela’s voice in her ear, the smell of her corset, her warm breath, her fingers digging into Haylee’s hips and then the slap on her arse all combined, culminating into an orgasm so strong it robbed her of breath. She tipped her head to the side, sucking in lungfuls of air as she spat the duvet out.

She’d been fucked from behind before, but until now, she’d never known how exquisite it could feel. Spent, she crawled the rest of the way onto the bed. The waistband of her panties around her legs made it hard to do anything more than wiggle like a worm.

Angela stood at the foot of the bed, looking like a wet dream. Sweat beaded her forehead, her short hair more ruffled than usual, and evening light seeping through the net curtains glistened off the dildo. “You okay?”

“Never better. You certainly know how to fuck a girl,” Haylee said. It wasn’t often she referred to herself as a girl, but Angela made her feel young and alive.

With a wiggle of her hips and the snap of a clasp, the strap-on was gone. Angela dived onto the bed beside her. Lying flat on her back, she pushed the corset together and the eyelets popped open.

“I haven’t done that for a long time.” She pulled Haylee to her.

“Wait up.” Haylee pulled her dress over her head. Stripping after sex could be seen as a little backwards, but she couldn’t get enough of the feel of Angela’s body against hers. She’d had lovers in the past, but none who’d turned her inside out like Angela.

“There.” She sighed in bliss when their naked torsos aligned.

“Are you thirsty?” Angela asked after a while of comfortable silence.

“Yes. No.” She laughed. “I don’t know.” What she did know was she didn’t want to move.

Their sweaty tummies squelched when Angela rolled away. The bedside drawer opened and a bottle of water appeared in her hand.

“Bloody hell, woman. Do you have the kitchen sink in there too?”

“Nope.” She dropped the bottle, grabbed something else and rolled back over. “I have chocolate, though.” She held up a handful of bars. “Dairy-free, sorry.”

“That’s fine.” Haylee propped herself up on a pillow. She could never say no to chocolate, and now that she was upright, she felt a little light-headed, so topping up her sugar levels wouldn’t be a bad idea. And for being dairy-free, it was surprisingly good.

A scratch at the door had Angela off the bed. She strutted across the room, gorgeous arse swaying, bare feet padding across the carpet. “Are you staring at my arse?”

“Always.”

Tabitha shot into the room and jumped up on the bed. She put a paw on Haylee’s tummy, then one on her breast, trying to get to the chocolate bar.

“Uh-uh. Mine.”

“Tabby!” Angela slid back onto the mattress, pert breasts sitting high. Some could be envious of how firm and round they were, but Haylee loved breasts in all shapes and sizes: small, large, tear-shaped, pink nipples, brown nipples, large nipples, inverted nipples, all of them.

Parched, and not from thinking about breasts, although that’d do it, Haylee twisted the lid off the water bottle and took a swig. With the view out the window of boats coming into the harbour, it felt like they were sitting on the wharf enjoying a picnic.

“Do you have pets?” Angela turned her head to look at her. “I didn’t see any when I visited, but I don’t want to assume.”

“No. Our cat Lucy passed away a year ago.” Lucy had been ten, and Haylee still missed her. While trying to pick a username for the dating app, which she’d since deleted, she’d thought of her beloved cat.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Angela said.

“Thank you.”

“So…” Angela ran her fingers up and down Haylee’s arm, her gaze warm. “How does a woman go from having a sick husband to taking a lover?”

“Is that what we are? Lovers?”

“I think we’re more than casual sex partners.”

“Me too.” Haylee’s heart soared and crash-landed all at once. She had no idea how this could possibly end well, but if living with someone who had cancer had taught her anything, it was to take one day at a time.

“Tell me your story,” Angela said softly.

“Okay.” She closed her eyes and drifted back in time.
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Haylee

Four months earlier…

The television in the corner cast shadows over the bedroom. Haylee had opened a window to circulate some air, but she would close it again when they turned the lights out. She could do that now and turn on the air conditioning, but with only one of them working full-time, they saved money wherever they could.

“How was your treatment today?” Haylee injected as much cheer into her voice as she could—hard to do when your husband had stopped talking to you about the reality of his future.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” His smile was as fake as her cheer.

Somewhere along the line, they’d gone from Haylee going with Devon to his appointments, to him stating he didn’t want her to go, to no longer talking about it as if that would make the horrible disease ravaging his body all go away.

Devon put a hand between her legs, irritating the fuck out of her.

“Stop.” She shoved him away. They hadn’t had sex in three years, and although she appreciated the effort he made, it wasn’t necessary.

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.” She pecked him on the cheek, getting a hit of his cologne. Through all of this, he’d always made sure he smelt nice. “I’ve told you before, I’m fine.”

“Are you?” He nuzzled her neck.

It made her shiver but left her cold. It was just a reminder of his impotency, which was not his fault—fuck you, prostate cancer—but yeah, the disease had robbed them of a satisfying sex life long before the diagnosis.

It’s just stress, one doctor said.

Take a little blue pill, the next doctor said.

You have prostate cancer, a specialist said, a year after Devon first went to the doctor with his concerns. A year too late. An entire year the tumour had to grow.

Devon stroked her cheek, gazing into her eyes like he had when they were young lovers. “There’s something I want to talk to you about, and please, just hear me out.”

Her back went up, but she clamped her mouth shut. Devon gave her a knowing look, the one that came from ten years of marriage and the ability to read your partner’s mood. She looked back at him with the same familiarity, knowing whatever he had to say, she wasn’t going to like it.

Although he was a shadow of the former solid man she’d met, they were yet to start wearing kiddie gloves around each other. It would be easy to treat him as though he might break, but that irritated him as much as starting a sentence with ‘hear me out’ irritated Haylee.

“Do you love me?”

“Sure.”

“With conviction this time.”

She simply smiled. Of course she loved him. They’d been through a lot over the years, but it wasn’t the deep-seated in love with him feelings she’d once had and never thought would fade.

That in part was due to the rough patch they’d hit before the diagnosis, bickering and arguing over stupid things. Thinking back, she wasn’t sure their marriage would’ve survived. They’d fallen into a rut, and neither of them seemed willing to put in the effort to dig their way out. But when faced with death, things they’d fought about suddenly seemed trivial, and all was forgiven…if not brushed under the carpet.

“Tell me what’s up,” Haylee said.

“Not me.” He was clearly trying to make light of the situation, but Haylee wasn’t smiling. It was awkward for both of them. “I want you to think about taking a lover.”

Stunned, Haylee’s mouth fell open. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Settle down.”

Haylee’s blood heated. Could he say anything more patronising? “You can’t dump something like that on me and expect me not to react.”

He reached for her, and she recoiled. Pain flashed in his eyes and struck her in the heart. How had they come to this?

“You’re a passionate woman. Tell me you don’t miss having sex, and I’ll drop it.”

It’d be easy to appease him, but their marriage wasn’t built on lies. At least, not as far as Haylee knew, and the idea of sleeping with someone else, with or without his blessing, was ludicrous. To say she no longer thought about sex would be a lie, but not once had she thought about taking a lover.

“You’re out of your mind.”

“No. I’m quite sane.” He pulled her to him, and Haylee went willingly this time. She put her head on the pillow and let him hold her.

“What’s this about?” she asked.

“I want you to feel fulfilled in all ways. You say the sex doesn’t matter, but you forget, I know you.” He kissed her forehead. “I just want you to be happy.”

It was pretty fucking hard to be joyful when you were living with someone battling cancer, but it wasn’t hard to be loyal. She bunched up her pillow. “And you forget, I know how to take care of myself.”

“It’s not the same, and even if I beat this, Peter might not ever work again.”

His wry smile pulled one from her, but it didn’t soften her stance on that. If his manhood never worked again, they would cross that bridge then. As for him being gone, although they’d had their share of marital issues, she would not entertain that idea. As long as he was breathing, there was hope.

“Just think about it.”

“Sure.” Her reply wasn’t very convincing, but he didn’t call her on it, and she was thankful for that. What a ridiculous conversation. How would that even work? Nope, not going there.

Yet, after a month of subtle nudges that fuelled thoughts of what could be, she’d downloaded a dating app. Now, months after he’d planted the seed, she was crazy about a woman who’d become the one bright spot in her life. A woman Haylee’s husband—the man she’d stood before family and friends and vowed to be faithful to—had encouraged her to meet.

Oh, how life was a tangled web.
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“The one bright spot, huh?” Angela’s voice pulled Haylee back to the present.

“Yes!” That conversation felt like so long ago, it was hard to believe she’d been adamantly against it. “You have no idea how much I live for Wednesday nights.”

“I think I do.” Angela rolled on top of her. She rested her forehead against Haylee’s and peered into her eyes. “I feel it too. And I know it’s foolish, but for now, let’s just make the most of what we have.”

That sounded like a fantastic idea. “Tell me about you,” Haylee said. “Why you’re single. I mean, as far as I can see, you’d be a great catch.”

“Ah, and that’s the keyword, or should I say sentence…as far as you can see,” Angela said. “It’s the stuff you can’t see that allows me to enjoy my singledom.”

“Uh-oh.” Haylee teased. “Do you dress up like a clown and terrorise little children?” Haylee hooked a leg over the top of Angela’s and flipped them both over, taking the superior position. Tabby meowed and shot out from under them.

“Oops.” Haylee chuckled. “Or do you sing to your toothbrush and pee in the shower?”

“Have you been spying on me?”

“Nah. But I bet more people pee in the shower than are willing to admit.”

“Is that an admission?” Angela grinned.

“This is about you, not me.”

“Now you mention it…” Angela flipped them back over. “I need to pee.” She pushed out of bed. “In the toilet not the shower.”

Laughing, Haylee flopped back on the pillow. Was it possible to love two people? Was there a difference between loving someone and being in love, or was she confusing lust with love? Not wanting to analyse it, she climbed out of bed and gathered up her clothes.

The discarded harness peered up at her; the scent of their lovemaking swirled around her. She’d never been so thoroughly fucked and was sure she would relive tonight over and over, the same as she had every other night she spent with Angela.

In a sense, it felt like a dream. Like any moment now, she was going to wake up and discover Angela had been nothing more than a figment of her imagination to get her through a difficult time.

The toilet flushed, and Haylee traded places with Angela in the bathroom, straightening herself up before heading home. She was a fool. A lovesick fool. Someone needed to slap her and tell her to wake the fuck up.


CHAPTER 13
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Angela

Mount Manganui stood tall in the distance, magnolia trees emitted the fragrant scent of warm wood and musk, and a gentle breeze carried the sweet sound of children playing on the swings and slides. All things Angela loved.

Sunlight glistened off Haylee’s hair, and dark glasses obscured her eyes, but Angela could still see them in her mind. Today, they were as blue as the cloudless sky. In the evening, when the lights were on low, they took on a darker hue.

Whatever shade they were at any given time, whenever she pinned her gaze on Angela, they were full of so much trust it robbed her of her senses.

This was their second date outside of the house, and it felt wonderful to be sitting on a picnic blanket at the park. Angela held up a bottle of wine, and Haylee nodded. She handed over two glasses, and Haylee held them by the plastic stems while Angela poured.

“So, tell me why you’re single,” Haylee asked as soon as their glasses were full.

It wasn’t the first time Angela had been faced with the question, but it was the first time she’d had the opportunity to answer fully.

“Do you have commitment issues?”

“No, I wouldn’t say that.” Angela crossed her legs, wine glass balanced between them. “I’m a pain in the arse to live with.”

She was a creature of habit too, so living alone meant she didn’t have to work in with someone else’s routine.

Sitting opposite her in a lotus position, Haylee nudged her toe. “Do you have a poop routine and get constipated and grumpy if someone takes too long in the toilet?”

She didn’t know how close to the truth she was.

“Sorry.” Haylee removed her sunglasses. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

“It’s fine. I’m not that delicate.”

“You’re good at deflection, though,” Haylee said. “Tell me what’s so awful about living with Angela Eames.”

Taken aback, Angela narrowed her eyes. Had Haylee been doing some detective work? “How did you know my full name?”

“It’s inside the picnic basket.” Haylee flicked the lid on the basket and grinned triumphantly.

“Fine. What’s yours?”

“Not telling.” She was laughing, though, and that made Angela curious as hell.

“Don’t make me spank you in public.”

A dog shot past, chasing a stick. Its owner stood watching, love shining in her eyes. Two kids were playing on their scooters; others were bouncing a ball, shooting hoops.

“Promise you won’t laugh?” Haylee said, seemingly happy no one was in earshot.

“Promise.” The word came easily, but trying to school her features proved more challenging than Angela anticipated. Then again, it was hard not to smile when you were buzzing with happiness.

“It’s…” Haylee pulled her lip between her teeth. Then, she slapped a hand over her mouth and stifled a giggle. “Haylee Bailey.”

“Shame.” Angela laughed. “What was it before that?”

“Haylee Hayes.”

Angela almost spat out her drink. It was hard to decide what was worse. Haylee’s married name or maiden name.

Haylee Eames. And that thought could get the hell out of Ferguson Park too.

“You’re joking!” she said, glad Haylee had no way of knowing where her mind had just gone. She didn’t even believe in marriage and happily ever after, so it was a ridiculous thought to have.

“Yep. It was actually Haylee White. All very boring.”

“I’m keeping count.” Angela no longer needed to say what that meant. Any infraction, real or imagined, she could use to punish Haylee was good enough for them both. They’d established that long ago, and fudging her last name to tease Angela had just earned her a punishment.

“Imagine if we lived together,” Haylee said. “My arse would be sore all—” As if realising what she’d said, her eyebrows shot up and disappeared into her hairline. “I mean, hypothetically, because who would want to live with you, anyway? You’re so awful.”

The smile was back, and Angela loved it. Whether it was because the comment had been a throwaway or not, the mention of living together hadn’t filled Angela with anxiety. Normally, as soon as a partner got clingy or mentioned living together, she withdrew. She liked her space, maybe a little too much, but she had her reasons for that, and it was time to fess up.

“What you said before wasn’t far wrong. If I’m having a rough day, I definitely get grumpy if someone takes too long in the bathroom.”

Glass empty, Haylee tossed it back in the basket. Peckish, Angela grabbed the plastic container out of the picnic basket and put some cheese and grapes out for them to nibble on.

“Has that got something to do with being gluten intolerant?”

“It’s not just gluten. The only cheese I can tolerate is cheddar. I blow up if I eat garlic or onion, and soy is hit and miss.” Most gluten-free breads contained soy flour, which was why she made her own.

“That must be difficult.”

“It was, but I’ve learned to live with it. I make a lot of my own food, and it’s rare I feel deprived.”

Although Angela found the topic rather boring, Haylee was intrigued, so she went on to explain having to cook separate meals and being told it was all in her head had caused issues in her last relationship. Being single meant she didn’t have to deal with that stress or the embarrassing issue of sitting with her backside plastered to the toilet seat if she ate something that didn’t agree with her.

“It’s not often I eat out…” They exchanged a grin. “Turning down a work function, expecting my partner to go to their Christmas party alone, is a headache I don’t need.”

“It shouldn’t be a headache, though, should it?” Haylee said resolutely, as if she knew exactly what Angela was talking about. “We’re no longer children, and if someone doesn’t want to go to something, they shouldn’t have to.”

“I know,” Angela agreed. “But society and expectations.”

“Fuck ’em.” Haylee’s outburst made Angela laugh. “Five years ago, Devon’s work had their mid-year do at the golf course. The golf course! Can you believe it? Like everyone was going to love golf. I refused to go.”

“Did it cause a stir?”

“You betcha. But tough. Everyone got over it. Devon included.”

“Was he upset you didn’t go?”

“Of course. But the following year when we had my work do at Hobbiton, he said he didn’t want to come, and I said that was perfectly fine. I had a blast without him.” She laughed, like having to go on her own was the best thing in the world.

Angela wasn’t sure what good would come from digging into Haylee’s relationship, but something compelled her. “Can I ask about your marriage?”

“Sure. What do you want to know?”

How did she put this delicately? “Are you close? Has his illness brought you closer?”

“That’s a good question. A loaded question, but a good one.” Haylee glanced down at the blanket. “One I’ve asked myself many times.”

Angela offered the dish with the last of the grapes to her, but she shook her head. She kicked her legs out and rolled onto her stomach. Angela did the same, lying beside her. The blanket felt prickly against her thighs, the sun warm on her back. A cloud passed overhead, casting shadows across the park and giving them a welcome break from the heat.

“You don’t have to answer,” Angela said, wondering if she’d overstepped.

“I don’t mind talking about it. We were as close as any couple can be when they marry, and it was good, for a few years. Five years, even. Then I lost two babies.”

“Oh my God!” Having watched Louise go through that, Angela’s heart broke for Haylee. “How far along were you?”

“Eight weeks with the first. The second was an ectopic pregnancy that resulted in the removal of my left fallopian tube.” She looked up. “But it was only a foetus, right?” She shrugged like she had no right to be so upset.

“My friend lost twins,” Angela said.

Her mind flicked to the night she’d hugged Louise, and they’d mourned the twins she’d been carrying and lost at just ten weeks. She locked eyes with Haylee, pouring all the sincerity she could into her voice. “Doesn’t matter how far along you were. Those babies were wanted and you were robbed of them.”

A sad smile dimmed Haylee’s eyes. “Thank you. I haven’t talked about that for a long time.”

Angela turned onto her side. The sun was burning a hole through her shirt, and the backs of her legs were pink.

“Come on.” She stood. “We should get moving before we get burnt to a crisp.”

While Haylee rolled up the blanket, Angela tossed everything back in the picnic basket, then strapped the blanket to the side, dry grass clinging to the bottom. In the distance, sunlight sparkled on top of the fenced-off pool, like tiny diamonds dancing across the water.

“Should we get our feet wet?”

“Yes! Let’s.” Haylee tore off across the park, skirt billowing out behind her, hair flying back like a kite’s tail. Her jandal flew into the air and landed on the grass like a squashed piece of rubber. With a huff, she retrieved it and shoved her foot back in. “Stupid jandals.”

“Agreed.” They might be the most popular footwear in New Zealand during summer, but Angela hated them. She could run faster in a pair of high heels than the footwear with a flat sole held loosely on her foot by a Y-shaped strap. That bit of rubber that slid between her toes did nothing more than irritate the fuck out of them.

While cooling off with their feet in the pool, their backsides wet from the puddles around the pool’s edge, Haylee surprised Angela once again. “Have you ever been to MXK?”

“In Auckland?”

“Is there one anywhere else?”

“Smart arse.” Angela pinched Haylee’s thigh, making her squeal. Two little kids looked at them curiously, looked at each other, looked back at them again, and burst out laughing.

Kids.

“Yes, in Auckland.”

“No.” She’d heard plenty about the reportedly hottest adult club in New Zealand, though. An ex had wanted to visit, but Angela had hesitated. She wasn’t sure if it was something she’d wanted to experience with her then-girlfriend. Not long after, they broke up, and she’d never thought about it again.

“Have you been?” Angela asked, unable to picture Haylee there and hating her judgement. Haylee was more than willing to try new things, so why not?

“It’s ladies’ night on Wednesday.” She gave Angela a wry smile. “I’ll take you there.”

It was highly unlikely they would be leaving town, but Angela looked forward to the picture Haylee painted for her. “I can’t wait.”


CHAPTER 14
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Haylee

It was after nine by the time they walked up the steps leading to Auckland’s hottest playground for adults. If it wasn’t Ladies Only Night, Haylee wasn’t sure she would’ve had the nerve to attend this evening’s event.

Although, that wasn’t entirely true. With Angela by her side, she felt ready for anything, and no matter what was awaiting them, they’d agreed not to let themselves become separated.

The website had said dress to impress, and they’d both done that. The red satin dress Haylee wore, with its plunging neckline and open back, made her feel unbelievably sexy. Her make-up was smoky and seductive, and her hair fell around her face in elegant waves.

Angela looked every bit as stunning, wearing a figure-hugging, chic black dress and black high heels with silver diamantes that glimmered under the street light. No doubt, once they stepped inside, heads were going to turn.

Standing before the solid wooden door, Haylee blew out a breath and slid her hand into Angela’s. “Ready?”

“More than.”

Her self-assurance filled Haylee with confidence. Feeling emboldened, she held her head high and stepped through the door. The thump of music came from beyond another door. Black-and-gold wallpaper contrasted nicely with the red carpet, and a five-armed candelabra lit up the counter.

“Good evening,” a woman greeted them.

“Hi.”

After they’d been checked in and given a rundown of the club’s rules, the internal doors opened, permitting them into another universe. With the lights on low and disco balls casting colours across the ceiling and dancefloor, it wasn’t unlike a nightclub. What set it apart from any other venue Haylee had visited was the naked woman swaying her hips in a human-sized birdcage.

Along the walls surrounding them, strategically placed lamps lit up portraits of women in varying stages of undress. Muted red and blue tones created a sensual atmosphere.

Their heels sank into the thick carpet as they strode towards the bar. Three women eyed them up and down with more than a hint of curiosity and appreciation.

“Hi,” Angela said, pulling Haylee closer. “I’m Ainslie, and this is Lucy.”

Perhaps they were being overcautious, but they’d both decided to use aliases. Haylee only hoped she didn’t slip up. Angela was used to calling her Lucy, but Haylee was yet to call Angela Ainslie.

“Nice to meet you both.” A woman with short blonde hair and attractive features smiled warmly. “I’m Chloe.” She turned to the other two women, one a brunette with a killer smile, the other with jet-black hair, dark make-up and a number of piercings. “This is Thing1 and Thing2.”

Had it been that obvious they’d fudged their names?

“Shut up.” The woman with dark make-up slipped off her stool and extended a hand. “I’m Corey, and this is Charlotte.”

“Nice to meet you.” Charlotte studied them closely. “First time?”

“That obvious?” Angela asked.

The bartender appeared before them, rocking the hell out of a tuxedo. “Can I get you ladies anything?”

Trying not to drool over the handsome woman, Haylee leaned against the bar, eyeing up the selection of drinks. “Jim Beam and cola, please.” It wasn’t often she drank hard liquor, but this was a special occasion.

“Come on! What kind of place do you think this is?” Angela jumped in. “Live a little. We’ll have two cocktails, thanks.”

“What would you like, doll?”

“Surprise us,” Angela replied, seemingly unfazed about being called doll. Her little smile suggested she might’ve even liked it.

Amused, Haylee leaned closer and whispered in her ear, “Doll.”

The narrowing of eyes she received in return told her she’d just earned herself a spanking. Not here, though. It wasn’t that kind of club. The first drink, a passionfruit martini, barely hit the sides as they wandered around and socialised with the dozen or so attendees. It wasn’t a large gathering, but it felt extraordinarily intimate. The air was sexually charged, full of anticipation as women sized each other up, openly flirting.

“How are you feeling?” Haylee asked.

“Good.” Angela looked around, disco lights casting colourful hues across her face. “Hyped. You?”

