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 Chapter 1 


 
 Simone 


  Shortly after five-thirty, Simone exhaled a sigh of relief. She closed her eyes, basking in the absolute silence. 
  No phones ringing, no clients to placate, no staff vying for her attention, nothing but the gentle hum of the air conditioner. 
  Unlike her co-workers, she didn’t race out the door at five on the dot. Why would she? She didn’t have anyone special waiting for her at home. Not even a pet. 
  Thoughts of Blackie stabbed her in the chest. It’d been six months since he’d been hit by a car, and the pain of losing him was still raw. 
  Shaking off her melancholy, Simone opened her eyes. Rather than groan at the mountain of paperwork staring back at her, she welcomed it. This was when she was at her optimum. 
  Without constant interruptions, she would accomplish more in the next two hours than she’d managed to all day. But first, coffee was in order. 
  She stood, hands on her lower back, groaning when her spine let out a satisfying crack. 
  In the staffroom, she pulled open the fridge and grabbed the carton of milk. The rubbish bin beside it was overflowing and reeked to high heaven. 
  The sooner the cleaner arrived the better. 
  Her stomach flip-flopped as memories of Tuesday night came back to her. A cleaner she’d never seen before had stolen her attention. 
  The woman was stunning, all long legs, high cheekbones, thick, black lashes framing piercing blue eyes. An image of her in the company issue blue smock skidded through Simone’s mind. It had to be at least one size too small. It clung to every curve of her body and was so short it barely covered her backside. 
  When she’d bent over to vacuum, Simone’s traitorous gaze had locked on the strip of creamy flesh between her lace-topped stockings and the hem of her tawdry work smock. 
  Who the hell wore sexy lingerie to work? Okay, Simone did. But not for all the world to see. And she wouldn’t be caught dead wearing nylons while cleaning toilets and scrubbing floors. 
  The memory of the woman catching her staring made her cheeks flush, just like they had that night. She’d diverted her gaze, but too late. 
  Glancing over her shoulder, the cleaner had raised an eyebrow and casually asked, “Would you like me to dust lower?” 
  Flustered, Simone hadn’t bothered answering. Who wouldn’t want a closer look? The woman was sex on legs. She was also an enigma. 
  What puzzled Simone the most was why she hadn’t been upset when she caught Simone blatantly staring at her backside. She’d practically offered to give her a better view. And why was Simone still thinking about her? 
  Back at her desk, she tore open a muesli bar and reached for the folder stamped Accounts Payable. She had some great employees, more than capable of doing their jobs, but it was better to stay on top of things before budgets and goals got blown to shit. 
  An hour and two journal entries later, the rattle of the front door pierced the silence, closely followed by a distant voice calling out, “It’s just me.” 
  Simone’s heart leapt into her throat. Was it the same cleaner as two nights ago, or was the old cleaner back? She hoped for the first and prayed for the latter. She would love to lay eyes on the woman again, but at the same time, she didn’t need the distraction. 
  There was work to be done, and their regular cleaner had learned long ago not to engage in conversation. 
  Why the hell was her heart pounding against her ribcage? Shaking her head at how ridiculous she was being—she was thirty-three not thirteen—Simone picked up the folder stamped Payroll. 
  Figures swam in her vision, but nothing sunk in. Not knowing who was there was killing her. But more than that, why did she care? 
  She took her glasses off and squeezed the bridge of her nose. Focus, Emmett. 
  “Sorry. I didn’t think anyone was here.” 
  That voice, the husky timbre, it was her. Simone knew before she put her glasses back on and her vision cleared. 
  “I called out.” The woman shot her a dazzling smile. 
  “It’s fine. I was lost in thought.” Simone pointed to the pile of paperwork, glad the woman had no way of knowing it was her occupying Simone’s mind. 
  Other than the smock that barely contained her assets—God, how hadn’t Simone noticed all that cleavage?—she was nothing like their regular cleaner. 
  The woman had an air about her that screamed power, which was extremely odd considering Simone was the one with a job that gave her authority over others. But were power and authority the same thing? 
  Ugh, if she didn’t stop daydreaming she might as well make up the small sofa in the corner of her office and stay the night. 
  “I’ll be quiet as a mouse.” The woman tiptoed into her office…wearing high heels. 
  If she hadn’t been eyeballing her, Simone would’ve pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. 