“Same.” There was so much sexual tension in the club, Haylee could feel it like a drum beat thrumming through her veins.

Corey sauntered off the dance floor and extended a hand to Haylee. “Would you like to dance?”

“I’m fine for now, thanks.” She loved to dance but didn’t want to leave Angela on her own.

“She would love to.” Angela freed Haylee of her cocktail glass and gave her a nudge. “Go have some fun.”

Before she could protest, Corey took Haylee by both hands and towed her onto the dance floor. She put her arms above her head and swayed to the beat. Her tongue darted out, the overhead disco ball lighting up the barbell piercing in it.

Haylee spoke loud enough to be heard over the noise. “Did that hurt?”

“It did.” Corey continued swaying to the music. “But the ladies tell me it was worth it.” She licked her lips, making Haylee’s body throb to a new kind of beat. Feeling guilty, she turned.

“She’s fine,” Corey assured Haylee as she spotted who she was looking for. Angela was sitting in a booth, head tipped back, laughing at something Charlotte was saying.

Haylee turned back around before she fell over her own feet. “Girlfriend?”

“Yes.” Corey circled her, body brushing against Haylee’s.

“Non-monogamous?” Haylee asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“Only when we come here.”

The song ended, and Corey escorted her off the floor. The warmth of her hand scorched Haylee’s back, making her spine tingle.

“Hey, handsome.” Charlotte stood. She grabbed Corey by the lapels of her shirt and kissed her passionately.

The woman who’d greeted them at the door shot them a disapproving look as she strode by. “Not in here.”

“Sorry, Rozanne.” Corey grinned.

“Hey.” Charlotte linked arms with Corey. “What say we jump in the hot pool before it gets too crowded in there?”

“Sounds good to me.”

The charming couple pinned their gazes on Angela and Haylee.

“Would you like to join us?” Corey asked. “Swimwear’s optional, but it tends to block the filters.”

“And our view,” Charlotte said with a cheeky grin.

Getting naked with another couple in the hot pool seemed like a big leap to take. Or was it? MXK was a swingers’ club, after all. Even so, Haylee wanted to check in with Angela first. Neither of them had known how they would feel until they were here. The one thing they’d both agreed on was it was okay to change their mind at any time during the night, no questions asked.

Angela caught Haylee’s eye and raised an eyebrow. Haylee bounced hers, and that was that. The decision was made. Hand in hand, they strolled towards the back of the club where yet another door led deeper into the premises.

The aroma of suds and potpourri poured out as they entered. The lighting was on low, and two women came out of what appeared to be a changing room—stark naked. They stepped into the pool and joined two others, who were either wearing bikinis or had opted to keep their underwear on.

Haylee turned to Angela and saw the same question in her eyes. Clothes or no clothes?

“If we keep our underwear on, we’ll have to drive home in the buff or with wet knickers,” Haylee said.

“Bugger that,” Angela said. She accepted a towel from Charlotte as Corey offered one to Haylee.

They followed them to the changing room, which was more or less a partition for modesty’s sake, and stripped. Naked, Corey pulled Charlotte to her and kissed her deeply. Standing so close to two women enjoying each other’s bodies without shame was a beautiful sight to behold.

Haylee had never considered herself a voyeur, but it was surprisingly arousing. When Charlotte and Corey broke apart, she quickly averted her gaze.

Angela put a finger under her chin and raised it. Slowly, she inched forward. Their mouths met. She tasted like gin and tonic, and her breasts felt so damn good pressed against Haylee’s, a moan escaped her. Remembering where they were, she jumped back.

Corey and Charlotte were watching them. They gave them approving looks and led them out to the pool. Corey took Haylee by the hand, and Charlotte guided Angela with a hand on her lower back. Any jealousy Haylee had expected to feel didn’t materialise. The atmosphere was intoxicating.

As they slipped into the pool, the water caressing them like a masseuse, Haylee recognised Chloe. When she introduced the woman with her as Cassidy, for a fleeting moment, Haylee wondered how genuine all their names were. Was it a coincidence they all started with C? Or, like her and Angela, had they taken on different personas for the night?

“Nice to meet you,” Angela said to Cassidy. She was a larger woman with short, red hair.

For the next half an hour, they sipped on cocktails and talked about everything and nothing in that way people did when they made polite conversation but didn’t dive deep. There was no mention of professions, kids or where anyone lived, but the conversation flowed effortlessly.

Someone’s toes connected with Haylee’s, making her stiffen. Cassidy was opposite her, but she was deep in conversation with Charlotte. Her gaze connected with Chloe’s as the foot inched higher, grazing her calf. Chloe licked her lips. Not wanting to encourage anything, Haylee retracted her leg. Chloe was an attractive woman, but she wasn’t attracted to her.

Angela squeezed her hand under the water. “You okay?” she whispered in her ear. “You looked panicked.”

“I’m fine. It’s just hot in here.”

“It is.” Angela pushed out of the water and sat on the lip of the pool, drawing approving looks from more than one set of eyes.

Corey stood next, followed by Charlotte, both unabashed, naked bodies glistening under the overhead pink light. With the tilt of her head, Corey motioned for them to follow. Without hesitation, Haylee rose. Her body temperature skyrocketed. Something was about to happen. She could feel it in her bones.

Behind the partition, Corey was first to stand under the showerhead in full view. “Charlotte doesn’t like the taste of chemicals on my skin.”

“I love the taste of you.” Charlotte draped her arms around Corey’s neck. Their lips locked, bodies swaying under the spray of water.

Transfixed, Angela and Haylee stood there, afraid if either of them uttered a single word, it would break the spell Corey and Charlotte had them under.

Corey’s eyes popped open.

Feeling like she’d been caught spying, which she had, Haylee diverted her gaze. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.”

Corey shot her a scorching look. “Stare all you like.”

Trying to regain her equilibrium, Haylee almost tripped when Angela grabbed her and pulled her under the shower. She rinsed off Haylee and dipped a hand between her legs.

Aware they had an audience, Haylee froze. “What are you doing?”

“If you don’t know by now…”

A chuckle came from behind them. They’d gone from observing to being observed. For the first time in her life, Haylee finally understood the appeal of exhibitionism and voyeurism. The feeling was indescribable. The act of making out to an audience felt wrong, so wrong, but so good.

Someone banged into the room and came up short. Haylee recognised her as the woman who’d permitted them entry, Rozanne. “Well, well, well. What’s going on in here?”

One of the club’s rules ran through Haylee’s mind. Stick to the designated play areas. No sex in the pool or shower room, which they were currently standing in.

“We were just leaving.” Corey wrapped the towel around herself and knotted it between her breasts. Charlotte did the same before gathering up their clothes.

Unsure where they were going, Haylee dropped her towel and pulled her dress over her head. As if waiting for guidance, Angela didn’t move. She stood there with a towel in her hand, her clothes nearby. She was always so in control, to witness her falter was unusual but not entirely unexpected. They weren’t on their own turf now.

When Rozanne took her leave, Corey pinned her gaze on them. Her mannerisms were so similar to Angela’s, it was no wonder Haylee was attracted to her.

“We’re going to one of the rooms.” She looked from one to the other. Charlotte stood behind her with a hopeful gleam in her eye. “You’re welcome to join us.”

“Thanks,” Angela said. “Can we have a minute?”

“Sure. Take your time.” She motioned to their right. “Down the passageway. Second door on the left. What happens here stays here, and we only have one rule⁠—”

Charlotte stepped forward, lining up with Corey. “No means no.”

“There’ll never be any pressure from us,” Corey said. “Kissing, touching, watching, whatever works.” She paused. “Consent is everything.”

“Okay,” Angela replied, saving Haylee from the task of trying to get her brain to work.

Her mouth had gone dry and words refused to form. Right then, if her life depended on her stringing together a sentence, she’d be dead on the spot.


CHAPTER 15
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Haylee

“Do you want to do this?” Angela asked once they were alone. She still wore nothing more than a towel.

“Do you?” Haylee put the question back on her. Thoughts of joining another couple excited her, but only if Angela was on the same page.

“What have we got to lose?” Angela said, finally bending to gather up her clothes. “If we don’t like it, at least your threesome fantasy will still be intact.”

Giddy with excitement, they punched through the doors Corey and Charlotte had disappeared through moments before.

“Will you get jealous?” Haylee asked.

“No. We arrived together, we’ll leave together, and we’ll probably never see them again.”

“Ooh, how slutty,” Haylee joked, but she didn’t feel slutty at all. This couple weren’t a threat, and jealousy had no place in a foursome.

Mid-stride past the first room on their left, Haylee did a double-take. One woman was flat on her back in the middle of a bed, a woman atop her face, another between her thighs. All of them had curves for miles. Two were fair-skinned, one was dark. Seeing them enjoy each other’s bodies so openly was beyond erotic. Haylee could only imagine how empowering that must feel.

The brush of Angela’s lips against her neck sent a shiver down Haylee’s spine. “Which one are you?”

“Bottom.” There was no question for her. “You?”

“The fourth one.”

“There’s no⁠—”

“There will be.” Angela dragged her to the next room.

The scent of jasmine coming from an unknown source hovered in the air. It was a well-known aphrodisiac, but Haylee didn’t need the added stimulation. Watching Corey and Charlotte making out on a huge bed got her blood pumping.

“Permission to join?” Angela asked.

Shocked, Haylee whipped her head around. She stared at Angela, wondering where that had come from. Had she been in a similar situation before? The question would have to wait because Haylee could hardly voice it now.

Like curtains parting, Corey and Charlotte moved to either side of the bed, creating a space for two between them. “Permission granted.”

Angela pulled Hayley’s dress over her head and gave her a gentle push of encouragement. Before she toppled onto the bed, Haylee grabbed Angela’s hand, dragging her down with her. The mattress was softer than it looked, and the bedding smelled of lavender.

With a bit of manoeuvring, they ended up sandwiched between Corey and Charlotte. Corey on the outside of Haylee, and Charlotte on the far side of Angela.

Balanced on an elbow, breasts at eye level, Corey stared into Haylee’s eyes. “You okay?”

When words failed her, Haylee nodded instead. Her heart was racing like a Formula 1, and if she didn’t suck in a breath soon, there was a high possibility she would pass out.

“May I kiss her?” The question was directed at Angela. She nodded her assent, and then it happened.

Haylee was kissing another woman, with the person she was falling in love with watching. Weirdly, nothing about it felt wrong. She moaned into the kiss, and parted her mouth for Corey. She tasted like lime and lust. No hint of alcohol, which surprised Haylee for some reason.

She snaked her tongue inside, the brush of metal reminding Haylee of Corey’s tongue piercing. What would that feel like on more intimate places?

“You okay?” Corey asked when she freed Haylee’s mouth.

“Perfect.” She turned her head on the bed, watching Angela making out with Charlotte.

“Fucking hot, right?” Corey said, her voice low and raspy.

“Shut up.” Charlotte laughed. “You sound like a horny teenager.” Then she slid down the bed and took Angela’s nipple into her mouth.

Instinctively, Haylee wiggled lower on the mattress and took Angela’s other nipple between her lips. Angela’s hand snaked through Haylee’s hair, and when Haylee cracked an eye open, she saw her other hand threaded through Charlotte’s hair.

After a while, she felt Charlotte move back up the bed, towards the headboard. Haylee looked up in time to see Angela pull her to her mouth. The sound of her kissing Charlotte passionately while Corey was looking at Haylee like she was her last meal was intoxicating; more than she ever would’ve dreamt possible.

Corey advanced slowly, her expression soft and gentle. Wanting this so bad, Haylee rolled onto her back. Corey slid on top of her. She kissed a lazy path down Haylee’s body, over her ribs, her belly, the tops of her thighs, everywhere except between her legs. Then she rolled off the bed.

“Play with Ainslie,” Corey instructed.

Wait! What? Was someone else in the room? Before Haylee could completely freakout, the names they’d picked for tonight came to her. Ainslie and Lucy.

Panic attack over, Haylee rolled onto her side. For a minute, she enjoyed the view of Charlotte on the other side of Angela, hand between Angela’s legs. Behind her, Haylee heard the crinkle of a wrapper.

Transfixed, she watched Corey slide onto the end of the bed, something plastic in one hand and lube in the other. She applied both, making Angela gasp.

Her thighs quivered. “Cold.”

“Not for long.”

Legs spread, Angela pinned her gaze on Haylee. She tapped her mouth. “Get up here.”

Embracing her newly found voyeuristic streak, she hurried to do Angela’s bidding. From her perch facing forward, she would have the best seat in the house. As soon as she lowered herself, Angela wrapped her hands around Haylee’s thighs and pulled her flush to her mouth. She licked the length of her, then fucked her with her tongue.

The stimulation was exquisite torture. She wanted to tip her head back and close her eyes, but the visual stimuli was too arousing to shut out. Nestled between Angela’s thighs, Corey worked her into a frenzy, while Charlotte lavished attention on Angela’s breasts. When Charlotte popped up on her knees and took one of Haylee’s nipples into her mouth, the contact was so unexpected, she almost came right then.

The tangle of bodies coupled with the scent of sex and the soft moans of four women enjoying each other intimately was out of this world. Charlotte slipped off the bed and moved in behind Corey. Face still buried between Angela’s legs, Corey rose up on her knees, arse in the air, and Charlotte licked her from behind.

“Fuck, that’s hot.” The words slipped from Haylee’s mouth before she could stop them.

A push on her thighs took the edge off Haylee’s arousal. Hoping she hadn’t suffocated Angela, she rose up on her knees and looked down. Angela’s face was beet red, sweat beaded her forehead, and Haylee’s arousal glistened on her mouth.

“Stay where you are,” Angela instructed.

Obeying, Haylee hovered above Angela’s mouth without suffocating her. Angela snaked a hand between them and entered her, pulling a gasp from Haylee. Her eyes slid closed, but she snapped them open just as fast, not wanting to miss a second.

Smiling wickedly, Corey beckoned her forward. “Join me.”

Huh? Confusion gave way to understanding. She leaned forward until her nipples brushed Angela’s stomach, and her face was mere inches from her pussy. Corey removed the dental dam, which smelt like strawberries and lust. Angela’s pussy was open and wet, her clit a delightful shade of pink.

Corey’s gasps and hot breath on Haylee’s neck told her Charlotte was still tonguing her from behind. She guided Haylee’s head lower, and Haylee willingly took Angela’s clit between her lips, suckling and swirling her tongue. Corey’s palm bumped her nose as she entered Angela with two fingers, causing Angela to writhe on the bed, hips lifting.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck. I’m coming,” Angela screeched. She rubbed the pads of her fingers back and forth over Haylee’s clit, never letting up as her back bowed and her body shuddered.

Her cries of passion tipped Haylee over the edge. Panting and gasping, she followed Angela into the land of orgasmic bliss.


CHAPTER 16
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Angela

“Holy shit.” Angela was a throbbing mess. Haylee’s storytelling was so vivid she’d felt like they were there. “What happened next?”

“It’s yet to be written.” Haylee tucked a hand under her cheek on the pillow. “I don’t know if that’s what really goes on at MXK, but I hope you liked the story.”

“Liked it?” Angela widened her eyes. “I almost came. But for the record, I don’t carry on like this, ‘Oh, fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.’” She wasn’t a noisy lovemaker, but she could see the appeal. The sound of other people’s cries of passion—Haylee’s in particular—always ramped up her excitement.

“Do you think it’d be as hot in person?” Haylee asked.

“Maybe, maybe not. And we don’t need to know. That’s what fantasies are for.” Angela rolled on top of Haylee, relishing in the feel of her soft, warm body. “Let’s write our own happy ending.”

Lust clouded Haylee’s eyes. “How may I please you, Miss Tress?”

Although Angela loved her willingness to please, that wasn’t what she wanted right then. “By letting me make love to you.”

Haylee gave her a goofy grin. The corners of her eyes crinkled. The comment had surprised her, but she was trying to make light of it. Did you have to be in love to make love? The jury was still out on that, so Angela cupped her face and kissed her instead.

It didn’t take long for them to find relief. Haylee was every bit as wet as Angela had suspected, and they both came hard and fast.

Sated and feeling more content than she had in years, Angela drew circles on Haylee’s lower back. “So, why was I the one receiving all of the attention?”

“I didn’t really think about it. I guess my subconscious wanted to please you.”

That made sense. For a number of dominants and submissives, their behaviour was deeply ingrained. “Do you ever put yourself first?”

“Sexually—”

“I’m not talking about that,” Angela interrupted. It hadn’t taken long to figure out Haylee was prone to forsaking her own needs for the sake of others.

“Sure, there was this time…”

Sensing a likely story, Angela poked her in the side, loving it when Haylee bucked and squirmed.

“Fine. I’d have to think about that one. Oh, I know.” She shot up in bed. The sheet fell down, revealing her gorgeous, voluptuous breasts. “When I refused to go to golf.”

“Did you stay home and write instead?” They’d barely touched on that since the first time Haylee mentioned she was a writer, and after a story like that, Angela needed to get her hands on her books.

“Confession time. I’m not a writer.” Haylee exhaled as though a heavy weight had been lifted off her chest and she could finally breathe. “To be fair, I said I was a storyteller, so please don’t be angry.”

Although Angela was surprised, anger was the last thing she felt. How could she be mad when Haylee had a valid point? She wanted to ask what she did for a living, but perhaps it was something Haylee didn’t want her to know. And it wasn’t really any of Angela’s business. Unless…

“You work at an adult club. That’s why you have to run out of here by nine p.m.”

“No!” Haylee bellowed. She pulled the sheet up to her chin, covering up as if someone might peer through the window. In their haste to make love, Angela hadn’t bothered closing the blackout drapes. It was after eight and still light out. Mount Manganui loomed in the distance, and tall evergreens swayed in the warm breeze.

“Do you really think I…” Haylee narrowed her eyes. “Tease.”

“You’re so easy,” Angela said, living up to the name.

The musical sound of Haylee’s laughter rang out. “And slutty.”

“Hmm.” Angela pulled on the sheet until it dipped below her breasts. She took a rosy nipple between her lips and bit down gently.

A moan escaped Haylee as she threaded a hand through Angela’s hair.

Biting back a smile, Angela whispered against her breast, “You’re so slutty.”

Laughing, Haylee pushed her away. “Fine. I work for the Inland Revenue Department.”

“Why didn’t you want me to know that?” The only thing Angela new about the IRD was that they collected taxes. Hers were taken straight out of her wages and paid by her boss, so she’d never done so much as complete a tax return. If she was owed a refund or had paid too much, she would know soon enough.

Haylee looked thoughtful for a moment. “I could say because people can be weird about it. Like they think I’m going to audit them, which is stupid. My job’s very boring. Think data entry.”

“But you like it?”

“I do. It’s a job I can leave behind at the end of the day.” Her expression turned pensive. “Initially, I was terrified of giving away anything about myself. I don’t know.” She shrugged. “It felt like if I did that, I wouldn’t be able to keep this”—she motioned between them—“separate from my real life.”

“Is this not real for you?” It’d been said as a joke to get a rise out of Haylee, but now that the words were out, Angela genuinely wanted to know.

“Too real. I’ve never been more afraid in all of my life.” She picked at a cuticle. “I live for Wednesday nights. They keep me going. You keep me going.” The emphasis she put on you hit Angela in the chest. “Your voice, your messages, your caresses.” Haylee laughed. “Look at that. I’m a poet now. Messages and caresses.”

She was also doing her best to lighten the depth of her words. Angela didn’t need a degree to decipher that. This was scary for Haylee. For both of them.

“There’s a lot I don’t know about you, or you about me,” Angela said softly, “but I think we’re beyond the stage of keeping this casual.”

“You know I can’t leave him.” The words were barely audible.

Angela put a finger under Haylee’s chin, gently lifting it until she met her gaze. “I know, and I’d never ask you to. But I’d like to think you’re willing to open your heart to me as well.”

“It’s already splayed open. I’m surprised you can’t see my aorta.”

“Ew, messy.”

“Only if you rip it out.” Vulnerability shone clear as day in Haylee’s blue-eyed gaze. “Please don’t do that.”

Angela had no idea what their future held. A lot of that depended on Devon’s prognosis. Something they seldom talked about. If she ever asked how he was, she received an ‘okay’ in response, and the topic was dropped, which in all honesty, she didn’t mind. To press for more would put a dark cloud over the time they got to spend together, and who wanted that?

“I don’t intend to ever hurt you.” That was all Angela had because even the best intentions could go bad.

Who knew, in a year’s time, two years, or as little as six months, playing second fiddle may no longer be enough for her. If it came to that, for the sake of self-preservation, she would break it off. But her intentions would remain the same as today. She never intended to hurt Haylee.


CHAPTER 17
[image: ]



Haylee

Instead of sitting on her backside all day, holed up in the office avoiding workplace-gossip, Haylee started going for walks during her lunch breaks. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t come to that decision sooner. The fresh air and briny scent of the ocean invigorated her, making the afternoons run so much smoother.

Downtown Tauranga was buzzing with lunchtime activity, both locals and tourists. Living in a city that was virtually surrounded by water made it a popular place for fishing, diving and swimming, or simply enjoying the scenic views from almost every corner.

Before heading back into work, Haylee punched a number into her phone.

Marchelle answered on the third ring. “What’s up?”

Good old caller ID.

“Will you be home after work?”

“I should be. Why? What’s going on?”

“I’ll tell you when I get there.” Haylee flattened herself against the building, letting a pedestrian walk past.

“I’m not liking the sound of this. Is it Devon?”

“No. Yes.” Frustrated, Haylee dragged a hand through her hair. “It’s complicated.”

“I’ll pick up some wine.”

“Thank you.”

After ending the call, Haylee texted Devon to let him know she’d be home a little later.
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As soon as Haylee set foot inside at Marchelle’s, Ziggy came running to say hi, tongue hanging out, tail wagging.

“Hello, handsome. How are you?” Haylee bent to pet the family’s toy poodle. He licked her nose, then rose onto his back legs, paws up as he danced backwards. “Such a clever boy.” She straightened. “Did you have him groomed?” His fur was clipped, and he smelled of grooming products.

“Yep. Yesterday.” Marchelle wandered into the living room. “Follow me.”

The overstuffed sofa was soft as butter and moulded to Haylee’s backside. Like a second-hand smoker, she inhaled deeply, getting a hit of Marchelle’s perfume. She always smelled like fresh-cut flowers, and there was something comforting about that.

Two glasses of wine stood side by side on the coffee table, along with some snacks in colourful bowls—mixed nuts, rice crackers, hummus and cubes of cheese.

“Have I told you Angela’s lactose intolerant?” Haylee asked as she sat.

Marchelle stabbed a piece of cheese with a toothpick and popped it into her mouth. “No, you have not. But how cool is that?”

Unsure what Marchelle was getting at, Haylee frowned. She didn’t have to watch what she ate, her hips were testament to that, but she couldn’t imagine it being much fun. “How is that cool?”

“Who shares cheese? It’s like gold.”

“Are you talking about the colour or the price?” Haylee asked.

“Both.” Marchelle took a swig of wine. “But you’re not here to discuss the price of cheese, are you?”

“Way to go straight for the jugular.” Haylee’s stomach flipped. It’d been doing a lot of that ever since her phone call with Angela that morning.

Neil wandered into the living room. “Hey, Haylee.” He grinned.

People seemed to find that as amusing as saying her full name, which they always repeated—Hayley Bailey, Hayley Bailey. She didn’t mind, though. She could think of worse things to be teased about.

He crossed the room and gave her a quick hug. “You doing alright?”

“I am, thanks.”

“I saw Devon yesterday.”

She knew that, he’d mentioned it last night, so she nodded in acknowledgement.

“He looked…” Neil paused, clearly choosing his words carefully. “Like he’s put on some weight.”

“He has.”

And that was the end of the awkward conversation. Devon was so reluctant to discuss anything to do with his illness, it was hard to know if it was a good sign or bad. He’d stopped talking about it, and Haylee had stopped surmising. It was too painful. The easier thing to do was bury her head in the sand just like her husband.

“Would you like to stay for tea?” Neil asked.

It was a tempting offer, he was an amazing cook, but she didn’t want to create any unnecessary suspicion at home. Recognising the thought for what it was—her guilty conscience—Haylee declined the offer. “Thank you, but I need to get home.”

“Okay, I’ll leave you two ladies to it.” He turned. “Take care, Haylee.”

“Always.” She appreciated the sentiment. Neil and Marchelle were good people. Better than she deserved, which was going to make her question even harder.

Alone again, Marchelle spoke first. “Tell me what’s up.”

Before anyone else could interrupt them, Haylee spat out the words that’d had her mind in turmoil all afternoon. “Angela’s going away next weekend. She wants me to go with her.”

Marchelle tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair, thinking for a moment. “That’s a big thing to ask of you, considering this is supposed to be casual.” It was said with concern rather than judgement.

“She didn’t just come out and ask me,” Haylee said. “We were talking about an outing she’s going on, and I told her I thought it sounded pretty cool.”

“What’s cool about it?” Marchelle pushed a strand of black hair off her face and looked Haylee straight in the eyes.

“She was telling me about her best friend dragging her to Zealong Tea Estate next weekend. I casually mentioned I’ve always wanted to go there and she said there was room for one more.”

“So she did ask you?”

“If you want to get technical, I guess so,” Haylee grumbled, feeling defensive. “But I planted the seed.”

“Relax.” Marchelle’s eyes softened with a kind smile. “You don’t have to justify yourself to me. You know I love you, and I’ll always have your back.”

“Speaking of…” She took a deep breath, preparing herself for the big ask. “If I go, I don’t want Devon to know.”

“Do you think he’ll be angry?”

“Devon doesn’t get angry.” Not in the eyes of outsiders, anyway. Everyone thought he was a sweet guy, and she didn’t want to ruin the illusion. “But why upset him unnecessarily? Besides, he’ll probably think there’s more to it.”

“More than what?” Marchelle called her on her shit, and Haylee wasn’t sure she liked that. But if she couldn’t talk to her best friend, who could she talk to?

“More than it should be.” She looked up. “She has a piece of my heart.”

“Oh, Haylee.” Marchelle pushed out of the chair and joined her on the sofa.

She pulled Haylee into her arms and rocked her. The floodgates opened. Weeks and weeks of ignoring her feelings spilled out. Sobs rose in her throat, choking her. The bitter taste of salt and sorrow rolled around on her tongue.

“I’m falling in love with her,” Haylee admitted, the words making her heart ache. “I think about her day and night. Wednesdays are like Christmas, and I don’t know what I’m going to do when it all falls apart.”

“Maybe it won’t fall apart.”

“And that scares me just as much.” The only way they could be together permanently was if Devon didn’t beat this thing, and she didn’t want to think about that either.

“What do you need from me?”

“Please don’t hate me…” Haylee sat up straighter.

“Never,” Marchelle promised.

“Or think badly of me…”

“For the love of all things holy, spit it out.”

“Will you cover for me?” She outlined how she planned to tell Devon she was having a weekend away with her bestie. It was a shit plan, she hated being deceitful, but it was all she had.

“Wow.” Marchelle slumped against the sofa as if Haylee had struck her. “That’s a big ask.”

“I know.” Boy did she know. If Devon got it in his head to suggest he and Neil do something while the ladies were away, they’d have to lie to him too. “And Neil will have to know.”

He wandered into the living room, black apron tied around his waist. The aroma of chicken and herbs followed him. So did Ziggy. “Neil will have to know what?”

After a quick rundown, they both agreed to have her back.

A myriad of emotions assailed Haylee as she drove home. Most of them bad. What the hell was she doing? Her marriage wasn’t built on lies. Her husband had given this to her, and how was she repaying him? By lying? She could tell herself all she liked she was doing it for him, but that was utter bullshit. She was thinking of no one but herself.
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After dinner, lying in bed with the television on, something Haylee hated in the bedroom but had given up arguing about, she turned onto her side. She needed to be honest about where she was going, and that made her anxious. Her heart was beating so hard she felt faint. “Devon?”

He held up a hand. “Hang on. This is almost finished.”

Swallowing her frustration, Haylee rolled onto her back and stared at the flickering light from the television dancing across the ceiling. She was so wrapped up in her own inner turmoil, she had no idea what was on. What she did know was they’d grown so far apart, Devon was oblivious to her despair. If he wasn’t impotent, she would question whether he was having an affair.

Nothing like projecting your own conscience.

She grabbed her Kindle off the bedside table and read a chapter. Unable to recall a word, she put it down again. It was almost ten-thirty; a late night for them, although they were becoming more frequent now that Devon was on a sickness benefit and could sleep during the day when he needed to. She couldn’t begrudge him, though. He’d gained weight and some of his colour had returned.

“Yes, babe?” He turned the volume down on the TV.

“How are you doing?” Haylee asked. “Like, really doing.”

“Good.”

That was it. Just like the other times she asked. It was as infuriating as it was a relief. When he used to tell her, it was all about how he didn’t know if he could beat this, which had been soul-destroying for them both. In a sense, when it came to brushing things under the carpet, she more or less held up the corner of the mat while he swept it under.

“How are you doing?” Devon asked with a grin.

“Good.” She laughed. He’d asked that when she arrived home from Marchelle’s, and she’d given him the same reply.

Devon hit the ‘off’ button and tossed the remote on the bedside table. The flicker of the television was replaced by the annoying streetlight right outside their house. It cut her vision in two, making her traitorous mind stray to the blackout drapes at Angela’s. Shaking herself, she banished the intrusion.

Devon draped an arm across her waist. Instead of grounding her, it made her feel more conflicted. She took a deep breath. “How would you feel if I went away for the weekend?”

He rolled onto his back, his arm slithering off her like a snake. “When?”

“This one coming up.”

“Where?”

“Hamilton. I thought I’d do some shopping. Get a hotel room, and you know, just chill out.”

He rolled onto his side again, facing her. “I think it’d be good for you.”

“Really?” She wasn’t sure why she was surprised. It wasn’t like they hadn’t spent a weekend apart before.

Long ago. Before he got sick.

But if she thought about it harder, she knew why she was surprised. Guilt. She was excited about spending the weekend with someone other than her husband. She hadn’t had to lie, but it’d been too easy.

“Do you still love me?” she asked.

“What kind of question is that? Of course I do.” Devon pulled her closer, their bodies aligning, his smile as soft as the dim lighting. “You’re my world, and that’s why I’m letting you go.”

Was there an underlying message in his reply, or was she reading more into it?


CHAPTER 18
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Angela

Over the past two months, Angela had learnt not to press Haylee for too much information about her marriage, and this weekend wouldn’t be any different. But it was different, wasn’t it? She would be introducing Haylee to her best mate.

That was dangerously close to relationship territory, Angela knew that, but when Haylee had said she would love to visit Zealong Tea one day, Angela had extended the invitation without thought.

Of course, she’d had to come clean that her mate knew about their relationship, but Haylee had only laughed and shared her own confession. Her best friend knew about them as well. That had come as a surprise, but Angela hadn’t been upset about it. She wasn’t the one with a marriage at stake.

The rumble of an engine had Angela racing outside. She pointed to a spot on the back lawn where Haylee could park. Angela had been ready to go for the last half an hour. Her bags were packed, Tabitha’s food tower and water bowl were full, and the windows had been locked and checked. All that was left to do was get Haylee out of her car and into Angela’s.

The car bumped off the driveway and came to a stop under a tree. When Haylee took too long to exit the car, Angela took the opportunity to tease her.

She rested her forearms on the open window. “Second thoughts?”

“No way!” Haylee chuckled.

The beautiful sound mingled with birdsong and some arsehole mowing their lawns before eight in the morning. It was an overcast March morning but far from cold. Hopefully, by the time they made it to Hamilton, the clouds would’ve blown over.

The boot popped open and Haylee exited the car. The denim capris and hot-pink, V-neck T-shirt she wore were casual yet smart.

“You look as gorgeous as ever.”

“Thank you. So do you.” Haylee raked an appreciative gaze over Angela, taking in her crew-neck, long-sleeve T-shirt, khaki pants and tan sandals.

Tabitha came barrelling down the tree and leapt onto the car. She raced across the roof and jumped onto the boot just as Haylee banged it shut.

“Well, hello there.” Haylee showered Tabitha with affection. She scratched her under the chin and cooed softly.

“Way to make me feel neglected.” Angela mock-pouted.

“Who’s looking after her?” Haylee asked as if Angela hadn’t spoken.

“Mum. She’ll come over this afternoon and again in the morning.”

“Does she know where you’re going?” Haylee looked apprehensive, but she had no need to be.

“Of course,” Angela said. “She adores Louise as much as I do.”

She received a narrowing of eyes in return.

“That’s not what I meant,” Haylee said.

Angela knew that, but she was also one never to miss an opportunity to tease her. Standing on the lawn, grass tickling her big toe, she planted a kiss on Haylee’s pursed lips and held her mouth there until she felt Haylee’s lips curve into a smile.

“Better. Mum knows I’ve made a new friend, and that you are coming with me to Hamilton.” Before Angela could think better of it, she added, “Does Devon know where you’re going?”

“He knows I’m going to Hamilton. That I’m getting a hotel room. That I’m going to do some shopping.”

“Does he know you’re going to get naked and beg for mercy?”

Haylee’s eyes blazed. “No. Those things are special.” She paused. “Between you and me.”

The words melted Angela. She couldn’t agree more. What they had was special.
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It was going on eleven by the time they drew near Hamilton. As forecasted, most of the clouds had lifted and only one or two remained in an otherwise clear blue sky. After checking for traffic at the roundabout, Angela hooked a right onto Gordonton Road and followed the signs to Zealong Tea Estate.

Although the rolling hills, tight corners and animals grazing in paddocks were vivid and three-dimensional, Angela took one hand off the steering wheel and pinched herself to make sure this wasn’t one of Haylee’s stories.

“You okay?” Haylee asked, her gaze on the red spot Angela had left behind on her left arm.

“Yep. Just making sure this is real.”

“I know, right?” Haylee pinched herself and winced. “Ouch.” She shook her arm. “That hurt.”

“You wonderful, beautiful, crazy woman.”

“Stop it.” Haylee waved a hand dismissively. “You’ll make me blush.”

That was better than making Haylee nervous because she had to be, right? Angela was, and she wasn’t the one meeting her lover’s best friend for the first time. In the parking lot, she immediately spotted Louise’s car. It was as nondescript as any other silver sedan, but what made it stand out was the licence plate—bright pink with #1 Mum in black.

“Louise is already here.”

“Okay.” Haylee blew out a breath. “I’m officially nervous.” She flipped her sunglasses onto her head and lowered the visor.

“You look fine,” Angela assured her. “And my friends aren’t that shallow. They won’t care that you’ve got…” She pointed to her mouth. “Lipstick on your teeth.”

“Oh my God, I...” She turned, eyes narrowed. “You stinker.”

“Come on.” Angela climbed out of the car and inhaled the scent of tea leaves. Row upon row of neatly trimmed bushes filled acres of land. Directly ahead of them stood a vast, white building with brown trim and tall windows.

As they headed towards the entrance, Angela sent a quick text to Louise. Here now.

Her reply was instant. Sweet. We’re waiting for you by Zealong Retail Boutique.

“Beautiful grounds,” Haylee said, her gaze on the teapots lined up like paving stones on either side of the pathway.

“They are, but they don’t hold a candle to you.” Angela wasn’t sure where the corny line came from, and she didn’t care to think about it. She wanted to kiss Haylee and link their hands, but as far as Louise’s mother and sister knew, Haylee was a recent addition to their ‘friend’ circle.

Spotting them, Louise jogged over, mousey-brown hair flying around her face. She flung her arms around Angela’s neck. “Good to see you.” After releasing her, she wrapped Haylee in a hug too. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Haylee said. “I’ve heard good things about you.”

“I’ll bet.” Louise narrowed her eyes at Angela as if she could only imagine the stories she might have embellished about her, but she needn’t have worried. When it came to her best friend, Angela always spoke highly of her, and her bundle of joy, Sebastian.

“Who’s looking after our boy?” Angela asked as they walked over to meet up with the others.

“The dog. Who do you think?”

“Smartarse.”

Angela linked arms with her best mate and looped her other one through Haylee’s. Perfectly natural thing to do, right? Nothing suspicious about it.

Louise glanced sideways. “Look at us. We look like the three little pigs. You’re the piggy in the middle.”

“Whatever,” Angela scoffed, all the while loving her friend’s efforts to put Haylee at ease, which worked, if her smile was any indication.

Haylee joined in the fun. “I was thinking more along the lines of The Powderpuff Girls.”

“Yes, perfect!” Louise pivoted, walking backwards in front of them. “I’ll be Bubbles.” She pointed to Haylee. “You can be Blossom.” She pointed at Angela. “And this one can be Buttercup.”

Having no idea whether they were the actual names of The Powderpuff Girls or not, Angela didn’t bother throwing the cheek back. She didn’t have time now that they’d reached Louise’s mum and sister.

“Haylee. This is my mum, Celia. And my sister, Kristen.”

“Nice to meet you,” Haylee said warmly. “I’ve heard so much about you both.”

Surely, that was her nerves talking? With any luck, the comment wouldn’t backfire.

“Oh, yeah. Like what?” Celia folded her arms, head tilted, sun glimmering off her coppery hair.

“Like what a proud grandmother you are,” Haylee said before turning her gaze on Kristen. “And how you’re the best aunty in the world.”

The urge to link their hands grew exponentially, but Angela refrained. Haylee’s response had been perfect. The way she’d pegged Angela’s mum and sister as supportive and proud family members touched Angela on so many levels.

The barely perceptible nod of acknowledgement Louise gave Haylee made Angela’s heart soften like butter left in the sun.

“Where is the little stinker today, anyway?” Haylee asked after Sebastian.

Although Angela had voiced the same question mere minutes ago, Haylee received a better reply than the smartarsed one Louise had given her.

“With his father. Today’s a girls’ day out. We have one every month, and you’re now officially part of the club.”

Right then, Angela could’ve squeezed the stuffing out of her friend for making Haylee feel like part of their inner circle.


CHAPTER 19
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Haylee

Inside, they made their way around the shop, sampling tea in paper cups no bigger than shot glasses. Floor-to-ceiling windows bathed the store in an abundance of natural light. Invisible speakers piped classical music into the room, making for one of the most relaxing shopping experiences Haylee could recall.

After they’d finished their tea tasting, they browsed the unique teapots made in Europe, and hand-crafted tea sets from Asia. It’d be nice to take something home, but the price tags alone made Haylee’s eyes water.

“Right, everyone,” Louise addressed their group of five. She stuck her pinkie out and mimed sipping from a teacup. “We have a booking for high tea.”

The views from the dining area commanded Haylee’s attention. With the sun warming her face through tall windows, she lost herself in the spectacular vista of New Zealand’s only commercial tea estate. Rows and rows of green bushes for as far as the eye could see, punctuated by the bright-orange glow of workers wearing high-vis jackets.

A throat clearing pulled Haylee’s gaze back to the people seated around their table.

Louise shoved a menu under her sister’s nose. “How good does that look?” She pointed.

Kristen read aloud. “Zealong’s Lady Gatsby. Ooh.” Her eyes grew wider as she read on. “Honey, lemon, rose petal and cinnamon tea-infused cocktail.” She smacked her lips together. “Yes, please.”

“What about you?” Celia pinned her gaze on Haylee and Angela. “What are you ladies having?”

“I’ll go with the Lady Gatsby too,” Haylee said.

“I’ll have an Ice Breaker,” Angela replied.

Louise snorted. “Like you’ve ever needed one of those.”

Grabbing the tea menu, Kristen read aloud. “Silky liquor…yep, that’s you.”

Trying not to blush, Haylee hid her face behind the laminated tea menu and read the list of ingredients in an Ice Breaker—Silky liquor green tea, enlivened with the coolness of peppermint, a sweet hint of spearmint, and the peppery notes of kawakawa. It did sound good, but the Lady Gatsby had her at cinnamon.

While they waited for their orders, the conversation flowed, and Haylee welcomed the sense of belonging that washed over her. Thanks to moving around so much as a kid, other than Marchelle, she had few close friends. She would love to join this group on their monthly outings, but in reality, the chances of that were slim.

“So, what do you do, Haylee?”

And there it was. But at least she was prepared for the question. “I sit on my butt most of the day in an office.”

“Office workers unite!” Celia held out her hand for a fist bump.

Kristen smacked it down. “Not cool, Mum.”

Laughing, Haylee held up a fist. “It’s totally cool. Fist bumps have ninety percent less bacteria than a handshake.” She would bet money that at least one of them googled that later to see how on-point she was with that fact.

“That’s it,” Louise stated. “From now on, it’s fist bumps all the way. Next time I go to my gynaecologist, I’m going to fist bump him—hard—and say, “Take that!” before I have to spread them, so he can put on his headlamp and go cave diving.”

“Cave!” Kristen laughed. “Your poor husband. He might as well flap it out the window.”

“You two.” Celia narrowed her eyes at her daughters. “We’re not at the local fish ’n’ chip shop. We’re at a prestige place, please act like it.”

They snickered, and Celia grinned. The love she had for her daughters was clear in her eyes. She turned her gaze on Angela, who was smiling just as big.

“What are you grinning about?”

“Life. Being here with my favourite people.” Her hand squeezed Haylee’s under the table. The warm caress travelled up Haylee’s arm and wrapped itself around her heart.

A waitress appeared with a trolley full of hot drinks, sandwiches cut into triangles and an assortment of cakes and slices. They moved aside, making room for her to place the items on the table.

She held up one final plate. “Gluten-free?”

Angela raised a finger. “Here, please.”
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Back in the car park, everyone said their goodbyes. Louise hugged her mum and sister, waved them off and turned to Angela and Haylee.

“Thanks for coming today. Mum loves this shit.”

“And you don’t,” Angela teased.

“Of course. But not as much as my bes-tea.”

“Stop!” Angela’s grin was so wide it had a knock-on effect. Haylee watched their exchange with amusement.

“Fine.” Louise stepped left, putting herself in front of Haylee. “It was lovely to meet you today. I can see why Ange likes you. Just don’t hurt her, okay?”

“Louise!” Angela’s voice boomed around the parking lot, drawing the attention of an elderly couple climbing into their car. The gent hesitated for a moment, then slid behind the wheel.

“It’s fine,” Haylee assured Angela. Given the chance, Marchelle would say something similar, she was sure of it, because that’s what friends did—looked out for one another. “I’ll do my best not to hurt her.”

Still standing in front of her, Louise held out her arms. She was clearly a hugger, and Haylee didn’t mind. Louise gave great hugs and smelled like baby powder.

A blast of heat hit Haylee as she pulled open the passenger door. Angela climbed into the driver’s seat and rolled down the windows. Louise appeared by her, elbows resting on the windowsill.

“Buckle up, ladies. It’s for your own safe-tea.”

Angela groaned. “If you want to put me off drinking tea ever again, you’re doing a good job.”

“Fine. I’ll let you get going.” Louise pushed back from the car. “I’m sure you have some nudi-tea planned.” She guffawed. “Get it? Nude-i-tea.”

“You know,” Angela said dryly, “when you have to explain a pun, that’s an epic fail.”
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“Sorry about that.” Angela checked for traffic and pulled onto the road. “She doesn’t normally act like she’s five. I think it’s baby brain.”

“I like her.” Squinting against the sun, Haylee flicked the visor down.

“She means well,” Angela said.

“I sensed that. She’s a lot like my best friend.” Thankfully, in the end, Marchelle hadn’t had to lie for her. “Loyal. Funny. Fiercely protective.”

“What’s your friend had to say about me?” Angela asked.

“Not much.” Impossible to do without meeting someone first. Not that that ever stopped someone, what, with social media these days. But as far as Haylee knew, Marchelle hadn’t stalked Angela online. She would need her last name for that. Or maybe not. If someone wanted to find you bad enough, there were ways. “She’s happy I’m happy. For a few hours a week, anyway.”

“How are things going at home?”

“Same as it has been for the last few months.” Other than the first time Devon insisted on meeting Angela, he’d never mentioned it again. If Haylee thought about it too hard, it was all very weird. “At times, it feels like all of his ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ comments have got nothing to do with having cancer and he’s using it to hide behind an affair.”

If lightning struck her right then, she might believe in a god, because she was sure she was going straight to hell for having such a horrible thought.

Angela came to a stop at a set of traffic lights. She shot Haylee a sidelong look. “Would it bother you if he was?”

“You know, I don’t think it would.” That was a scary admission. It was also easy to say when it was highly doubtful he was having an affair.

Angela came to a stop at the next set of lights. A truck blew through, followed by a motorbike and three cars. “Want to take a look at Hamilton’s street art before we head back to our hotel?”

“Yes!” The images Haylee had seen online were spectacular, so imagine seeing them in person? “Let’s do it.”

For the next hour, they drove around the streets of Hamilton. Haylee’s phone didn’t leave her hand as she clicked photo after photo. One of the largest murals they found was on the corner of Charlton Avenue and Locke Street, outside the Donut Monster. The hand-painted vibrant and whimsical design, included doughnuts, monsters, dinosaurs, a dragon, and other characters straight out of a fairy tale.

“The little ducks on the bottom-right corner represent the Vanderkwaak family,” Angela said. “They own the shop.”

“Interesting.” She really needed to do more research into the stories behind the amazing artwork.

When they came across the Mother Nature mural, Angela pulled over and they got out. From what Haylee had read online, the contrast of soft natural elements and the sharp robotic edges symbolised the harmony that could exist between nature and technology. Hues of purple, pink, green and orange surrounded the metallic face of a beautiful woman.

“Mind-blowing,” Haylee uttered aloud.