  “That’s fine, um…” she trailed off, desperate to know the woman’s name but damned if she’d ask. 
  She glanced at payroll, shut the file, and folded her hands on top. “What’s your name?” She cursed her traitorous mouth. 
  “Jane.” 
  “Doesn’t suit you,” Simone said at the same time as her brain screamed do not engage. 
  “Why? Don’t you think I’m plain enough?” She batted her eyelashes. 
  She would not answer that. She was at work for God’s sake, not at a hook-up bar, even though that’s what it felt like right then. 
  “Look, I’m really busy”—And really fucking attracted to you—“so please keep it down.” 
  In all her thirty-three years, Simone had never lusted after someone she’d barely exchanged two words with, yet here she was, crushing hard. 
  Needing a distraction, she turned her attention back to payroll. Why did those two zeros look like boobs? 
  True to her word, quiet as a mouse, Jane set to work, emptying rubbish bins, dusting shelves, spritzing fake potted plants, and leaving her intoxicating scent all over the place like a dog marking its territory. 
  Calling on all her reserves of self-restraint, Simone managed to tune Jane out for long enough to get through the timesheets. 
  Why hadn’t Dave entered any hours for the week? He’d already been spoken to, twice actually, about completing his timesheet daily. 
  Alex was great at data input, but too soft when it came to chasing up timesheets, yet another reason Simone liked to keep her finger on the pulse. Cleaning up everyone’s shortcomings at the end of the week didn’t bear thinking about. 
  Lost in thought, she leapt out of her chair, back arching, backside lifting off the padded leather seat, when hands connected with her shoulders. 
  “Relax,” Jane practically purred the word. “You’re so tight.” 
  How the fuck did she make that sound hot, and what the hell did she think she was doing? 
  Get your hands off me. The words were loud and clear in Simone’s head, but a lump of lust prevented her from ejecting them. 
  Jane pressed her thumbs into the base of Simone’s skull, massaging in slow circles. Damn, that felt good. Her eyes closed; shoulders relaxing. 
  “Does your wife help you unwind?” 
  “No wife.” Oh, right, now it was okay for her mouth to work. 
  No life either. At least her mouth and brain were in agreement, because nothing about this situation felt real. 
  It felt so right, yet oh, so wrong. 
  A thought slammed into Simone. Why had Jane asked about a wife? Perhaps Simone had a husband. Two could play this game. Or whatever the fuck this was. 
  “Does your husband help you unwind?” 
  A throaty laugh bubbled out of Jane. “No husband, and let’s not play games. You’re as gay as I am.” 
  Did Simone have lesbian stamped across her forehead? No. She was femme and had often been told ‘you’re too pretty to be a lesbian.’ A backhanded comment she found as flattering as it was insulting. 
  But whether she was gay or not wasn’t the issue. 
  “You know nothing about me.” She flicked Jane’s hand off her shoulder like a pesky fly. “Get back to work or I’ll report you for harassment.” 
  That earned her a deep, throaty chuckle. 
  Before she could draw her next breath, her chair was spun in a half-circle. And there she sat, facing the back of her office with Jane straddling her lap. 
  She felt off-kilter from being rapidly spun around and from the entire crazy situation. A glimpse of mauve panties swam in her vision. 
  The heat of the cleaner’s thighs seared into Simone, her perfume flooded her nostrils, and her deep blue eyes held her captive. 
  Unable to speak, Simone swallowed hard. Why was she turned on? She should be terrified. But she wasn’t. The feeling of being out of control had awoken something deep inside her she’d buried long ago. But this gorgeous specimen of a woman couldn’t possibly know that. 
  “Oh, really, you want to report me for harassment?” Jane trailed a finger down Simone’s face, mapping her cheekbone. “Perhaps I should report you for ogling me?” 
  Fuck. 
  Like a criminal trying to cover her tracks, she scoffed. “Please, don’t flatter yourself. Women check each other out all the time.” 
  “Maybe.” Jane lifted one shoulder. “But there’s a difference between checking someone out and undressing them with your eyes.” 
  Her smile was cocky. Damn her to hell. Why wasn’t she cleaning? 
  “Get off me,” Simone said, trying to sound stern and failing. 
  God, why was she pulsing with need? She hadn’t had a one-night stand since she was a teenager. It had been hot as hell, but back then she was young and reckless, not the CEO of a one-stop home renovation shop. 
  “You need to leave.” 