“I’ll blow your mind,” Angela said. “Our hotel is calling.


CHAPTER 20
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Haylee

Heat engulfed Haylee as she sank into the spa bath. The water was the perfect temperature, warm but not too hot, and the scent of rose water filled the huge bathroom off the main room of their hotel suite.

A tray loaded with grapes, strawberries, rice crackers, cheddar cheese and hummus sat on the wooden ledge surrounding the spa bath. Flutes of bubbly wine sat to either side. The hotel room was lavish—well out of Hayley’s budget—but Angela had surprised her, and she wasn’t going to take away from the thoughtful gesture by arguing she shouldn’t have.

The main thing was, Angela knew how much Haylee appreciated it, and she did. Haylee had told her often enough, but it couldn’t hurt to tell her once again, could it?

“Have I mentioned how thoroughly spoilt I feel?” Haylee flicked water off her fingers and popped some seedless grapes into her mouth. She chewed slowly, savouring the sweet goodness.

“You have,” Angela said. “And I must admit, it feels rather indulgent. But having you here with me makes it feel like money well spent.” She dried her hands on a towel and loaded some cheddar cheese onto a gluten-free cracker.

Watching her bite into it, hand underneath to catch any crumbs, Haylee’s mind flicked to Angela’s reason for preferring to be single. At the time, dietary issues had sounded feasible, but the more time they spent together, the more it felt like a cop-out. Was it Haylee’s place to refute that? They weren’t a couple in the traditional sense, so probably not. Besides, why convince Angela it wasn’t a good enough reason and risk pushing her into someone else’s arms. Someone more available.

That was a sobering thought. It made her stomach roil.

“Are you seeing anyone else?” Haylee heard the words, but it took a minute for her brain to register she’d ejected them, letting them float between them on the suds. “Sorry. That’s none of my business.”

It would be pretty hypocritical of her to expect Angela to be monogamous when she wasn’t. Was it still considered non-monogamy if you were only sexually active with one of those people? Maybe there was a difference between sexual and emotional non-monogamy. Whatever way Haylee tried to colour it, she wasn’t committed to one person, and the line between who she was more loyal to was so blurred, she could no longer see it.

“Of course it’s your business,” Angela said. “And no, I’m not. What we have is enough for me. More than enough.” She tilted her head. “Why, are you?”

“No! God, no.” Devon didn’t count.

Angela moved the floating food tray and swam closer. “Good, because I’m not sure if my heart could cope with that. I know it’s foolish, and you probably don’t want to hear it, but if I could have you to myself, I would.”

“Is that right, pain-in-the-arse-to-live-with?” Haylee teased. Making light of the comment was safer than reading too much into it and ruining a perfectly good night. “You seem to have things under control.”

“I do, as long as I cook my own food and label-read.”

“Wouldn’t worry me if we had to cook separate meals.” Fucking hell. Apparently, hot water and wine weren’t a good combination if you wanted to keep a lid on your thoughts. “Hypothetically, I mean.”

“Of course.” Angela’s lips quirked. “Favourite food.”

“Carbs. All the carbs. Bread, white rice, pasta, tortillas, scones, pikelets.” Haylee cocked a hip, popping the side of her body out of the water. “I didn’t get a backside like this from eating fruit and veggies.”

Before she could lower herself again, Angela smacked her rump. “I’m rather fond of that butt, so keep doing what you’re doing.”

Grinning, Haylee grabbed the last cube of cheese. “Your turn. Favourite food?”

“Homemade pizza.”

“Wow!” Haylee’s mouth watered. “A woman after my own heart.” She paused in thought. “Hang on. How does that work?”

Angela swirled her hands through the water, letting soap suds drip between her fingers. “I make a gluten-free base, mix together some tomato paste and herbs⁠—”

“There’s such a thing as pizza sauce,” Haylee teased.

“Lift that butt out of the water again.”

She obliged, loving it when Angela gave it another slap. It wasn’t a reward for being sassy; that wasn’t Angela’s style. It was two women completely at ease with each other, having fun.

“Back to what I was saying, most commercial sauces have onion in them, so I make my own.”

“Fancy.” Head resting against the lip of the tub, Haylee closed her eyes. “Go on. I’m already lost in the fantasy.”

“Then I toss on some shredded chicken, sliced peppers, mushrooms, pineapple and cheddar cheese. Bake on two-thirty for fifteen minutes, and boom. Food porn.”

“Will you make one for me on Wednesday night?” Haylee drained her glass. “Please.”

“What will you do for me in return?”

“Anything you want, Miss Tress.” Her pussy spasmed just thinking about it.

“I want you to tell me more about you.” Angela stood. Water slid down her gorgeous body; her breasts, her stomach, the triangle of pubic hair taunting Haylee. She hooked a leg over the side of the tub, grabbed a towel and covered up all that nakedness.

“Boo.” Haylee dropped her lip, loving the smile her childish behaviour pulled from Angela.

“My body was starting to dry out, which is a weird thing to say considering we’re sitting in a pool of water.”

Also starting to resemble a dried prune, Haylee followed Angela out. Back in the main area of the hotel suite, they topped up their drinks, slipped into satin robes and adjourned to the balcony.

The outdoor furniture was just as plush as their suite. Haylee exhaled an appreciative sigh as she sank into the soft cushions. The view before them was majestic—colourful gardens, neatly mown lawns and a variety of trees, some with flowers, some without. A birdfeeder hung from a branch, birds flittering around it.

Haylee took a sip of wine. Rosé, with notes of grapefruit and rose petals. To their left, a floor below them, one of the hotel guests fired their car to life and sped away. Exhaust fumes swirled around them like a whirlwind.

“Any siblings?” Angela asked.

A chuckle bubbled up in Haylee. They’d just watched some petrolhead speed away, and Angela’s mind went to family. “How did you arrive at that question?”

“It’s called getting to know each other better.” She poked her tongue out.

It was so un-Angela, Haylee laughed again. “I have a brother and a sister.”

“Tell me more.” Angela crossed her legs at the ankles. “What was it like growing up with siblings?”

“Awful.” Haylee laughed for a third time, unsure why. Perhaps she should ease up on the wine. “There’s four years between us all. Leighton just turned thirty-four, and Tessa will be thirty in a few months.”

“Are you close?”

That wasn’t an easy question to answer. Haylee felt disloyal to her sister, but she also wanted to be honest with Angela. “Tessa’s hard work and very judgemental. Wrapped up in herself is another good way to describe her.” Her thoughts turned to Leighton. “My brother’s great. He lives in Aussie, though, so I don’t see him as often as I’d like.”

“What was the appeal to cross the ditch?” Angela’s expression was somewhere between thoughtful and amused. Her hair had dried in the heat and flicked up at the ends more than usual.

“He—”

“Wait, don’t tell me.” Angela held up a hand. “A lover. Had to be. Why else would you want to put down roots in Australia?”

“Ooh, nasty,” Haylee joked.

She had no issue with her Aussie neighbours. The only time she objected was when someone implied Australia and New Zealand were the same country, when in actuality the Tasman Sea separated them and a passport was required for entry.

“I’m sure it’s a great place if you don’t mind snakes and toads,” Angela said.

“I’ve met a few toads in New Zealand.” Haylee swatted at a fly.

“True. So it wasn’t the toads that attracted him. Must’ve been a woman or a man.”

She loved that Angela didn’t immediately assume Leighton was straight, which, as far as she knew, he was. If he’d ever had a boyfriend, it wasn’t something he’d shared with her. He’d known Haylee was bisexual since she was a teenager, so she didn’t think he would’ve kept it hidden, but who knew?

Aware Angela was waiting for a reply, she turned her attention back to the question. “He went over to work in the mines. While there, he met a lady. Once he made his fortune in Newcastle, he headed south to Sydney and moved in with Nina, his girlfriend. They’ve since married and have two boys.”

“You sound proud of him.”

“I am.” Despite everyone thinking he was mad when he took on the job, he’d done incredibly well for himself. It wasn’t a job Haylee would willingly take. Thoughts of a mine collapsing and being trapped underground terrified her. “Tell me about you. What it was like growing up as an only child.”

“I had a terrible childhood.” Angela glanced at her. “I spent most of it home alone, fighting off would-be criminals, and cooking and cleaning like a child-maid.”

It felt like a lifetime ago since Haylee uttered those words, yet Angela recited the interaction as if it was only yesterday. “Good memory.”

“You don’t have to have a good memory when you’re telling the truth.”

“Right.” Haylee gave her a dubious look. Angela was too well-balanced to have suffered a terrible childhood. When she didn’t reply, Haylee second-guessed herself. “Really?”

“No. I was never treated like a maid, but I did have chores. I wasn’t the spoilt only child. My parents are wealthy, but they didn’t shower me in gifts. I had to earn my pocket money, and from a young age, my parents instilled in me the importance of money and saving for a rainy day.”

“Did you play sport?”

“Netball. You?”

“Softball.” Haylee pretended to lob a ball over the balcony, into the trees. “I had a good arm, so I was always an outfielder.” A memory washed over her, warming her insides. “Leighton and I used to spend hours and hours at the park with a softball and mitts, tossing the ball back and forth to each other. Now, I think, how boring, but we loved it.”

Angela drank the last of her wine. “Dad put up a netball hoop for me, so I could practise at home. Now and then, Mum would join in, but she sucked at playing defence.” Angela grinned. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

“Never!” That was an easy promise to make as it was highly unlikely Haylee would ever meet Angela’s mum. “Tell me about your dad.”

“He’s a wonderful man, but I guess most daughters say that about their fathers.”

“True.” Haylee adored hers.

“Hard-working. Loyal family man. Tall, thin, grey. Loves to golf.”

“So does my dad!” Haylee said. “Imagine if they’ve met. Shit, they could be golf buddies.”

“Imagine.” Angela shut her eyes. “Yes, I can see it.” She popped them open. “Sorry, your dad lost.”

“Whatever.”
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Angela

April faded into May—the middle of autumn. On cloudless days, the contrast of seasonal trees and shrubs now brilliant shades of yellow, gold, and hot orange looked striking against the clear blue sky.

The first week of May also marked five months since they first met. Angela had surprised Haylee by making her a homemade pizza served with wine and followed by dessert. Although she’d been aware of how her feelings had changed before going away, Angela was startled by how much their relationship had shifted since then.

Their text messages were an endless stream every day, and neither of them was shy about signing off with kissing emojis or I love you declarations.

They’d also started meeting for lunch on a Monday and Friday, thank goodness. Angela wasn’t sure she could stand going longer than three days without seeing Haylee. Even then, if she didn’t load up her weekend with chores and outings, it felt like way too long. Though she’d never have believed it, the solitude she used to crave after work was well and truly a thing of the past.

Wednesday nights were still electric, of course. They couldn’t be in each other’s presence for long without clothes coming off. Their chemistry and attraction were undeniable and had been there from the start, but there was so much more to their relationship than sex.

The ringtone she’d set for Haylee cut into Angela’s thoughts. She was smiling before she swiped the screen. “Hey, you.”

“Hi. Are you home?”

It sounded like a car was running.

“Sure am. Why, what’s up?”

“I can’t play tomorrow.”

Concerned, Angela’s eyebrows drew together. For Haylee to cancel, something serious must be up. “What’s going on?”

“Is it okay if I come over?”

They never saw each other on a Tuesday night, which added another layer to Angela’s sense of foreboding. “The door is open.”

“Angela?”

“Yes?” Haylee took so long to answer, Angela’s anxiety levels hit the roof. She gripped her phone so tight, the cover creaked. “What is it?”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Having no idea what was going on, Angela paced the living room. A gnawing sense of helplessness ate away at her insides. If Haylee didn’t get there soon, Angela was going to wear a hole in the carpet big enough to match the one burning her stomach lining.

Seemingly out of nowhere, her mind flicked to Devon. That had to be it. Had he taken a turn for the worse? It was hard to know. It was the one topic they avoided talking about.

Cancer was a nasty bitch. Angela wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy, but leaving your wife out of the loop didn’t sit well with her. Come to think of it, it was probably best they didn’t talk about Devon because she didn’t want to speak ill of Haylee’s husband.

The familiar rumble of a car made Angela bolt for the door. Tabby did the same. She shot between Angela’s legs and almost tripped her on her face. Regaining her balance, she clutched her chest. “Thanks, cat.”

Looking up at her, Tabby pawed the door. Angela opened it, watching Haylee get out of the car. The sinking sun cast shadows over the driveway, adding to the dismal atmosphere.

Haylee strode towards the house, her eyes puffy and red. She wore tracksuit pants that had seen better days and a faded black T-shirt. On any other day, Angela would’ve said the at-home-look suited her, but she’d clearly been crying, and that overshadowed all else.

For the first time in months, Angela couldn’t get a read on Haylee. On the one hand, she looked like a delicate piece of China about to shatter. On the other, she looked ready to wage war.

As soon as Haylee was close enough, Angela held out her arms. That was all it took for the floodgates to open. Haylee fell into the embrace and sobbed her heart out. Holding tight, Angela backed up and kicked the door closed.

There was no need to put on a show for the neighbour across the road, waiting for his dog to do its business.

In the living room, Angela guided Haylee over to the sofa. She stroked her hair and told her everything would be okay, even though she had no idea whether that was true or not.

Finally, Haylee sat up straight. A snot bubble clung to her nostril and tears streaked her cheeks. Angela retrieved a box of tissues and handed them over.

“Thank you.”

“Can I get you a glass of wine?” Alcohol was as far from a therapist as Angela, but perhaps the normalcy of sharing a drink would help soothe her.

“That would be great.” Haylee blotted her eyes with the tissue.

She wasn’t wearing make-up, so she didn’t look like a complete wreck, but something had clearly wrecked her. Whatever was going on, Angela would wait, because she wasn’t about to ask who had died, which was a high possibility.

Tabby appeared at their feet, and Haylee pulled her into her lap. She buried her face in her fur, and Angela used that moment to dash to the kitchen. She grabbed two glasses off the shelf and uncapped a bottle of Pinot Noir. The dark-cherry notes were bright, juicy and uncomplicated— the complete opposite of this occasion.

By the time she returned to the living room, Haylee seemed to have a better grip on her emotions. Angela handed over a glass.

Haylee took it with a grateful smile. “I didn’t mean to slobber all over your T-shirt.”

“It’ll wash.” Angela shrugged. Her mind was on anything but wet spots, and that was saying something.

Acting as though Haylee was made of glass, Angela lowered herself beside her on the sofa. She’d never been this cautious around her, but she felt like if she made one wrong move, Haylee would shatter.

Head hanging low, Haylee peered at her through her long locks. Her mouth worked and Angela braced for what was to come.

Finally, she spoke. Her voice was soft as a whisper, but the words were unmistakable. “Devon’s in remission.”

“Oh my God. That’s wonderful.” No wonder she’d only just been holding it together. But shouldn’t she be at home celebrating with her husband? Wait, something wasn’t adding up. “That is good news, isn’t it?”

“Yes. For him.” Haylee shook her head as if to clear it. “I mean, of course it is.” She exhaled heavily, a breath whooshing out of her. “But he wants this…” She twirled a finger between them. “Me and you, to end.”

The half-full glass of wine Angela had been holding turned to a brick in her hand. She put it on the coffee table before she dropped it. Haylee held out her glass, and Angela took it. She put it beside hers and stared at the liquid until she went cross-eyed and all she could see was a blur of red.

What did that mean for them? She’d always said if Haylee ended it, she would accept that with dignity, and that hadn’t changed. It would hurt, boy would it hurt, her heart was already breaking, but she’d known the deal for months now.

Trying not to get ahead of herself, she took a deep breath. “And how do you feel about that?”

“Livid. Conflicted.” Haylee sounded as broken as she looked. “We should’ve been over the moon, but he’s kept me so out of the loop, we had a massive fight instead.”

Angela couldn’t begin to imagine how difficult this was for Haylee, and she was her number one concern. “That must’ve been tough.”

“It was awful. I can take you back there, if you’d like.” She studied Angela’s face, waiting for her response.

Did she want to be a fly on the wall? Hell, why not torture herself one more time? The same as she had when she signed up for the app that had landed her right where she was now.

“Go ahead.”
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Haylee

Earlier that day…

After getting over the shock of being told her husband was in remission, Haylee hugged him tight. “That’s wonderful news.” She stood back. “Who have you told?”

“Just you and Mum. She’s been taking me to the specialist I learned about.”

Discovering he’d entrusted his mother and not spoken to her about this miracle worker grated like sandpaper on a raw nerve. Giving him the benefit of the doubt he’d done it to protect her, to spare her from false hope, Haylee let it go.

“We’ll have to tell Marchelle and Neil. They’ll be over the moon. Angela will be too.” She’d only met him once, but they’d hit it off right away. Even if they hadn’t, she cared about Haylee’s happiness.

“Great.” Something about Devon’s smile set her teeth on edge. “She’ll understand when you break it off, then.”

“What?” There was no way in hell she was doing that. “What are you talking about?”

“I want you to stop seeing her.”

Seething, Haylee thrust her hands on her hips. “You can’t give me something like that, then take it away when it suits you.”

“Suits me!” Devon’s voice boomed off the walls. “I thought I was fucking dying. I wanted my wife to find a little bit of happiness instead of having to watch me throw up every night and waste away. If that makes me a bad person, then shoot me now.”

“Don’t fucking patronise me.” Red-hot anger surged through Haylee. They should be celebrating, yet she’d never been so full of rage. “You wanted me out of the way so you could keep things from me. You didn’t have to do this without me. You chose to.”

“While you were out falling for another woman.”

Haylee folded her arms, shielding her heart. “And who encouraged that?”

His hand came up, and Haylee set her jaw. She tilted her chin, willing him to slap her. “Do it.” He’d never struck her before, but it would be the reason she needed to leave him.

A slow smile spread across his face. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Tell everyone I’m an abuser. Well, fuck you. I’m not the bad guy here.” He stormed out of the room.

Emotionally wrecked, Haylee sank onto the sofa and clutched her head. Anguish squeezed her heart, and she wanted nothing more than to feel Angela’s arms around her. Without thought, she grabbed her phone and keys and ran for the car.
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Angela

Haylee’s storytelling was so vivid, it took a moment for Angela to regain her equilibrium and be back in the present. Self-preservation made her want to suggest Haylee should go home, sort out her marriage, but her heart wouldn’t let the words come.

“Now what?”

“I don’t know.” Haylee had never sounded more dejected. “A part of me doesn’t want to go home, but that would make me just as bad as him. Before all this happened, I almost left him.”

It wasn’t the first time Angela had heard Haylee say something similar. “But you didn’t.”

“No. How do you leave someone who has just been diagnosed with cancer?”

Angela didn’t have an answer for that, and she didn’t pretend to. “I don’t know.”

“Arguments we’d have over money, Devon coming home from the pub late without being considerate enough to text me, and constantly squabbling over what constitutes ‘room temperature’ all seemed so trivial.”

“Hey!” Angela nudged Haylee. “Room temperature’s a hot topic.” It was a pitiful pun but worth it to see Haylee smile. “Tell me, what’s the perfect room temperature for you?”

“Your place. It’s always comfortable. And I’m not just saying that. I like to be warm, and Devon always used to blast cold air the second the sun came out. That only changed when he got sick. It was nice not to have to wear a sweatshirt inside during summer because the house was like an icebox.” Her smile turned sad. “See? Selfish.”

“That’s not selfish,” Angela said fiercely. “It’s called compromise.” She had plenty more she could add, but if she’d learnt nothing else, it was poor taste to dish someone else’s partner. They could rant and rave all day long about their spouse, but to hear someone else put them down rarely worked well.

“Do you still love him?”

Haylee’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. She blew out a breath. Sipped her wine. Put her glass back on the table. Tipped her head back. “A part of me does, but I don’t think I’m in love with him. And if I was to be honest with myself, I don’t think I have been for a long time.” She grabbed her wine off the coffee table and took a slug. “But I can’t just walk out, either.”

“I guess you’ve got a lot to think about.” That hurt to say, but Angela refused to make this harder for Haylee than it needed to be. It was clear to see she was in enough pain.

“I don’t want to lose you,” Haylee pleaded as if Angela had said it was over.

“I don’t want that either,” Angela assured her. “But I’m going to give you some space so you can figure it all out, okay?”

“Give me a day.”

“Sure.” Angela chuckled at the absurdity of her words.

Haylee returned her grin. Then they laughed. It was the nervous kind of laughter people shared to mask their uncertainty, but neither of them said anything.
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Angela

Friday afternoon, Angela received the message she’d been waiting for.

Will you be home tonight?

With no emoticon or tone, it was impossible to read further into the question. Not that it mattered. Even if Angela had made plans, she would’ve cancelled them. The last fortnight had been the longest of her life.

Before she could reply, the double doors to the lighting shop opened. A blast of cold air rushed into the store ahead of a couple, who appeared to be around Angela’s age—mid-thirties.

Their clothes screamed of office workers, and the smiles they had for each other spoke of new love. Or was it? Did the flame really have to go out once familiarity set in? There was no denying her dad still held a candle to her mother, and they’d been together for over forty years.

Angela put her phone on the shelf under the counter and went to offer her assistance. The combination of perfume, cologne and coffee clung to the couple.

“Can I help you?”

The gent spoke first. “We’re looking for some mood lighting.”

Hanging on to his arm, the woman smiled, cheeks pink. “Not that we need it.”

“Of course not.” Angela kept her professional mask in place. “We have a couple of options.” She took them over to the twinkling light strips. The couple stared at the golden rows of tiny light bulbs and looked at each other.

“It might be too much bling,” the woman said to her partner.

“True. The kids are getting old enough to ask questions.”

“Another option is a sunset lamp.” Angela led them over to the display.

In her opinion, whether sitting on the beach watching the sun sink beneath the waves or mesmerised by the rays of light streaming into the bedroom, there were few things more romantic than the glow of a setting sun.

“You can either go for the traditional warmth of orange and yellow, or something a little more colourful. Think deep blues or mesmerising magentas.”

“That sounds wonderful,” the woman said.

“We’ll take two, thanks.” The guy pulled his wallet out of his suit pants.

It was customers like the couple who’d just exited the store that made Angela’s job bearable. Some days, she had to bite her tongue and smile sweetly while some arrogant wanker went on about them not having what he or she wanted in stock.

There was such a vast array of lighting available, they couldn’t possibly stock all of them. They could generally get them in overnight from a sister store, but even that wasn’t good enough for some customers. To get so bent out of shape over a new light or lamp, they had to be miserable.

Alone again, she finally replied to Haylee, letting her know she would be home by five-thirty.

Great, see you at six!!

Other than the exclamation points, which Angela took as a good sign, Haylee’s reply was as vague as her first message. What decision had she come to? Would they continue the same as they had before? That didn’t seem likely unless Haylee had talked Devon around and he’d changed his mind about them seeing each other.

If Angela thought about it too closely, the entire debacle had lowered her opinion of the guy. For a time, she’d admired his selflessness. Now, though, he seemed like a self-absorbed prick, which was highly judgemental and unfair. She’d never walked in either his or Haylee’s shoes, never looked cancer in the face, and never wanted to.

However, like it or not, she’d become entangled in their marriage.
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The first clue that Haylee wasn’t herself when Angela opened the door was her smile. She was doing her best to make it look genuine, but Angela had been around her long enough to know it was forced. She looked as gorgeous as ever wearing a knit dress. Her eyes sparkled, and her strawberry-blonde hair curled around her face.

Angela forced a smile of her own. “Fake it till you make it, huh?”

Looking the picture of innocence, Haylee twirled a lock of hair around her index finger. Another sign she was trying too hard. “I’ve never had to fake it with you, Miss Tress.”

“How about we talk first.” She motioned Haylee inside. A cold breeze had come up and she didn’t want to let the heat out.

Once the door clicked closed behind her, Haylee tilted her head, studying Angela. “Can I have a kiss?”

“Of course.” Their lips met, and like so many times before, heat flared in Angela’s belly, but apprehension and the conversation they needed to have quickly doused the fire.

“Coffee, tea, water or wine?”

“Wine, please.” Haylee gave her a huge smile. “It’s Friday night.”

That was the problem, wasn’t it? She never came over on a Friday night. Sick of the game Haylee seemed intent on playing, Angela cut to the chase. “What are you doing here, Haylee?”

“Would you like me to leave?”

“No.” She would like her to cut the crap, but Angela had better restraint than to utter those words and put her on the back foot. People who felt trapped acted like animals, lashing out to defend themselves whether they were in any real danger or not.

She slid a glass of white wine across the benchtop.

Haylee took a sip and murmured her appreciation. “This is good.”

“Agreed.” It wasn’t often Angela drank Sauvignon Blanc, but this was one of her favourites.

She inhaled the tantalising aromas of golden apple and lemon zest before taking a hefty swig. The passionfruit and lime notes lingered on her tongue long after she’d swallowed.

“Where’s Tabby?” Haylee asked.

“On my bed.” Angela held her gaze…and her patience. “Where’s Devon tonight?”

“Gone to see a mate. But I don’t want to talk about him,” Haylee said. “Tell me about your day.”

“I sold some lamps. Went for a walk on my lunch break. Thought about you.” She rattled off the list with no inflection. “But I don’t want to talk about work. I want to know what’s going on.”

Haylee exhaled. “Remember when we met, and we said it would be no-strings-attached fun?”

“Yes.” That wasn’t something Angela was likely to forget. That had been her intention, but even the best-laid plans could end up skew-whiff.

“Well, here I am.” Haylee bounced her eyebrows. Still putting on a front. Acting as if nothing had changed.

“Fine. Let’s do this.” Doing her best not to pull her hair out, Angela left her glass on the kitchen bench and towed Haylee down the hallway. She pushed her into the room. “Strip and present yourself.”

“Wow.” Eyebrows pinched, Haylee rubbed her arm as if Angela had hurt her. “What’s up with you?”

“Just keeping it casual.” This was killing her, but Angela was also going to get to the bottom of what was going on.

This wasn’t the Haylee she knew. She’d shown more emotion before they knew each other beyond the physical than she was now. Angela shut the door and went into her bedroom across the hall. Although she had no intention of playing anything more than the game they were currently playing, she changed into a corset and miniskirt. She tossed her shirt and jeans on the bed, apologising when Tabby crawled out from under the pile and curled up on top.

Outside the room they’d played in so many times, Angela took a fortifying breath. When she entered, Haylee was on her knees, hands behind her back. The pink bra and matching briefs she wore complemented her hair.

She was there for the taking, looking as delicious as always, yet Angela couldn’t do it.

“Does Devon know you’re here?”

When Haylee wouldn’t meet her gaze, Angela had her answer. The only good thing she took from that was at least Haylee hadn’t lied to her.

“Get dressed.” Angela’s voice was soft. She wasn’t angry. She was disappointed, and she felt something for Haylee she’d never felt before. Pity.

“Please don’t do this.” Haylee scrambled across the floor on her knees. She gripped Angela’s wrist, eyes imploring. “I miss you so much it hurts. I want this. I want you.”

“You can’t have both, Haylee!”

“Why not?” Anguish contorted Haylee’s features. “You knew my situation before and you were okay with that.”

She had a point. Not so long ago, Angela had professed to her best mate it made no difference to her whether or not Haylee was married. But that was when she’d been blissfully unaware of Haylee’s marital status and could tell herself it was none of her business. Then Haylee went and made it her business.

Angela had met the woman’s husband, for fuck’s sake. She’d had his consent. They both had. Now neither of them did, and although Angela owed him nothing, she cared more about Haylee than to let her do this.

“This isn’t you, Haylee.” She helped Haylee put her top on. “Do you really think you’re going to be able to go home and pretend nothing happened tonight?”

“No.” Haylee flopped onto the end of the bed and cradled her head in her hands. “I’m so messed up. I should just leave him, but I can’t. Not yet. Imagine the shit I’ll get from his family and our friends?”

If her friends and his family weren’t there to support her, they weren’t very good friends. But given they didn’t know the half of it, Angela kept her judgement to herself. People condemned others for things far more trivial on a daily basis.

Haylee looked at her with tears in her eyes. “But I can’t let you go. I’m in love with you.”

“Then I’m going to let you go.” That killed her to say, but it was also the kindest thing she could do. Haylee needed to sort herself out, and she could only do that if Angela removed herself from the equation.

“So it’s over?” Haylee asked.

“I hope not.” Angela’s throat was thick with emotion. Her chest hurt and tears burned the back of her throat. “If you choose to come back to me, I’ll be waiting.”

“I’m so sorry.” Haylee flung her arms around Angela’s neck.

Unsure whether this would be the last time she got to hold her, Angela held on for as long as she could. She breathed in Haylee’s perfume, committing it to memory along with the feel of her body.

When a tear dripped onto her arm, the dam broke. Angela lost the tenuous hold she had on her emotions, her tears like razorblades slicing her throat. It was the first time she’d cried in front of Haylee, and she feared it’d be the last too.

“You know,” Haylee said, wiping the tears from her face. “When I first put that ad online, I knew someone was going to get hurt—how could they not? I’m just sorry it was you.” She gave Angela a watery smile. “You’re the most amazing human being I’ve ever met. You get me. My kinks, my stupid stories.”

The words ‘tell me a story’ worked their way up Angela’s throat. She would love Haylee to take her anywhere but here right now, to escape reality, but it was time to face the cold, hard facts.

They were fucked.

“I’ll see you out.”

“Okay.” Haylee sniffled. Tabby came to investigate, and Haylee picked her up. “Bye-bye, girl. Take care of your mumma.”

She held her out and Angela took her. Tabby licked the salty tears off her face, prickly tongue scratching her cheek.

They didn’t hug again. It was too painful. The door closed and Angela wandered into the living room. She felt empty, like someone had sliced the top of her head off and hollowed her out, scooped out her heart and jumped all over it, leaving a pulpy, bloody mess behind.
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Haylee

Handbag flung over her shoulder, Haylee hightailed it out of the office. The last thing she needed was an encounter with Tori at five o’clock on a Wednesday. She still liked to ask Haylee about her date nights, and although last week she’d managed to tiptoe around the question, she couldn’t deal with that today.

Wipers on full, Haylee peeled out of the parking building. Street lights and headlights cut through the rain. Fifteen minutes after leaving work, she yanked the steering wheel and screeched to a stop on the side of the road.

A car blasted its horn, making her shoulders roll up around her ears. She could’ve been rear-ended, and it would’ve been her own stupid fault. Thanks to autopilot, she’d been halfway to Angela’s house before she realised it.

With a heavy heart, Haylee performed a U-turn and headed for home. Rain spat big, fat drops on the windscreen, and she poked her tongue out at it. How childish. It wasn’t the weather’s fault she didn’t want to go home, but she would suck it up.

Over the last two weeks, Devon had ping-ponged between being a patronising prick, with comments like, “Would you stop walking around as if someone died?” to being a saint and making her coffee, bringing her toast in bed, which she hated, and taking her out on Saturday night—to his parents, no less, for a family gathering.

There’d been hugs and tears and you two will have a new lease on life comments from well-wishers. Being polite, she’d smiled and agreed. How could she not? It was all so fucked up.

To be fair, Devon was trying, and she’d said she would do the same, but it was hard to make an effort when your heart wasn’t in it. Her heart was on the other side of Tauranga, and she wasn’t sure it would ever find its way home.
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Inside, she shook rain off her hands. The house smelt damp. No aroma of something in the oven to tease her senses. Of course there wasn’t. Why would tonight be different from any other night? Cooking had always fallen on her shoulders. Only, she’d never resented it before now.

Devon had never said it was woman’s work, but lately, little things she never thought too hard about before were starting to bother her. It was like an office job she’d had long ago. When trivial things like her pen going missing had started bothering her, she’d known it was time to leave.

How long would it take to come to that realisation with her marriage?

Devon pushed out of his chair. A huge La-Z-Boy that had cost a pretty penny and was worth every cent they no longer had to spare. It’d been a lifesaver for them both on the nights he was restless and couldn’t sleep.

“Hey.” Haylee plastered on a smile. Fake it till you make it. If she tried hard enough, sooner or later she would feel it on the inside. At least, that’s what she told herself.

“You’re late.”

“Yep. Got held up in traffic.” The white lie rolled off her tongue. It wasn’t unusual to be caught in traffic after work, so it sounded plausible.

Devon tilted his head, scrutinising her. His assessing gaze pissed her off. She was guilty of nothing more than going the wrong way home.

“You went to her place, didn’t you?”

“No!” she snapped.

She’d come close tonight, but it hadn’t been intentional, and she didn’t appreciate the accusation. Last week, she’d made a conscious effort not to head in the direction of Angela’s, but thanks to Tori’s question before she left work, her subconscious had led her astray.

Devon nuzzled her neck, but it wasn’t an affectionate gesture. He scented her like a dog. “You smell like her.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Devon.” Irritated, she shoved him in the chest. “I bought a new perfume. Is that so bad?”

It hadn’t been a coincidence it was the same brand as Angela’s, but she didn’t think he would notice. Maybe he hadn’t and he was speculating.

“Sorry.” He nuzzled her neck again. “It smells nice.”

“Thank you.” She pulled back, his touch leaving her cold. “I’ve never cheated, and I don’t intend to start now.”

She’d come dangerously close and wasn’t proud of that fact. Her stomach tightened, shame twisting her insides the same as it always did whenever she thought about it. To be honest, had Angela continued playing along, Haylee wasn’t sure how far they would’ve got before her conscience stopped her.

Sighing, Devon dragged a hand over his head. “I’m sorry. But can you blame me for being suspicious?”

“No, I guess not. But you need to trust me.” Without that, what did they have?

“Do you still think about her?”

Trust and honesty went hand in hand, so she wasn’t going to lie about that. “All the time. I miss her like crazy, Devon.”

His lips twisted in a snarl, then his expression softened. “If I let you go, would you come back?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. The atmosphere was so thick it was stifling. Haylee looked away and back at Devon. He looked so broken, her heart hurt. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

“I know.” He nodded. “You’re still my wife, though.”

The possessive slant he put on the statement made her nauseous. Even so, they needed to eat. They couldn’t live on misery alone.

“What do you want for tea?” she asked.

“I got some chicken out to defrost.”

“Great, I’m going to shower. Feel free to toss something together.”

His nostrils flared, but he didn’t reply. He didn’t cook either. Haylee tossed together a stir-fry, and they ate in silence. Dinner was as uncomfortable as a blind date gone bad.

In bed that night, TV on in the corner, Devon snuggled up to her. He nuzzled her neck and slipped a hand between her thighs. Terrified he might suggest she grab her vibrator, Haylee squirmed.

The realisation she was no longer attracted to him hit hard. She’d known it for a while now, but being confronted with it was unsettling.

“Relax.”

She blew out a breath.

“You can keep seeing her as long as you’re discreet and come home to me. Understood?”

Ignoring his show of dominance, Haylee curled her lip in distaste. “And treat her like our dirty little secret?” She scuttled back on the bed, bum hanging over the edge. “No way. I would never do that to her.”

“Great.” His smile was venomous. “That’s settled then. Put her out of your mind and start acting like a wife.”

It took all of Haylee’s willpower not to crawl out of bed and pack a bag. “If you want a divorce, keep doing what you’re doing.”

The D-word seemed to shake loose the coat of masculinity Devon had put on to protect himself.

He scrubbed his face. “That’s not what I want. You are my world.” His voice broke, a tear slipping free. “The thought of losing you terrifies me. I’m a schmuck. I’m confused. I’m scared, and I don’t know how to fix this.”

Devon tugged on her arm, trying to pull her to him. Knowing if they didn’t put this fight to bed she would never sleep, Haylee closed the space between them. Although she was no longer in love with this man, she still cared deeply for him, which made everything so much harder.

For a minute, they stared at each other, unspeaking. When Devon gave her a small smile, she returned it. Once, that cheeky smile would’ve led to so much more. Now, though, so much had changed, they couldn’t go back. The question that remained was could they go forward?
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Haylee

Friday, two days after Devon told Haylee to start acting like a wife, she stood on Marchelle’s doorstep. June had arrived and winter was upon them. Raindrops dripped from trees, and the smell of wet grass seemed to be everywhere.

The door opened. Josh smiled up at her, hand on Ziggy’s collar. Given the chance, he’d be belly-deep in puddles before they could stop him.

“Hey, Haylee.” The grin Josh shot her was that of his father.

Full of affection for this teenager, she ruffled his shaggy hair. “Gosh, Josh. You’re getting tall.” It was the only thing she could think of that rhymed with his name, and it wasn’t particularly funny, but he smiled, nonetheless.

“Mum’s just getting changed.”

“Okay.”

Neil appeared in the entranceway and took her jacket. “You doing okay?”

“I am, thanks.”

Despite her reply, he gave her a heartfelt hug. He’d rightly sensed she was a bundle of nerves, but the drama could wait for Marchelle.

“You ready, sport?” Neil asked Josh.

“Yep.”

“Going somewhere?” Haylee asked, hoping they didn’t feel like they had to leave because she needed her best friend.

“Nope. We’re on kitchen duties.”

Once again, Haylee was reminded why she loved this family. Neil was a fabulous cook, and it was admirable that he was passing on those skills to his son.

“Where’s Jasmine?” Haylee asked after their teenage daughter.

“At The Plaza with her mates. She better be, anyway,” Neil said.

“Stop it.” Marchelle flicked his arm. Her face was make-up-free, and she wore her signature scent of fresh-cut flowers. “We’ll trust her until she gives us a reason not to.”

Although the comment wasn’t directed at Haylee, she felt inexplicably guilty as though she’d just been called on her shit. Unaware of her turmoil, Marchelle pranced into the kitchen, full of energy.

“Drink?”

“Yes, please. Just a half.” Their wine glasses were like bowls, so that was all Haylee would have with driving. On top of that, she had her period, which didn’t help with her emotions or metabolising alcohol.

Alone in the living room with the scent of garlic and herbs infusing the air, and the rattle of pots and pans in the kitchen, they finally got down to it.

“Do you need a hug?” Marchelle asked.

“Not yet.” She was only just holding herself together as it was. Thoughts of what she had to say made her feel sick.

Marchelle watched her closely. “Breathe.”

She inhaled and exhaled.

“Good.”

A cell phone rang. Neil popped his head into the living room. Hand covering his phone, he mouthed, “It’s Devon. Are you supposed to be here or not?”

Irritation flared like an angry rash on Haylee’s skin. She’d told him that morning she was calling in to see Marchelle after work. It was as plain as dry toast he no longer trusted her.

“He knows I’m here,” she said flatly.

With a nod, Neil retreated.

From across the room, Marchelle eyed her with compassion. “How are things at home?”

“Horrible. I want to leave him, but I can’t.” She knew where she wanted to be. She just didn’t know how to get there.

“I wish I could say people will understand, but I can’t promise you that. I can promise you Neil and I will always be here for you.”

“Thank you.” Haylee had no doubt people would have plenty to say. Her younger sister being one of them, but she wasn’t worried about that. She’d be disappointed if Tessa didn’t tell her what a horrible person she was. She deserved it, but she also deserved to be happy.

“I’m not worried about what people will say.”

Marchelle’s eyebrows went up.

“Fine,” Haylee conceded. If people shunned her, it would hurt, but she also felt strong enough to brush herself off and remember not to make their issues hers.

The clatter of something hitting the floor rang out, Ziggy yelped, and seconds later he appeared in the living room.

“Come here.” Marchelle unfolded her legs, and he jumped into her lap.

Josh poked his head into the living room. “Sorry, boy. He got under my feet, and I stood on his paw.”

“Has he been fed?”

“Yes, Mum.” There was no eye roll, but it was clear in his voice.

Like a revolving door, Josh disappeared, and Neil appeared again. “Devon wanted to know if I’d like to go over to give you ladies some time alone.”

“How sweet of him.” Sarcasm dripped from Haylee’s words. There was a time she would’ve thought that was sweet. Now, it just felt like he was checking up on her.

“I told him you’ve gone clubbing and I’m babysitting,” Neil said.

“Whatever.” Marchelle shot her husband an affectionate smile. She turned back to Haylee. “Sorry. Where were we?”

“Never mind.” She felt bad now for bringing this to Marchelle’s home. It was the start of the weekend, and her family were hanging out like a family should be. They didn’t need her to put a damper on their dinner. Lasagne or spaghetti, if Haylee’s nostrils served her right.

“No, you don’t.” Marchelle waggled a finger. “I’ll sic Ziggy on you.” She pushed her poodle off her lap. “Go get her.”

Ziggy’s ears perked, head tilted.

“Come here, boy.” Haylee clicked her fingers.

He ran over and licked them. Then he went to the corner of the room and stuck his nose in a plastic crate full of toys. Seemingly finding what he wanted, he pulled out a stuffed pig and chewed on its ear, just like Haylee was doing to his owner.

“I can’t afford to leave,” Haylee said, and that was what it all boiled down to. “We’re barely making ends meet. How the hell am I supposed to save enough for a bond on a flat?”

Until she could do that, she was stuck. If she was the one leaving their marriage, it didn’t feel right asking Devon to move out, and she very much doubted he would do that without a fight.

“Have you asked your parents? They might be able to give you a small loan.”

“No, I’m not asking them for money.” Her younger sister was a big enough burden on them as it was. Plus, at thirty-eight, Haylee was too proud to tell them she had no savings to speak of.

Like many other New Zealanders, they’d always been of the mind that if one of them got sick enough to need hospital care, the government would pay for their stay. Which they would, but that also meant lengthy waiting lines, and they hadn’t had the luxury of time on their side.

“Do your parents know you’re leaving him?” Marchelle asked.

“Way to go for the kill.” Haylee’s stomach revolted. “No. I don’t want to tell them until it’s done.”

Although she was sure she would have their support, the less people who knew before the deed was done, the fewer people she had to listen to saying things like:

Work it out.

All marriages hit rough patches.

You’ve been through hell over the past two years.

Take some time to reconnect.

Of course, none of those people knew about Angela, and that was going to be an entire other shitshow. It was also the reason she couldn’t ask Angela if it’d be okay if she camped at her place for a while. Haylee would not bring this mess to her doorstep. Angela had given her room to sort herself out, no guilt, no pressure, no deadline, and that was a gift Haylee would forever cherish.

That wasn’t to say it made any of this any easier, but nothing worth having came without sacrifice. At least she wasn’t religious, so she didn’t have the added anguish of worrying about some god condemning her. She was doing a good enough job of that herself.

“I can’t believe I’m about to leave the person I vowed to love in sickness and in health.”

“You’ve done that, Haylee Bailey.” Compassion shone in Marchelle’s eyes. “And although I’m not advocating divorce, I don’t believe anyone should stay in a miserable marriage. Life’s too short.”

Neil wandered in, bottle in hand like a butler. “Top up, anyone?”

“Please.” Marchelle held out her glass.

“Haylee?”

“No. I’m fine, thanks.”

He turned to leave, but Marchelle called him back. “Neil, what would you say if Haylee stays with us for a few weeks?”

Equally taken aback and embarrassed, Haylee tripped over her words. “What? What do you mean, stay? Here? Don’t be silly. Ignore her.”

“As long as I don’t have to give up my bed, you’re welcome here anytime,” Neil said. “And for as long as you need.”

Her mind raced. She would need close to a month to save the down payment on a flat, and this would be the answer to her problems, but she didn’t want to burden anyone else.

“I couldn’t possibly intrude.”

“I’ll be offended if you say no.”

Overcome with gratitude, Haylee blinked hard. “Where would I sleep? You don’t have the room.”

They had three bedrooms, but their teenagers, Josh and Jasmine, had one of their own, and Neil and Marchelle had the other.

“The sofa you’re sitting on pulls out to a bed.” Neil pointed to it. “Or we can put the kids in the same room⁠—”

“No way,” Marchelle said at the same time as Haylee.

“The couch it is then.” Neil nodded resolutely and was gone again.

It was a generous offer, but as sincere as Neil had seemed, Haylee was also aware he’d been put on the spot.

“I’m going to let you two talk about that in private, once I leave. If you decide you want to retract the offer, I’ll completely understand. No hard feelings.”

Either way, thanks to the offer, she now realised there were more ways than one to come up with a bond. She would rather not have to move back in with her parents, but if that’s what it took, she would.

“We won’t change our minds,” Marchelle said. “Neil’s so transparent, if he wasn’t on board, I would’ve known.” She screwed up her lips. “Of course, you don’t have to accept. No hard feelings.”

“Are you kidding?” Haylee was practically packing her bags already.

“I have to ask you this, and please don’t be upset or think we don’t want you here.” Marchelle put her glass down. “Have you thought about asking Angela if you can stay with her?”

The question didn’t hit Haylee as badly as she’d feared. “More than once. It would be the easy way out, but I can’t do that to her. In all honesty, I need to find myself.”

For the first time in months, she felt optimistic about the future. The idea of starting over had a new shine to it. Even so, she was under no illusion it was going to be plain sailing.

“It’s not going to be easy telling him I’m leaving.” The mere thought of it soured her stomach.

“I know.” Marchelle pushed out of the chair and joined her on the sofa. “But I’m sure you’ll do it with compassion. And when he begs and pleads for you not to go, stay true to yourself. True to what you want and who you need.” She squeezed Haylee’s hand.

“You know,” Haylee said. “He told me I could still see Angela as long as I was discreet and went home to him. But I can’t. Not now that he’s playing this game. Before, it came from a good place. Now, he’s just being a dick.”

Marchelle held up her hands. “You’ll get no argument from me.” She lowered them again. “We’re here for you. Always.”

Overcome with emotion, Haylee threw her arms around Marchelle’s neck. She hugged her tight and yanked her sideways until they toppled over. Ziggy started barking excitedly, paws on the edge of the sofa.

Haylee had a hard road ahead of her, but she left Marchelle’s with a pep in her step and a smile on her face.


CHAPTER 27
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Angela

Saturday morning, en route to the gym, Angela pulled to a stop on the side of the road. She stared through the windscreen, wipers swishing frantically. “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me,” Haylee said.

She knew who it was, and that was why she’d stopped. If it’d been anyone else’s ringtone, she would’ve let it go to voicemail and called them back once she returned home.

“Can you meet for a coffee?”

Angela’s heart leapt. She longed to set eyes on Haylee, to hear her voice in person.

“Where?”

Haylee rattled off the name of the café where they’d first met. The car was in gear before Angela ended the call. Parked in a corner spot under a tree, the tinny sound of rain pelting the roof, Angela warred with whether to wait in the car or wander inside and grab a table.

If she went inside, she wouldn’t be able to wrap Haylee in her arms and hold her tight. If she met her out the front, on the deck under the eaves, she might never let her go. What to do, what to do. Angela drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.

Haylee pulled in beside her, and the decision was made. They exchanged smiles through rain-streaked windows. Then, in unison, they cracked open their doors and made a run for it.

Rain splattered the back of Angela’s neck and trickled down her spine. She shivered, cursing her short hair. On the deck, she shook off the surface water and dragged a hand through her hair.

Haylee shook out her umbrella and folded it up. “Hi,” she said.

“Hey.” To anyone listening in, the exchange probably sounded awkward, and to a degree, it was. Although they’d kept in touch via text messages, Angela was doing her best to guard her heart. “Shall we go in?”

“Sure.”

At ten on a Saturday morning, most of the tables were occupied. Glass cabinets were stocked with food, and the familiar aroma of coffee beans hung in the air.

“What can I get you?” Angela asked.

“Hmm.” Haylee tapped her lip. “A Lady Gatsby.”

Their trip to Zealong Tea felt like forever ago, and although Angela hadn’t tried the Lady Gatsby tea, it’d clearly left an impression on Haylee.

“I’ll see if they have it.”

“No.” Haylee pulled her back from the counter. “A latte would be great, and I don’t mind paying.”

“I know.” In her peripheral vision, Angela spotted a couple getting ready to leave. The gent helped his partner into her jacket and she clutched her purse.

“Go grab that table.”

“On it!”

Angela took a minute to enjoy the sway of Haylee’s hips, the way her jeans hugged all those delicious curves like Angela yearned to do, then turned back to the counter before she made a fool of herself.

“What can I get you?” the barista asked.

“A latte, thanks, and a lemon, ginger and honey tea.” After paying for both and taking their number,’ 48’ on a tall spike, Angela navigated her way through the café over to Haylee, who was watching her with a small smile pulling at the corners of her mouth.

“What?” Angela asked.

“I’ve never seen you in tights and a sweatshirt before. You look like you’re about to go for a run.”

“I was on my way to the gym.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Angela reached across the table to take Haylee’s hands before remembering where they were. She sat back in her chair. “Aren’t you worried about being seen?”

“Nope.”

“Where does Devon think you are?” If Haylee was unconcerned, Angela probably shouldn’t be either, but she had to ask.

“I didn’t say where I was going. He’ll either think I’m at the supermarket or at your place.”

A waitress appeared beside their table. “Latte?”

“Me, thanks.” Haylee held up a hand.

“And a lemon, ginger and honey tea.” She set the cup and a small teapot in front of Angela

“Thank you.”

Alone again, Angela poured her tea and stared at Haylee. “I’m not following.”

“I normally get the groceries on a Saturday morning, but he probably thinks I’m at your place, anyway.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t trust me anymore.”

That pissed Angela off. “But you’ve done nothing wrong, have you?”

Haylee lifted her latte to her lips, sipped and put it down again. She nodded solemnly. “I have. I fell in love with you.”

The words squeezed Angela’s heart. What did this mean for them? “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything. I just wanted to tell you in person that I’m leaving him,” Haylee said. “I also wanted you to know I’m not trying to paint you into a corner. I stayed with Devon out of obligation, and I never want to put anyone else in the same position. Looking back, it might’ve been kinder if I’d left him a long time ago, but I’ll never know. All I do know is that it’s over.”

“And you’ve told him this?”

“No.” Haylee shook her head, her composure slipping. She fiddled with her mug, gaze on the table. Eventually, she looked up. “I’m going to tell him tonight.”

Lightning lit up the car park, followed by a clap of thunder. Angela blew out a breath. “That was dramatic.”

They exchanged a smile, but Haylee’s relaxed demeanour had been replaced by anxious fidgeting.

“That will be tough,” Angela said sympathetically.

“It will. It’s hard to hurt someone you care for, but I think I’ve hurt him enough. Delaying this any longer isn’t going to help. Once it’s done, he’ll be the victim, everyone will sweep in to save him, and I’ll be the arsehole.”

Sadly, that was the way it often went, so Angela didn’t try to convince her otherwise. “If things go bad, if it’s too uncomfortable for you to stay in the house tonight, you’re welcome to spend the night at my place.” A thought struck Angela. “Where are you going to stay once you leave? Do you have somewhere to go?”

“Marchelle and Neil have said I’m welcome to their sofa until I can save enough money for a bond and two weeks’ rent in advance on a flat.”

That didn’t sound like a very comfortable or private situation, especially not when Angela had a spare room at her house. “You know I have room at⁠—”

“I do,” Haylee said, not letting her finish. “And I appreciate that. But this is something I need to do for myself.”

Angela suspected there was another reason Haylee wanted to make a clean break. “Does your family know about us?”

“Not yet. But they will.”

Angela smiled; easy to do now that the knot in her stomach had loosened. “Just so you know, I’ll never push you to do anything you’re not ready for. Tell them in your own time. I’ll be waiting.”

“Angela Eames, if we weren’t in public right now, I’d plaster myself to you like Velcro. The really sticky shit you can’t pull apart.”

“Haylee Bailey, you say the most romantic things.”

Once they exited the café, rain still coming down in bucket loads, the atmosphere turned as dark as the sky. Haylee had done a great job of holding it together, acting stoic, but she was practically shaking in her ankle boots.

She grabbed her umbrella leaning against the building. “Well, I guess this is it.”

“Be strong, and remember…” Angela paused. “I’m only ever a call away.”

“Thank you. To be honest, my stomach’s trying to eat itself right now.”

Angela nudged her. “I’m glad you didn’t say your pussy.” She closed her eyes. “Picture that.”

Laughing, Haylee swatted her arm playfully. “Stop it!”


CHAPTER 28
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Haylee

For a short time, the meeting with Angela had invigorated Haylee. She’d felt invincible, but now that she was home again, her nerves were back in full force. Normally, on grocery-shopping day, she treated herself to a cream-filled doughnut, but if she tried to eat one this morning, she would probably choke on it.

The front door opened just as Haylee got out of the car. Devon stepped onto the porch. “Need a hand?”

If he noticed she’d been gone twice as long as normal, he didn’t say.

“Sure.” The rain had finally eased up, but she appreciated the offer. It would save her two trips.

Inside, the house sparkled. The breakfast dishes had either been done or stacked in the dishwasher, and the scent of lavender and pine infused the kitchen.

“You’ve been busy.”

“Yeah. Thought I better do something to earn my keep.” He helped unpack the groceries, tossing them willy-nilly into cupboards.

Normally, Haylee would usher him out of the way, but after today, she wasn’t the one who was going to have to find stuff, so he could toss them where he wanted. The normalcy of getting the groceries had felt like the right thing to do after meeting with Angela, but now Haylee recognised it for what it was—delaying the inevitable.

Every time she thought about ejecting the words, her stomach flipped.

“Oh, and I invited Pam and Grant over for dinner. I told them it’d be something easy, so you won’t have to go to any trouble.”

If he kept up like that, this would be so much easier. Devon knew damn well she hated him inviting people over for dinner without discussing it with her first. After all, she was the one who had to cater to everyone while he sat on his arse and she served him and their guests.

“Did you ask Marchelle and Neil too? We might as well have a party. Fuck, invite the neighbourhood while you’re at it.”

“Whoa.” Devon reeled back. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Sorry.” She hated losing her cool, but she was wound so tight⁠—

“Ah, you’re on your period. I saw the tampon box in the bathroom.”

That was the slap in the face and the kick up the arse she needed. Could the man say anything more obnoxious? Yes, she had her period, but Haylee prided herself on being level-headed during that time of the month. In fact, she made a conscious effort not to fly into a hormonal rage—not that she was the raging type—to avoid being accused of being hormonal. So much for that tactic.

“We need to talk.”

His posture stiffened. He was on the defensive. “I’m listening.”

“There’s no easy way to say this…”

“For fuck’s sake. Just spit it out. I know what’s coming.”

“Fine. I want a divorce.” That came out easier than she’d anticipated.

Devon’s nostrils flared. “Why? Because I can’t fuck you?”

The words were so vile, her hand shot out. Just as fast, his fingers wrapped around her wrist. He yanked, pulling her off balance.

“What? You like it rough now? Is that what this is about? You finally found someone to slap you around because I could never do that to you?” He backed her against the wall. “Is that what you want?” He cupped her arse.

Repulsed, she put both hands on his chest and shoved with all her might. “Stop it. You’re scaring me.”

The possessed look from moments before vanished, replaced by remorse. “I’m sorry. Sorry I ever let you go to her. Sorry I thought I was giving you a gift.”

“You did give me a gift, Devon. And I’ll cherish it forever.” She reached for his hand. She didn’t hate this guy by any stretch of the imagination, but she no longer loved him either.

Ignoring her hand, he laughed raucously. “You’re something else, Haylee Bailey. That has to be the most patronising thing you’ve ever said to me, and there have been a few.”

Refusing to rise to the challenge, although it was tempting to ask when, Haylee clamped her mouth shut. In the heat of an argument, they’d both said things they later regretted, but none of that mattered now.

“Admit it.” Devon put both hands on the kitchen bench, the fight going out of him. “You wish I’d died.”

Haylee flinched. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, she’d acknowledged life would’ve been so much easier if he had, and that was a devastating thought to have. One that made her not like herself very much right then.

“I don’t wish you dead, Devon.”

He laughed in her face. “Don’t insult me with your lies.”

“I’ve never lied to you.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you should’ve. Sometimes it’s kinder.”

Not so long ago, she would’ve said something similar herself, but she was no longer so sure about that. If they’d kept the lines of communication open, the chasm between them would’ve never got so big they could no longer find their way back to each other. “And sometimes it can backfire.”

“I’ll give you that one.” He brushed a lock of hair off her face, a glimpse of the man she’d fallen in love with making an appearance.

“As broken as I feel right now,” Devon said. “I’m glad I didn’t die.”

“Me too.”

He opened his arms, and she fell into them, her heart in pieces. “I’m so sorry.”

He kissed her head. “Me too, babe. Me too.”
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The calm after the storm was eerie. No way was she brave enough to ask if that meant he’d agreed to a divorce, but she was leaving anyway. In the bedroom, Haylee tossed two suitcases on the bed and started packing. She felt disassociated as if she was watching someone else pack up her life. Was that the brain’s way of coping?

She didn’t have long to ponder that before Devon appeared in the doorway. He rested his shoulder against the frame. “Where are you going?”

“I’m leaving.”

“You’re going to her place, aren’t you?”

Fuck. She counted to three. It was a fair assumption, but it still irked her. “No, Devon. I’m going to…” She paused. All of a sudden, she didn’t want to put this on her best friend and Neil. Devon would be on the phone to them before she made it across town. “My parents.”

“Great. So they knew about this before me?”

Although unintentional, changing her destination had worked in her favour. At least this way, she could reply truthfully. “No, they don’t know yet.”

“Since you’re so clever and have this all figured out, how do you suppose I make the mortgage repayments on my own?” He’d had time to think. He’d also had time to become agitated again. Haylee could hear it in his voice.

“I’ll help out until we can sell up.”

“So you expect me to put the house on the market? Just sell everything and move the fuck along? You’re a cold bitch, Haylee.”

Anger surged, clothes landed in a heap, but she refused to rise to the challenge. When people were hurting, it was human instinct to fight back.

“I don’t have all the answers.” Haylee finally looked up. “But if we sell, we should get enough to pay off all of our debt.”

“Really? Did I tell you how much the specialist cost? How much we owe Mum and Dad?”

Way to grind her gears. What if he hadn’t made it? Would she have never known, or would they have expected her to pay them back for trying to save their son, her husband?

She zipped up her bags. They could sort this out another day. She didn’t care if they went bankrupt. They’d been on the fast train there for a while now, and although material possessions enabled you to live comfortably, they could never fill the hole in your heart.

She briefly wondered how many people stayed in loveless marriages because of the financial implications. Quite a few, she imagined because it was a huge thing to do and—she wasn’t going to lie—terrifying.

When Devon refused to move out of the bedroom doorway, Haylee eyeballed him, noses almost touching. “Excuse me.”

He stepped aside. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

She didn’t look back. Of all the things he’d said, that one hit home. This was it, there was no turning back.

“I love you,” he said softly.

Her throat burned as she closed the door on over a decade of her life.


CHAPTER 29
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Haylee

Suitcases in the car, tears blurring her vision, Haylee drove straight to her parents’. The relief she’d expected to feel over the deed being done was nowhere to be seen. She felt numb, yet emotionally wrecked.

Leaving her bags where they were, she sprinted through the rain. Shortly after knocking, the door opened. Her mother took one look at Haylee and opened her arms. She pulled her into them, offering comfort without words. Just like it always had, her mother’s embrace had the magical ability to make her feel like everything was going to be okay.

The house was warm, and the aroma of bacon-and-vegetable soup took her back to her childhood, a less complicated time.

“Have you had lunch?” her mum asked. That was just like her. Happiest when she was fussing over others. It was also her way of subtly giving Haylee the time she needed to open up.

“No, I haven’t.”

Her mum ushered her to the table. “Sit.”

A bowl of steaming soup appeared in front of Haylee along with a chunk of fresh bread smothered in butter. She broke some off and dipped it in the soup. Once the butter started to melt, she added a piece of bacon hock and stuffed the lot in her mouth.

A combination of flavours exploded on her tongue: bacon, potato, grated carrots, diced onion—no good for Angela—split peas, herbs and spices.

“Mm-hmm, this is delicious.”

“There’s plenty more,” her mum said. “I’ll put some in a container for you to take home.”

The lump of bread Haylee had just swallowed got stuck in her oesophagus. She thumped her chest.

Alarmed, her mum filled a glass of water and handed it over.

“Thank you.” Haylee took a sip.

Laughter came from up the hallway, a deep tone followed by tiny giggles.

“Is Isla here?”

“Yes, it’s nap time, and as you can hear, your father’s telling her stories.”

“Where’s Tessa today?”

“She didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.” Her mother brushed some crumbs into her hand. “We love having Isla, so it doesn’t matter.”

It did to Haylee, but if Tessa wanted to dump her daughter every weekend, it wasn’t Haylee’s battle to fight. One day, her sister might look back with regret, but until she woke up, there wasn’t much Haylee could do about it. Besides, she had her own crap to deal with.

“Talk to me, daughter. What’s going on?”

Appetite gone, Haylee pushed her bowl away. She could dance around why she was there for a little longer, but it wasn’t going to change the outcome, so she came straight out with it. “I’ve left Devon.”

Her mother couldn’t have looked more stunned if Haylee had told her she was pregnant, something they all knew was highly unlikely after her ectopic pregnancy and the complications that followed.

Shock and disbelief gave way to concern. “You two have been through a lot. It has to be tough on a marriage.”

“Yeah, it has.”

Her mother listened with an open ear and an open mind while Haylee vomited out the entire story, going all the way back to the first cracks in their marriage, how close she’d come to leaving him before he got sick, everything except…Angela.

To hell with it. Why not get it all over with in one go?

“At the beginning of the year, he suggested I take a lover.”

Okay, so it was possible for her mother to look more stunned. “What on earth for? Surely, you both know there are toys⁠—”

“Mum,” Haylee groaned. “Yes, we know that. But they can’t provide intimacy.” God help her if she had to explain that further. Perhaps she should’ve kept quiet.

“Well, no. Of course not. But you make do, don’t you?” Her mother fiddled with the vase of flowers on the table. “Your dad and I still have⁠—”

“Mum!” Haylee cut her off.

Her smile was cheeky. “That’s better.”

“Oh, so you’re playing with my emotions.” Haylee pulled the bowl close again and dunked some bread into her soup. She wasn’t overly hungry, but she needed the sustenance. It was the first thing she’d eaten all day.

“I’m being your mother. Lifting you up when you’re down.”

Could she say anything more perfect? The love Haylee felt for this woman swelled to epic proportions. “I love you, Mum.”

“I know. I love you too.”

Now was as good a time as any to tell her mother about Angela, but before she could get the words out, her father appeared.

His face stretched into a huge grin. “Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.” He gave her a side-on hug at the table. “Did you smell Mum’s cooking?”

“Always. Where’s Isla?” She was two years old and cute as a button. Springy curls and bright blue eyes.

“I’ve just read her a story, and she’s sleeping soundly, so you can stay right where you are. If you want to see her, you’ll have to stick around until she wakes up.”

“Haylee has news,” her mum said.

Like everyone else, her dad’s mind flicked to one person. “Is it Devon? Is he okay?”

Although understandable, she’d heard the question so many times, it was starting to grate. Just once, she wished someone would ask if she was okay before defaulting to Devon.

“I guess you could say that, but it’s not what you think.”

He pulled out a chair at the table. “Trivia’s not my strong suit, so I’m not even going to try to guess.”

The same as she had with her mother, Haylee came out with it. “We’re getting divorced.” The words left a bitter taste in her mouth. It wasn’t a statement she’d ever thought she would associate with herself.

Her dad put his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his hands. “I’d like to say I didn’t see that coming, but I’m not entirely surprised.”

“What?” Her mum eyed him suspiciously. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“I’m a bloke. I watch and observe. I leave the dissecting up to you women.” He turned back to Haylee. “I take it this was your decision.”

“Yes, but not an easy one.”

“I’d imagine not. You’ve been through a lot together. I’ve missed my daughter’s smiling face, but over the last few months, it’s been back.”

“Where are you staying?” her mum asked.

“Nowhere yet. My clothes are in the car, but Marchelle and Neil have said I can stay with them until I have enough money for a bond on a flat.” Thanks to Devon’s reminder that he couldn’t pay the mortgage on his income alone, it was going to take longer than she’d first thought.

“Nonsense.” Her mother stood. “You can stay with us. I’ll make up the spare room.”

After a handful of arguments, which were all rebuked, and her mother looking genuinely offended when Haylee continued to argue her point, she acquiesced. The minute she did, a weight lifted off her shoulders.

There would be compromise, some she didn’t like—dinner on the table by six every night when she normally didn’t eat until seven—but it was a small price to pay for cheap rent. All her parents asked in return was that she contributed towards food.

Before taking her bags inside, Haylee phoned Marchelle to give her an update and thanked her profusely for the offer of a sofa bed. Still sitting in the car, she texted Angela. She would’ve loved to hear her voice, but if she phoned now, by the time she ended the call, her parents would be looking for her.

She’d barely made it back inside when the door burst open behind her. “I thought that was your arse,” Tessa said. “What’s with the bags?”

“I’m moving in.”

“Sure you are, Saint Haylee,” she scoffed.

“Leave your sister alone,” their mother warned Tessa. “She needs you right now, so drop the sass.”

Tessa nudged Haylee conspiratorially. “You wouldn’t think they let Isla get away with murder, would you?”

“Isn’t that what grandparents are for?” Haylee had fond memories of her own, especially her dad’s parents.

They’d moved around a lot as kids, but whenever they went and stayed during the school holidays, they’d always had a blast and been spoilt.

“Remember the year we stayed with Nana and Grandad White, and Nana took us to Te PoPo Gardens?” Haylee asked. She would’ve been thirteen, Leighton nine, and Tessa five.

They’d spent all day exploring thirteen hectares of gardens and woodlands, searching out forty sculptures of African animals—many of them life-sized.

“Yeah, that was pretty cool. I’ll have to take Isla there when she’s older.” Tessa looked at Haylee’s bags again. “So…what’s in there?”

“Mannequins.”

With an amused smile, her mother left the kitchen. “I’ll let you two talk.”

Perhaps staying here wouldn’t be so bad. She appreciated that her mother didn’t try to referee. She and her sister were both in their thirties. Surely, they could have this conversation without supervision.

“Devon and I have separated.”

“Holy shit. I didn’t see that coming.” Tessa shook her head in disbelief. “Way to put the boot in when he’s already down.”

Sick to death of people immediately worrying about Devon’s well-being and not sparing a thought for her mental health, Haylee lost her cool.

“Put the boot in? I dropped an entire fucking wall of bricks on him. I’ve met someone else, and he knows. Someone who makes me happy. Not that I expect you to care about my happiness, your own sister!”

As if they were having a casual conversation, Tessa flicked the jug on. “Poor bastard.”

“Oh, get the fuck over yourself. I’ve dealt with enough crap to last me a lifetime. I don’t need yours on top of that.”

She turned to see her father standing in the hallway. Well, shit. The cat was well and truly out of the bag now. “If you want me to go, I will. And before anyone passes judgement, I didn’t cheat.”

“How does that work?” Tessa mumbled.

“You’ll never know.” They didn’t need to know the details. None of that mattered now. Plus, Tessa would have to have a committed relationship to even begin to comprehend the complexities of a marriage. And that was a marriage without cancer and heartache and two miscarriages.

“Apologise to your sister.” Her father gave Tessa a hard look.

“Sorry.”

The word was so robotic, it meant nothing to Haylee. She dragged her suitcases up the hallway, past the room Isla was sleeping in, oblivious to how hurtful her mother could be, and into the spare room. It was tiny, more like an office, with a single bed and wardrobe, and home for the unseeable future.

Emotionally shattered, she curled onto her side. A barely audible knock on the door made her ears twitch. If it was her sister, she could go away.

“Can I come in?” her dad asked softly.

“Yes.” She flung her legs around and sat upright on the side of the bed.

The mattress was firm, the duvet soft. His cologne preceded him into the room—something woodsy. The bed dipped and he put an arm across her shoulders. Absorbing his warmth, she rested her head on his shoulder.

They sat in comfortable silence until the sound of Isla crying interrupted it.

“Hello, darling,” she heard her sister say, and Isla’s tears subsided. When she was around, Tessa was good to her daughter. Haylee just hoped she opened her mind and was a little less quick to judge as Isla got older.

“Do you know anyone with the last name Eames at your golf club?” Haylee asked, unsure how to kick off this conversation.

“I do. Roy and Barry. Why?” He poked her in the side. “Are you dating one of them?”

“No.” She laughed. “I’ve met a woman. It’s not why I left Devon, but it helped me realise I wasn’t fulfilled at home. We were having problems before he got⁠—”

“Shh,” her dad shushed her. “I might be your maker, but I’m not your judge. It’s your mother’s and my job to support you kids, not condemn you.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You always were a people pleaser, and I can’t imagine you came to this decision without a lot of soul-searching. We’re here for you.”

She flung her arms around her dad’s neck. “Thank you.”

“So, what’s with the question about my golf buddies?”

“The woman I’ve met, Angela, her dad plays golf. I just thought wouldn’t it be funny if you’ve met.”

“If it’s either of them, they’re top blokes, so I’m sure she’s a nice person.”

“She is. Devon’s met her, and he liked her too.”

“Well…” Her dad rubbed his chin. “That gives new meaning to who got the girl.”

“Dad! I didn’t mean… We didn’t have a three⁠—”

“You were always easy to rile up.”

“You stinker.” She shoved him in the arm.

“Come on.” He stood. “Come and see your niece.”


CHAPTER 30
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Angela

“It was lovely to meet you.” Angela smiled her thanks as she slipped on her jacket, preparing to leave Marchelle and Neil’s after a wonderful evening.

It’d been two weeks since Haylee left Devon, and it felt wonderful to be out and about as a couple. Haylee hadn’t been lying when she said Neil was a good cook. The orange chicken, rice and stir-fry vegetables he’d served for dinner had been cooked to perfection.

There wasn’t anything in it that should bother Angela tonight, and she suspected that was thanks to Haylee. She couldn’t say for sure, though, without asking. Either way, she appreciated that no one mentioned her dietary limitations. All that usually did was make her feel awkward as though everyone thought they had to change what they were eating to suit her.

“It was nice to meet you too.” Marchelle opened her arms, and Angela willingly stepped into them.

Louise was a hugger too, so it was no big deal for her. although, if the night had been awkward, which it’d been anything but, Angela would’ve sidestepped Marchelle. She didn’t hug people simply to appease them.

Neil looked at her expectantly but didn’t advance. Certain he was respecting any unseen boundaries between them, Angela closed the gap. He smelt like whisky and spice, and his hug was like a firm handshake. Confident but not dominant.

“Take care of her,” Neil whispered in Angela’s ear.

“I will,” she whispered back.

“Hey!” Haylee shot upright, abandoning Ziggy, who she’d been showering with attention. “What are you two whispering about?”

“You.” Angela looped her arm through Haylee’s. “Thank you again,” she said to Marchelle and Neil.

“Thanks, guys,” Haylee said. “You’re the best. Love you.” She blew kisses over her shoulder as they strolled towards the car.

At a little after eight, it was dark out and cold. July had arrived with a vengeance. It wouldn’t warm up again until at least September. Maybe later with the way the seasons were changing.

A sprinkling of rain coated the windscreen. One swish of the wipers cleared it.

“I’ll turn up the heat once the car warms up,” Haylee said as she pulled away from the kerb.

“I’ll turn it up when we get home,” Angela retorted, her mind on the gift stowed in her wardrobe.

She’d bought it for Haylee weeks ago, then Devon went and derailed Angela’s plans with his ultimatum. One that ultimately backfired on him. Now, Haylee was hers, and there was no rushing home.

“Is that right, girlfriend?” Haylee asked.

Although it was said with sass, Angela loved hearing the word coming from Haylee’s mouth.

“Say it again.”

“Girlfriend.”

A happy glow warmed Angela’s chest. Last week she’d met Haylee’s parents, and although it must’ve been difficult for them, they’d been more than welcoming. It wasn’t hard to see where Haylee got her caring nature from.

“Did you enjoy your night?” Haylee asked, slowing at the intersection.

“Loved it. Marchelle and Neil are good people.”

“They’re the best,” Haylee said. “I’m sure they loved you too. So will Josh and Jasmine.”

Their teens had been out, so Angela was yet to meet them, but she looked forward to the day she did. Neil and Marchelle had spoken so highly of their children, bragging about their accomplishments at school and in sports, they were clearly good kids.

“And here we are,” Haylee announced, coming to a stop in Angela’s driveway.

As soon as they got out, Tabitha came running. She was perfectly capable of using the cat door, yet she looked like a drowned rat. “Anyone would think I locked her out.”

“Maybe she likes dancing in the rain.” Haylee twirled in a circle, arms above her head. A layer of mist coated her face and hair, and she’d never looked more beautiful.

“You…are adorable.” Angela pecked her on the cheek and strode towards the house.

Inside, she grabbed Tabby’s towel out of the hall cupboard—blue with the words ‘Dogs have masters, cats have staff’.

“I’ll do it,” Haylee offered.

Happy to leave Haylee and Tabitha to do some bonding, Angela wandered from room to room, closed drapes and turned on lights. In her bedroom, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was alone, then grabbed the gift out of her wardrobe.

The website listed the garment as one size fits all, but sizing was such a fickle thing, Angela hoped they were right. If they weren’t, it wouldn’t matter. It would just mean she had more flesh to feast her eyes on.

Back in the living room, Angela cleared her throat. “I got you something.”

Haylee straightened, towel in hand. “Me? Why? You didn’t have to do that.”

“Too many questions, Sweet Lucy.” The title had the desired effect. Like a switch being flipped, Haylee went from probing to compliant.

“Sorry, Miss.” She accepted the gift. “Thank you.” Lip caught between her teeth, her gaze flicked from the blue wrapping paper to Angela as she slid her fingernail under the sticky tape.

The paper fell to the floor, much to Tabby’s delight, and Haylee held up a plastic bag, revealing a hint of black and red fabric.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

She tore open the plastic bag and gasped when the contents spewed out. A huge grin split her face. “A schoolgirl outfit.” Haylee lined up the pieces of clothing—red-and-black tartan skirt, white panties, tartan-and-mesh boob tube, knee-high socks with tiny bows on the top.

“I wondered when this day would come.”

Angela pushed Haylee’s hair aside and kissed the nape of her neck, loving it when Haylee shivered. The heat pump was on, so it had nothing to do with the chilly night air.

“I’ve been waiting for the right moment,” Angela said.

For the past six months, ever since she’d uttered the words, “I might dress you up in a schoolgirl outfit and make you parade around the house for your mistress,” it’d never been far from her mind.

Haylee wound a strawberry-blonde curl around her finger. “Well, I better get changed, then.” She pranced out of the room, clothes in hand.

Knowing she didn’t have a lot of time, Angela raced through the house, setting the stage. She didn’t have a student desk, but the dining room table would suffice. She covered it with a black fleecy blanket, added a notepad and a pen, and, best of all, a wooden ruler.

She’d barely stepped back from the table when Haylee reappeared. One look at her made Angela want to do wicked things. The tartan skirt with an elastic waist sat low on her hips, showing off her belly. She might not have had kids, but she had a gorgeous mummy tummy; soft and fleshy. The most intoxicating thing was she didn’t try to hide it. The boob tube barely contained her breasts, a tartan tie dipped between her cleavage, white socks came to just below her knees, and she’d pulled her hair into pigtails. All that was missing was some gum to snap.

“You look amazing.”

“Thank you, Miss.”

“You’ve also been a naughty girl.” Using the tie like a leash, Angela dragged Haylee over to the makeshift school desk and nudged her into the chair.

“Lines!” She ran her finger under the sentence she’d written. I’m a naughty girl and I need to be punished. “I want to see that page completely covered by the time I get back. Understood?”

Haylee scrambled for the pen. “Yes, Miss.”

After a quick freshen up, Angela pulled on a pair of nude pantyhose—crotchless—shimmied a skin-tight skirt over her hips, slipped on a low-cut blouse and stepped into a pair of silver high heels. She couldn’t recall any of her teachers ever dressing so provocatively, but this was her show, so she could dress how she liked.

The hallway was short, but it gave Angela enough time to switch gears from lover to dominant. With each step she took, a delicious throb of anticipation pulsed between her legs. At the entrance to the living room, she paused, shoulder against the wall.

Like a perfect pupil, Haylee was deep in concentration, tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth as she wrote lines. From where Angela stood, the page appeared to be almost full. She sashayed into the room and planted her hands on the desk. The dining room light cast shadows over the piece of paper.

Haylee pulled it towards her, arms obscuring the words.

“Hand it over.”

After a brief stand-off, Haylee slid it across the desk, then retracted her hand and twirled a pigtail around her fingers.

“Is this some kind of joke?” Angela whacked the table with the ruler, making Haylee jump.

“No, Miss.”

Keeping her expression neutral, she read the words aloud. “My teacher is hot. My teacher is hot. My teacher is hot.” On and on it went, line after line, before changing. “I don’t think that’s very appropriate, do you?”

Haylee lifted one shoulder, playing the part of a sassy teenager to the letter. “It’s true, though. All the girls and boys have a crush on you. They’re jealous I got detention and they didn’t.”

“Is that right?” Angela kept reading. “My teacher has great tits and a sexy arse.”

With a smirk, Haylee played with her pigtails again.

“Sit up straight!” Angela smacked the table with the ruler again. The loud crack echoed around the otherwise silent room.

Haylee complied, chest thrust forward, bare torso grazing the table. Angela flicked her top with the tip of the ruler, pushing it aside to reveal more cleavage.

“No bra?”

“No, Miss Tress.”

“Get up.” The command was softly spoken but brooked no argument.

Desire sparked in Haylee’s eyes as she stood.

“Around here.” Angela pointed to a spot.

The second Haylee was beside her, Angela spun her around and shoved her face first over the table. Hand on Haylee’s back, holding her in place, she flicked up the bottom of the tartan skirt, revealing her gorgeous backside. Full and supple, perfect for discipline.

“No panties?”

“No, Miss Tress. They make my pussy too hot. Like you.”

A moan flew out of Haylee’s mouth at the same time as Angela cracked the ruler across her arse, leaving a delicious pink stripe behind.

“What do you say?” Angela rubbed Haylee’s backside, soothing the burn while waiting for her to apologise for smart-mouthing her teacher.

“You’re hot, Miss Tress.”

This was a side of Haylee she hadn’t shown before, and Angela wasn’t entirely sure she was on board. Bratty behaviour had its place, but it wasn’t often she tolerated it. However, given this scenario was new to them both and there’d been no prior discussion, she went with it.

“Try again.” She brought the ruler down again, this time on her other butt cheek.

Exhaling a low moan, Haylee offered a futile apology. “Sorry, Miss Tress.”

Angela struck a third time, this one landing lower, near the crease of Haylee’s arse. “What do you say?” She punctuated the question with four small taps.

“Thank you, Miss Tress.”

“Better.” Angela pulled Haylee upright by the shoulder. Her left breast had fallen out of the top. but she didn’t try to adjust herself. She stood there expectantly, hair mussed, cheeks flushed, hands clasped behind her back.

“Since you appear to like having your naked arse in the air, you can get on all fours.”

Lip between her teeth, Haylee complied. Her other breast left the confines of her top and hung deliciously below her.

Angela crouched and reached under Haylee. She cupped her breasts, loving the weight of them in her hands. “You’re such a naughty girl.” She squeezed Haylee’s nipples, pulling a gasp out of her. “No bra. It’s Es all the way for you.”

“No, Miss. Please, no.” Pushing up on her knees, she clung to Angela’s legs, her gaze imploring. “Let me show you I can be an A-plus student.”

Peeling Haylee’s arms off her, Angela spun the kitchen chair around so the back was to the table, and lowered herself into it. She crossed and uncrossed her legs, teasing Haylee with the view her crotchless pantyhose provided.

Slowly, Angela shimmied her skirt up to her hips. Haylee licked her lips, gaze locked on the apex of Angela’s thighs.

“Eyes on mine.”

Instantly, Haylee obeyed.

“Good girl.” Angela gave praise where deserved.

The brat that had snuck out earlier seemed to have disappeared just as fast. Haylee remained rooted to the spot, hands clasped behind her back, eager to please.

“Given you were unable to follow the simple instructions of a written detention, perhaps you’ll do a better job of completing an oral detention.” Angela parted her thighs, making her intentions clear.

“Oh, Miss Tress. Oral is my best subject.”

“Less talk.” Angela pushed Haylee’s head between her legs.

Her hands shot out from behind her back, and she braced herself, palms against Angela’s knees. In no time, she made it clear oral was indeed one of her top skills.

The tiny moans Haylee emitted as though she were feasting on her favourite meal, vibrated through Angela, driving her arousal to new levels. Without conscious thought, her hands sought out her breasts. She rolled a nipple between thumb and forefinger and tweaked the other.

The dual sensation of pleasuring herself and being pleasured heated her core and coiled between her thighs. Muscles taut, her back arched. Her limbs tingled, the tension in her muscles spreading like wildfire through her body.

Haylee continued to work her with her tongue, alternating between licking the length of her, dipping her tongue inside and circling her clit before sucking it between her lips and doing this magical thing with…her…tongue.

“Yes, right. There.” Angela put a hand on the back of Haylee’s head and bucked against her mouth, bringing herself closer and closer to the edge.

Her thighs vibrated, the muscles in her belly tensed and released, then she was freefalling into euphoria. Breathless with ecstasy, she couldn’t even cry out. Her pussy quivered. Her clit spasmed. Her entire body convulsed like an electrical current.

Taking a long, slow breath, senses coming back to her, Angela cracked open an eye. The sight before her stole what little breath she’d managed to suck in. While trying to get her limbs to work again, she dined on the beautiful site of Haylee kneeling before her, tartan skirt around her waist, boobs hanging out.

Staying in the role of teacher, Angela stood and pulled the hem of her skirt back down to her knees. “I’m not convinced you deserve an A-plus.”

Like an insolent teenager, Haylee’s nostrils flared. She swiped the back of her hand across her mouth.

“Something taste bad?”

“No, Miss Tress.” She said it with sass. “You taste delicious.” She tucked her breasts back into her top and straightened the tartan skirt.

“No point worrying about dress etiquette now.” Angela tapped her toe. “Take it off.”

There were so many questions in those expressive blue eyes, but there was trust there too. Haylee pulled the knot of fabric free from under her breasts and let the top slide to the floor.

“All of it.”

She stood. The skirt landed at her feet seconds later.

“Up you get.” Angela tapped the table with the ruler.

Facing her, Haylee braced her hands on the table and hiked herself up. She swung her legs back and forth as though she were sitting on a school desk, hanging out with her mates.

“Don’t make me flunk you. Lie back.”

As soon as she reclined, Angela held up the ruler. “Safe word?”

“Cockroach.”

“Good girl.”

With the flat of the ruler, she tapped Haylee’s pubic mound. Her hips bucked, and a low moan whistled out from between her lips.

“You like that?”

A nod.

Another tap above her clit; One, two, three times. “Use your words.”

“Yes, Miss Tress.”

She tapped her twice more with the ruler then replaced it with her hand, alternating between circling her clit with the pads of three fingers and tapping it gently.

The table creaked. Haylee’s chest lifted, back bowing.

“Squeeze your nipples.”

She complied, head tipped back, pigtails framing her shoulders. Unable to pull her gaze off the rapture contorting Haylee’s features, Angela sucked two fingers into her mouth, coated them with saliva and entered her. Haylee gasped, hands gripping the table.

With two fingers buried in her silky heat, Angela took her time nibbling and kissing Haylee’s stomach and breasts. Before long, her hips lifted, and her breath came out in short, sharp gasps.

“Do you want to come for me?” She curled her fingers, loving it when Haylee moaned, long and low.

“Yes, Miss Tress.” Haylee panted. “Please…let me come for you.” Haylee writhed on the table, eyes rolling back, mound driving into Angela’s hand.

Delighted by her responses, Angela relented. “Come.”

“Yes, yes-yes.” Haylee gripped Angela’s arm, fingers digging into her biceps.

Her pussy clenched around Angela’s fingers, and Angela stopped moving for a moment, revelling in the feel of Haylee’s body spasming around her digits.

Once Haylee relaxed her grip, Angela removed her fingers and sucked them clean. Haylee always tasted so sweet, she could never get enough of her essence.

“I think that deserves an A-plus.” Angela held out a hand. Haylee took it, letting her pull her into a sitting position.

“I’ve never done that before. Role-played,” she clarified. A hint of bashfulness appeared now that the scene was over.

Role-play was a weird and wonderful thing. It wasn’t about whether you could act or not. Once you were able to let go of that notion, taking on the role of someone else, tapping into a fantasy, could be hugely rewarding. There was no script to follow. You made it up as you went.

“Did you enjoy it?” Angela asked.

“I loved it! I had a crush on a teacher at school.” She blushed.

“And I was her?” Angela asked.

Peering at her through her hair, Haylee gave her a coy look. “Is that bad to say?”

“Not at all. I’ve never felt threatened by a fantasy.” She helped Haylee off the table. “We all have that thing that gets us excited.”

“What’s yours?”

“Fucking a student.” Angela laughed.

“Liar.”

Fair call. Not for a second had she pictured Haylee as a pupil. She did have to think for a moment about the question. “A boring one.”

“Tell me.”

“Motel maid and guest. I’m at a motel and the maid knocks. She asks if I want room service.” Angela paused. “I say yes, and she services me.”

Stark naked, Haylee made a grab for her phone. In seconds it was full of maid outfits. “What about this one?”

“God, I love you, woman.” Angela squeezed the stuffing out of Haylee. Signing up for that dating app hadn’t turned out to be so bad after all.


CHAPTER 31
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Haylee

Outside her flat, Haylee was greeted by the beginnings of a gorgeous spring day. It’d taken twice as long as she’d anticipated to save enough money to move into a place of her own, but she’d finally done it.

The first few weeks had been a mix of highs and lows—the high of being independent again, the lows of mourning the death of her marriage. Those who felt it was their right to throw vile words at her weren’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. She’d said them all to herself the day she walked out of her marital home. The difference was, not a single one of them had walked in her shoes.

Thankfully, those comments were mostly behind her. It hadn’t taken long to figure out who her friends were and weren’t. Putting that out of her mind, Haylee sat on the front patio and basked in the tranquil morning.

The future looked bright, and thanks to the gorgeous October day, the weekend was off to a good start. There was a nip in the air, but that would lift around mid-morning. Anyway, it didn’t really matter what the weather did in Tauranga today when they were hitting the road as soon as the car was packed.

Angela appeared on the doorstep beside Haylee. She sat, short hair sticking out all over the place, robe pulled around her, looking as gorgeous as ever. Although they were supposed to be taking things slowly, they spent five out of seven nights a week together at one or the other’s house.

The few nights Haylee spent alone had been hard at first, but now she’d learnt to enjoy them. On those evenings, she’d started losing herself in fictional worlds of her making.

Angela tilted her head, peering at Haylee through sleepy eyes. “Penny for them.”

Feeling bashful, Haylee almost deflected, but what was a partner for if you couldn’t share your hopes and dreams with them? “I’ve packed a notebook and pen.”

Angela’s eyes lit up as though she knew what was coming. “And…”

“If we get some free time, I’m going to jot down an outline and see if I can actually write a story worth reading. You know, just for us.” Haylee wasn’t egotistical enough to think she could sit down one day and write a bestseller the next, and that wasn’t her goal. This was something she wanted to do for herself.

“That’s fantastic. Do you have a plot in mind?”

“Yep. One character thinks their relationship is just a fling, no-strings-attached. The other believes it’s their destiny.”

It was hard to know who moved first, but when Angela’s lips brushed Haylee’s, all was right in her world.

“I can’t wait to read the ending,” Angela said against her mouth.
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By the time they’d cleaned up from breakfast and stopped for fuel, it was after eight before they were finally on their way to Mount Eden. The only thing Haylee knew about the city was the All Blacks trained at Eden Park, and it was home to Mt. Eden Corrections Facility—the main reception prison for newly remanded male prisoners in the Auckland region.

“Have you ever been in a prison?” Angela asked, eyes on the road as they continued heading north on Auckland Southern Highway.

“Only in my mind. A hot CO has her way with me.” The fantasy was hot, but Haylee imagined the reality would be terrifying.

“What’s a CO?”

“I don’t know.” Haylee laughed. She’d never been arrested, so she was going by what she’d heard on TV. “Corrections officer?”

“Ah, you might be right.” Angela flicked up the visor when clouds floated in front of the sun, turning the tarmac dark grey.

On their left, lush, green paddocks sat empty. On their right, Drury Substation became a blur of towers and electrical wires as they whizzed by at one hundred kilometres per hour.

“I always think of them as POs,” Angela said. “You know, prison officers.”

“Could be PWs. Prison Wardens. I hope I never find out.”

“Ever broken the law?”

“Rude!” Haylee joked. “What kind of question is that to ask a lady?” She glanced sideways at Angela again. “Speaking of ladies, feel free to go first.”

Ahead of them, traffic slowed and Angela did the same. “I got caught speeding and was fined three hundred dollars.”

“I can beat that one,” Haylee said.

“Oh, really?” The corner of Angela’s mouth curved up. “What’d you do, Miss Badarse?”

“Wrote on a five-dollar note.” Thirteen at the time, Haylee hadn’t thought much of it.

“Oh, that’s so naughty,” Angela mocked, clearly thinking it was no big deal either.

“It’s illegal to deface money in New Zealand. I could’ve been fined up to a thousand dollars.” She’d been blissfully ignorant until her father saw it and gave her a stern talking-to.

“Did the five-dollar note ever come back to you?” Angela asked as a sign welcomed them to Mount Eden.

“Nah.”

“So, what was the point?”

“I was being rebellious.” She’d never been an unruly teen, but who wanted to admit that? Boring.
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Too early to check into their motel, they headed straight for Maungawhau. At one hundred and ninety-six metres tall, it was the highest volcano in Auckland. Haylee only hoped all the walking she’d done over the past few months had paid off.

“You ready for this?” Angela flicked on the indicator and turned onto Puhi Huia Road.

“I am. I’m excited, but I’m not as fit as you.”

“It’s not a race,” Angela said. “We’re here to enjoy the scenery and tranquillity.”

From what Haylee had read online, the Summit Walk was a mix of level paths and steep steps. All going well, it would take them around an hour to get to the top.

After finding a park, Angela popped the boot and grabbed a backpack. Before leaving home, they’d tossed water bottles and snacks into it. The snacks might not be needed—they’d eaten a decent breakfast—but Haylee would definitely need the water.

A family stepped around them, speaking in a language foreign to Haylee. She would say German, but she could be mistaken. Languages weren’t her strong skill.

“Lots of people,” she said.

“According to my minimal research, over a million people visit here every year.” Angela pushed the key fob, and the car bleeped. “The odd thing is, although I only live three hours away, this is the first time I’ve been here.”

“Same.” Not so long ago, the idea of an hour-long hike would’ve made Haylee break out in a sweat. Now, with a new vigour for life, she was pumped and ready to go. “Let’s do this.”

The trail started at the base of the mountain and wound up through the park. A breeze whispered through the trees, birds chortled, and the intoxicating scent of native trees and spring flowers swirled around them. The track alternated between clomping up an incline, sneakers gripping dirt and gravel, and slogging their way up steep steps.

“I need a break.” Haylee stopped halfway up the mount. With her hands on her knees, bent forward, she sucked in air. Once her heart stopped thumping against her ribcage, she straightened again.

“Here.” Angela handed her a bottle of water and a couple of barley sugars.

“Thanks.”

Break over, they continued up the incline, moving aside for people overtaking them and others heading back down. A family of four blew past. A young girl of around ten bounced up the stairs like Tigger.

As soon as they reached the top an immense feeling of wonder stole over Haylee. She peered into the dormant volcano, now covered in grass. She’d seen photos of Mount Eden summit before, but they didn’t do the depth of the crater justice.

“Wow,” Angela said. “I’ve seen it from the Sky Tower, but it doesn’t look anywhere near this deep from that high up.”

“You’ve been gambling?” Haylee asked.

The casino was only a few hours away from home, but she wasn’t a fan of large cities or crowds. And with Auckland being the largest, most-populated city in New Zealand, it had both.

“Nope. I jumped off the tower.” Angela spread her arms like wings. “Bungee jumped.”

“No way!” The thought of it alone made Haylee break out in a cold sweat. There was no river below to give some hope of survival if the rope snapped, just concrete to split your head open like a watermelon. “Are you crazy?”

“I can’t say I’d do it again, but I will say, jumping from New Zealand’s highest building, with nothing but a wire between me and the ground, was the ultimate leap of faith—eleven seconds of pure adrenaline.”

“I’ll get my kicks other ways, thanks.” Standing atop Mount Eden might not be adrenaline inducing, but Haylee’s body was alight with happiness as she soaked up the panoramic views surrounding them: thousands of hectares of native rainforest and coastline, Rangitoto Island with its distinctive symmetrical cone, North Head—the headland at the east end of the Waitematā Harbour—Mount Hobson and Auckland City.

Back at the car, Haylee braced a foot behind her and leaned forward, stretching out her calf muscles. She wasn’t sure if they’d taken more of a hiding walking up hill or down. Either way, she was going to feel it in the morning, especially once the high of today wore off.

“Ready for the next stop?” Angela asked.

“I’m ready for lunch.” They’d eaten their snacks before descending the trail, but she needed something with substance.

“Subway?”

“Works for me.” Being on a tight budget, it wasn’t often Haylee splurged on takeaways. “Can you have that?”

“Yep. They have gluten-free bread as well.”

After lunch, they headed twenty minutes north to Wētā Workshop Unleashed—another destination Haylee was yet to visit.

“Excited?” Angela asked.

“Yes and no.”

The ninety-minute, guided movie-making tour would reputedly allow them to explore interactive and immersive make-believe filmsets that focused on the worlds of horror, fantasy and sci-fi. She was on board with the fantasy stuff, even the science-fiction section, but horror…

“Scared?”

“Yes,” Haylee admitted, but if the place was open to all ages and kids could cope, surely she could. Besides, with Angela by her side, she always felt safe.


CHAPTER 32
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Angela

They’d had such a fun day out, Angela wasn’t ready for it to end. Suggesting they go out for dinner seemed like a good idea when she mentioned it, but by the time they finally made it back to the motel, she was miserable.

Although the meal had been great, her stomach was so distended, she looked like she’d eaten the entire chicken instead of a grilled breast.

“You okay?” Haylee canted her head, hand on the hotel room door. A couple walked by and entered the room two doors down.

Determined not to ruin their weekend away, Angela forced a smile. “Yep.” She patted her belly. “Just ate too much.”

‘Holy crap.” Haylee stared at Angela’s jeans, button popped open. “That is not a food belly, and please don’t lie to me. If you’re in pain, I want to know.”

“I’m just a little uncomfortable. It will pass.” She meant that quite literally. It was only a matter of time. How much time, Angela didn’t know. Sometimes things moved quickly. Other times she was in pain all night and a headache joined the misery party.

The smell of furniture polish greeted them as they entered their suite. A queen-size bed dominated the room, and chocolates sat atop the pillows. Those would be for Haylee. On the odd occasion, like Easter, Angela indulged. Sometimes it felt worth it. Others, like when her stomach was cramping, she questioned if she was a masochist.

Door closed, Haylee tossed her keys and phone on the table under the wall-mounted TV. “Can I get you anything? Do anything?”

“No, but thank you.” Angela stripped to her underwear. “I’m going to take a quick shower.” If she could angle the shower head so it hit her belly, the heat might provide some relief. For a short while, anyway.

“Okay, but why make it quick? We’ve paid for the room, so we might as well use all the hot water we can.”

“True.” Angela kissed Haylee on the lips. “Sorry about⁠—”

“Don’t you dare apologise.” She filled the kettle and flicked it on. “Do you know what upset your tummy?”

That was the problem, wasn’t it? She’d been careful. Stuck with the basics—chicken breast and salad. They’d shared a serving of fries, which had been divine. Crisp on the outside, fluffy on the inside.

Judging by the type of gut-bloat and pain she was in, she’d say something had soy in it. Could’ve been the marinade, the salad dressing or even the spice on the fries.

“Not really. I could’ve asked for an ingredients list for everything I ordered, but that’s a bore, and this is why⁠—”

“Don’t say it,” Haylee pleaded, eyes imploring. “It’s no hardship for me. You’re the one in pain.” She grabbed two cups from a shelf. “Go shower.”

The bathroom was glaringly white. White tiles, white floor, white towels, and white facecloths. The overhead light danced off gold fixtures. The shower door was crystal clear. How in the hell hotels managed to keep them looking new was anyone’s guess.

Under the shower spray, Angela tipped her head forward, letting the water run through her hair and drip down her face. The drops landed at her feet like big fat tears. On days like this, she just wanted to crawl into a corner and be left alone. She wasn’t one of those people who liked being fussed over when she was unwell. It didn’t make her feel cherished. It made her feel smothered and cranky. Would Haylee understand her need for space?

Back in the living room, wearing a white robe, Angela gratefully accepted the cup of sweet tea Haylee handed her.

“I hope you left some hot water for me.”

“Of course.”

Unable to get comfortable, Angela leaned back in the only chair in their hotel room. She looked like she was six months pregnant and her skin was tight. It was hard to say what was worse—period cramps or painful bloating. Come to think of it, it wasn’t a fair comparison. One was a dull ache low in her abdomen, the other was a heavy ache under her ribs. When leaning back in the chair didn’t help, she stretched out on the floor.

The bathroom light went off, the door opened, and Haylee emerged through a puff of steam. She wore two towels; one around her body, the other around her hair.

“You all right down there?”

“Yep.” Angela’s robe parted all the way up to her waist, and she didn’t care, nor did she have the energy to cover up.

“Nice view,” Haylee said.

Angela’s mind flicked to the toys she’d packed, but they would have to wait for another day. “Sorry, I’m not up for⁠—”

“You could watch,” Haylee interrupted. She parted her towel and flashed some thigh.

Amused, Angela called her bluff. She’d never watched Haylee masturbate, but as long as she didn’t have to move, it could be a good distraction from the pain twisting her insides. “Go ahead.”

“Nah, wouldn’t be fair.” Haylee tipped her head to the side and towel-dried her hair.

Praying in vain for some relief, Angela bent her right leg and crossed it over her left, pushing her bent knee towards the floor and twisting her upper body in the other direction.

“Mind if I ask what you’re doing?”

“It’s a yoga pose. Helps open things up.” She could practically feel her innards elongating.

“So you can fart?” Haylee said it so matter-of-factly, Angela laughed.

“Yes!” She clutched her stomach. “Ow. Don’t make me laugh.” She lowered her leg and repeated the manoeuvre on the opposite side.

Something moved. It was a weird feeling, much like she imagined a woman would feel with a baby moving inside her. Another rumble. It wouldn’t be long now before the embarrassing side hit. She hated this. Hated it. She wasn’t a person who could just drop wind around her lover and laugh it off. Especially when their love was so new.

She stood and straightened her robe. “You can have the room. I’ll sleep out here.”

The plan had been to book a suite with a separate room so they could ravish each other, destroy one bed, then climb between clean sheets and sleep in the other.

“Sure. Fine. No problem.” Haylee’s smile was tight. She held up a hand. “It’s fine. I get it, and I’m fine.” She gave Angela a chaste kiss. “Goodnight.”

Frustrated, Angela grabbed Haylee’s arm. This was their first fight, and she wasn’t sure how to handle it.

“It’s just that I prefer to be alone when I’m like this. It’s embarrassing, and at times, it hurts just to touch my tummy.” If Haylee knocked into her, it would be like a punch to the guts.

“Like I said, I get it.” She brushed her lips against Angela’s. “I hope you feel better soon, and I’m sorry this happened to you. Oops.” She grabbed her bag off the bed. “I’ll need this.”

With a wink and a flash of her butt, Haylee was gone. She closed the bedroom door with a gentle click.

In too much pain to play along, Angela flopped onto the bed. The sound of traffic came from a distance. The fridge hummed. Wonderful. The scent of laundry powder clung to the crisp, white sheets. A light shone through the gap in the drapes, but she was too uncomfortable to get up and close it.

She put the pillow over her head and swore into it. Getting over herself, she put it back under her head and stared at the ceiling. Not long after, a sound coming from the bedroom made her stomach clench. It wasn’t the buzz of a vibrator like Haylee had hinted at. That would’ve been a welcome sound. This one made her feel sick and filled her with remorse.

Hand on her stomach, Angela rolled off the bed, crawled to the bedroom door and dragged herself to her feet. She tapped and waited. When no reply came, she nudged the door open. Light spilled in behind her, revealing the outline of Haylee’s body, curled up like a frightened child under the blankets.

“Hey, you okay?”

Silence.

Angela slid onto the bed behind Haylee and pulled her closer, backside nestled against her crotch. Her stomach cramped, but it didn’t hurt half as much as knowing she’d wounded Haylee.

She kissed the nape of her neck, breathing in her soap and her unique scent. “I’m sorry.”

After a long minute of silence, Haylee rolled over. Tears glistened on her cheeks, but the sobs had stopped. Angela brushed them away and kissed the salty tracks.

“I don’t want to lose you,” Haylee said, “and I’m doing a good job of that by coming across as needy. The thing is, I don’t care if you’re up and down all night. I’ve been through it all before. And you know what the hardest part was?” She paused. “It wasn’t the sleepless nights. It was⁠—”

Angela interrupted. She knew exactly where she’d gone wrong. “Being shut out.”

“Yes.” The tears started again, rolling down Haylee’s cheeks. “It hurts. A lot.” She swiped her cheeks. “If you’re going to pull away every time this happens to you, I’m not sure what that says about our future, but it’s not one I want.”

The lump in Angela’s stomach turned to concrete. Those words packed a punch. Life without Haylee in it was no longer comprehensible. “I didn’t mean to pull away. It’s uncomfortable for me…and embarrassing.”

Haylee flipped over and grabbed something off the bedside table. “I brought earplugs with me.”

“Anticipating this?”

“Not at all. But motel noises often keep me awake, especially if there’s an annoying fridge that clicks on and off all night.”

Angela pointed to the living area. “There’s one out there.” Holding her belly because somehow that helped, she kissed Haylee on the cheek. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.” Haylee pulled back the cover. “But I’m not sorry we’re here.”

Another cramp hit, making Angela curled into a ball. “Buckle up. We’re in for a rough night.”

“I’m here for it. All of it.” Haylee rolled the earbuds between thumb and forefinger. “Wake me if you need me.”

How the hell Angela got so lucky, she would never know. What she did know was that tonight had put to rest any doubts she had about living together. It was only a matter of time, and she couldn’t wait for that day to come.


EPILOGUE



Haylee

“Here he is!” Barely able to contain herself, Haylee grabbed Angela by the hand and raced her mother outside. It was a stinking hot December day, and her brother was home for the first time in three years to spend Christmas with the family.

He’d arrived last night, but the flight got in late, so he’d taken his family straight to the motel. There was plenty of room at her parents, but with two little ones, they liked their own space.

“Leighton!” Haylee threw her arms around her brother’s waist and held tight. His wife, Nina, smiled at Haylee from over his shoulder. After releasing him, Haylee hugged her too. “It’s so good to see you.”

“You too. It’s been a while.”

Before she could crouch to say hi to her nephews, Luca tore off towards the house. Haylee glanced over her shoulder to see her mum standing on the doorstep, arms held wide.

“Nana!” Luca flew into her embrace. He was four years old, and his little brother, Theo, had just turned two. Like their father, they both had fair hair and healthy tans. If you could call a tan healthy these days.

Haylee turned back around. “Nina and Leighton, this is my girlfriend, Angela. Angela, meet my brother and sister-in-law.”

When Haylee had FaceTimed her brother to tell him about Devon, and eventually about Angela, they’d been nothing but supportive. Despite the distance and four-year age gap between them, Haylee had always been close to her brother.

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person,” Leighton and Nina said in unison.

“Likewise.” Angela eyed up the bracelet on Nina’s wrist. “Haylee tells me you make jewellery,”

“I do.” She held out her arm, showing off the beaded, leather bracelet. Turquoise, crystal and gold beads sparkled in the sunlight.

“It’s beautiful,” Angela said. “You’re very talented.

“Thank you.”

Inside, more hugs and hellos were exchanged. Theo and Luca were already in the backyard, splashing in the inflatable pool, supervised by Grandad.

Haylee’s mum shuffled her out of the way and opened the freezer. She moved some things aside and retrieved a box of ice blocks. “See if the kids would like one.”

Haylee took the ice-cold box from her mother and tore it open. “Does that include me?”

“Help yourself. There’s plenty there.”

“Want one?” Haylee asked Angela, expecting a no and receiving a yes.

“Raspberry, please.”

When Haylee handed it over, Angela pushed it back into her hand. “It’s for you. It’ll make your lips deliciously red.”

Aware her mother was listening, Haylee widened her eyes. “You can’t say things like that in front of my⁠—”

“Nonsense.” Her mother threw Angela a wink, shocking the hell out of Haylee. She didn’t know whether to be appalled they were ganging up on her or to ask Who did that? Winks at their child’s lover.

“Flirting’s good for the soul. Your father and I still⁠—”

“Enough!” Haylee held up a hand. She didn’t want to hear it, but she couldn’t contain her smile either.

“Are you going to give those out before they melt or should I?” Angela pulled the box from Haylee’s hand and strolled out onto the back patio. “Who wants an ice block?” And just like that, Haylee’s nephews thought Angela was as magical as Father Christmas.

“We’re here,” Tessa announced, arms loaded with gifts. Behind her, Isla was clinging to Tessa’s boyfriend, hanging on like a monkey.

Forty-two years old and a widow, Michael was twelve years Tessa’s senior, and although their relationship was relatively new, so far, they seemed to fit well together. Best of all, Tessa seemed more settled, and Isla adored him.

“Hey, sis.” Tessa hugged her. “It’s good to see you.”

“You too.” Haylee turned. “Hi, Michael.” She held out her hands to her niece. “Can I have a hug?”

With an infectious smile that showed off her baby teeth, Isla stretched out her little arms.
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Shortly before one, the tantalising aromas of sausages, chicken nibbles, corn on the cob and potatoes wrapped in foil with butter and herbs wafted inside from the barbecue. Through the kitchen window, Haylee admired Angela’s relaxed stance, dish held out. She looked as gorgeous as ever wearing a green, Santa-print overall dress with a white T-shirt underneath.

Tongs in hand, Haylee’s dad filled the dish and in seconds, Angela was inside. “Where would you like this?”

“On the table, thanks, love.”

“Thanks, love,” Haylee mocked her mother.

With a speed that surprised Haylee, her mum flicked the tea towel, catching her on the left butt cheek. Pain lanced her as surely as if she’d been stung by a wasp.

“Brilliant. Now I have two people who like to disci—” Bloody hell. She swallowed the rest of the word, cheeks on fire. Her mother was the last person she needed to know she enjoyed being disciplined by Angela.

“Nana.” Luca appeared in the kitchen. “I’m hungry.”

“Lunch is almost ready. Go and get your brother and wash your hands.”

He raced outside, bellowing, “Theo.”

Tessa held up a silver platter laden with sliced ham and set it on the table. She’d been a star helping with Christmas lunch preparations, which wasn’t like her at all.

An influx of people poured through the door and chaos ensued. A table made for six had been set for eight adults and two little boys. At the head of the table sat a highchair for Isla. Crackers were pulled, crêpe party hats went on, and way too much food and drink was consumed.

Surrounded by so much love, it was undeniably the most magical Christmas lunch Haylee could recall in all of her adult years.
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Feeling like a stuffed pig, Haylee put the leftover food her mother had sent them home with in Angela’s fridge. Together, they opened windows, letting in a breeze and the glorious fragrance of nearby Pohutukawa trees; sweet, like the richest, thickest honey. In the distance, Mount Manganui stood tall.

How many people were hiking it on Christmas Day? It wouldn’t be a bad idea, but Haylee’s body and mind weren’t in agreement. Tomorrow maybe, while everyone was at the Boxing Day sales.

“Come on.” Angela patted the spot beside her. “Time to call my folks.”

“Oh, yeah.” Haylee flopped onto the sofa.

Like a child who didn’t want to miss out, Tabby squeezed between them.

“Ready?” Angela looked sideways at Haylee, iPad in hand.

“Yep.”

She hit the camera icon in Messenger, and before long, Mr and Mrs Eames—Sylvie and Patrick as she’d been told to call them—filled the screen. They were both so fit and healthy, it was easy to forget they were in their seventies. Patrick wore a white T-shirt with the word Rarotonga cutting through a sunset. Sylvie was a rainbow of colours, wearing a tropical-print dress.

They appeared to be sitting on wooden deckchairs on a sandy beach. Behind them, Haylee could just make out a hut nestled between palm trees.

“Hi.” Angela waved at the screen. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” Haylee parroted, probably louder than necessary.

She’d met Angela’s parents a few times now. Over the moon someone had finally tamed their daughter and proved being in love wasn’t that scary, they’d welcomed her with open arms.

Haylee wasn’t so sure about the scary part. She still expected to wake up one day and find out this had all been a dream, yet she also trusted the universe had brought them together for a reason.

“How’s Rarotonga?” Angela asked.

“Wonderful!” Sylvie held up a cocktail glass complete with tiny umbrella.

“Hotter than Satan’s butthole,” Patrick said.

“Charming, Dad.” Angela dragged Tabby onto her lap and held her up. “Tabitha says hi.”

“Hey, baby. Nanny loves you.” Sylvie blew a kiss. “Did you girls have a nice morning?”

“We did,” Angela said. “Haylee’s mum made a beautiful Christmas lunch. What about you guys? What did you have?”

“We had curried eke.”

The only time Haylee had heard that word was when someone was referring to eking out a living. She gave Angela a blank look.

She returned it with the lift of a shoulder and a question. “Curried what?”

“Octopus,” Angela’s dad clarified.

It was a seafood Haylee was yet to try, but she imagined it would taste similar to squid—tough if not cooked right.

“Oh, look what your father got me.” Sylvie held up a bra that consisted of two coconut husks held together with a piece of string.

“You just need a grass skirt and you’ll be one of the locals,” Angela said.

“Don’t encourage her.” Patrick looked at his wife with affection. “I couldn’t get her off the dance floor last night. Hips swaying, cocktails flowing.”

For the next few minutes, they heard all about the glass bottom boat tour Angela’s parents had been on, which sounded amazing. Her dad had gone snorkelling. Her mum had stayed aboard, observing the fish and coral reef from afar.

After blowing kisses and saying goodbye three times, Angela shut the cover on her iPad and tossed it on the coffee table. “Right, pressie time.”

They’d decided that morning not to exchange gifts until after the festivities at her parents. Why, Haylee wasn’t entirely sure, but she hadn’t minded either.

She grabbed her car keys. “Be right back.”

The sun was at its peak—a burn time of around twelve minutes, if she was to guess. They probably should be outside enjoying Christmas in the sun, but it was too hot and sticky.

Back inside, Haylee set the gift-wrapped box on the kitchen bench.

Angela sat her gift next to it. The box wasn’t much bigger than a jewellery box. Oh, God. Was she going to propose? No, that couldn’t be it. Haylee’s divorce was yet to be finalised. Plus, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to remarry. That piece of paper was supposed to give you security, but it didn’t come with a guarantee.

A phone blared to life.

“It’s mine,” Haylee said, recognising the ringtone she’d set for Marchelle. “Open your present.”

While Angela did that, Haylee took the call. Marchelle’s Merry Christmas greeting was so enthusiastic it made her eardrums rattle. By the time she ended the call, Angela had ripped the wrapping off her present and already had the waffle maker out of the box.

“Thank you! I love it.” She read the gluten-free batter recipe Haylee had printed off and put inside. “I have all of these ingredients too. If I wasn’t so stuffed, I’d whip up a batch right now.” She kissed Haylee full on the mouth. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Knowing Angela loved it was a relief. Kitchen appliances as a gift seemed almost offensive to Haylee, but she’d wanted to get Angela something she was passionate about, and that was baking.

Using her fingernail, Angela tapped the small box. “Are you going to open your present or should I?”

“Go ahead.” Haylee called her on it.

A drawer opened, and a wooden spoon appeared in Angela’s hand. She tapped it against her palm. “Don’t make me spank you.”

The threat made it almost worth being insolent, but Haylee wouldn’t be able to relax until she knew what was in the box. She slid a fingernail through the tape. The Christmas wrapping paper slowly parted, revealing an oblong, velvet box.

Angela watched her closely, hip against the kitchen bench, lip pulled between her teeth.

Feeling both apprehensive and excited, Haylee lifted the lid. A silver key nestled in blue velvet sparkled up at her. Unsure what was going on, she drew her eyebrows together

“A key?” Haylee asked the obvious, but the bigger question was, what did it open?

Angela took Haylee’s hands in hers, her expression making Haylee’s heart beat wildly.

“It’s a key to the house. I want you to be able to come and go as you please. When you decide you’re ready to move in, the door’s open.”

By the time Angela finished speaking, Haylee was bursting at the seams. “Yes, yes, yes.” She jumped up and down, boobs bouncing, as though she’d just received a proposal. In a sense, it felt like she had, only better.

When they’d touched on the topic last month, Haylee had said she needed to do this on her own for a while. It hadn’t taken long to figure out the only one she was trying to prove anything to was herself, and all she’d proved was she was miserable without Angela.

“Really?” Angela asked.

“Yes! I’m ready now.” Haylee paused, suddenly uncertain. Maybe Angela hadn’t meant right now. “I mean, if you’re ready.”

Angela slid the key into her palm. “I love you, Haylee Bailey. I want to spend all of my days with you.”

Haylee’s heart was melting all over the place. “I love you too, Angela Eames. You have enriched my life in so many ways.” For the first time in thirty-nine years, Haylee finally knew what it meant to be deeply, irrefutably in love. Not just on Wednesday Nights, but every day of her life.
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