  “You need to relax.” Jane stood, spun the chair back around, and resumed massaging her shoulders. 
  “Why are you doing this?” Simone groaned when Jane dug her thumbs in, kneading a knot between Simone’s shoulder blades. 
  “Because I like you.” 
  “We’re practically strangers,” Simone said, ignoring the ache between her legs. 
  The chair spun again, and she was met by a gaze so intense, her breath hitched. After a brief standoff, Simone started to squirm. 
  The tilt of Jane’s mouth drew Simone’s gaze to her luscious, red lips. “I’m not that strange.” 
  “Maybe not, but you’re terrifying.” The only thing she was afraid of was being reckless, because the tiny grasp she had on control was slipping between her fingers. 
  “Live a little. You’re stuck at work, I’m stuck at work. Let’s have some fun.” 
  God, would it really hurt to do what she said? Live a little. No one ever came back at night, the front doors were locked. The only security cameras on-site were downstairs and over the carpark. 
  Two cars were there, and they were supposed to be; hers and the cleaners. So, what was the issue? 
  “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll leave you be.” Jane held her ground, staring her down. Damn her. 
  Transfixed, Simone stood. The woman was captivating, pulling her in like an invisible force she was powerless against. 
  Jane cupped her face and kissed her, long and slow. Her lips tasted like cherry, and her fingertips were soft. Softer than any cleaner’s hands had the right to be. 
  Her tongue probed at the seam of Simone’s mouth. Without thought, she parted her lips, letting her in. The kiss deepened, and Simone moaned, leaning into the beautiful woman short-circuiting her brain. 
  When Jane broke the kiss, Simone froze. She wasn’t brazen enough to ask for more, but she couldn’t stand the thought of Jane walking away. Not now, not when she was throbbing with need. 
  Unsure where to put herself, Simone leaned against the desk. A pile of papers toppled over and hit the floor. “Dammit.” She dropped to her hands and knees, gathering them up. 
  When she glanced over her shoulder, Jane was sizing her up. Mortified, Simone tugged on the hem of her skirt. 
  “Nice,” Jane said, drawing out the word. “I’d love to introduce you to Nelly.” 
  Was she talking to Simone or her arse? This was all so…strange. Surreal. 
  “Who’s Nelly?” she asked against her better judgement. 
  “One of my toys.” Jane gave Simone’s backside a gentle slap, and Simone let out a squeal of surprise. 
  “Oh, please. That didn’t hurt.” 
  She was right. It felt fucking great, actually. When she turned, Jane was in her chair, legs slightly parted. The air between them crackled with sexual tension. 
  Jane had wanted the upper hand, and Simone had willingly given it to her. There was no point denying what was going on. 
  “Good girl.” Jane leaned back in the chair as if she belonged there. 
  With her legs slightly parted, Simone caught a glimpse of creamy thigh peeking over the top of Jane’s lace-top stockings. Her mouth watered. What would she taste like? 
  Oh, how she longed to please. It’d been a long time, but some things you never forgot, like the taste of a woman. 
  The bang of a door made her heart leap into her throat. 
  “Fuck,” Simone cursed at the same time as Jane. 
  She pushed up off the floor as Jane jumped out of the chair. 
  Shit, shit, shit. 
  What had she been thinking, and who the hell was downstairs? “Back in a minute.” Simone straightened her spine and walk-hobbled to the door. Goddamn it, where was her other shoe, and when had it come off? 
  Jane, who had regained her composure much quicker than Simone, pointed. “Over there.” 
  Glaring, Simone grabbed her shoe, slipped it on, and fled. 
  As she descended the stairs, a horrifying thought almost knocked her off her feet. She grabbed the handrail to steady herself. Had one of her work colleagues planted the so-called cleaner-substitute? If this was someone’s idea of a joke, heads were going to roll. 
  She never should’ve given in to temptation. 
  At the bottom of the stairs, a dim light in the kitchen department flickered in her peripheral vision. 
  Was the store being robbed? She doubted it. After everyone left, she’d locked up, and the cleaning company drilled into their staff not to leave premises unlocked. But Jane was new. Crap, did she remember to lock the door behind her? 
  Simone’s heart was pounding so hard her ribs hurt. She kicked her shoes off and crept forward, clutching one high heel in her hand like a deadly weapon. 
  “Who’s there?” she called out, pleased her voice didn’t crack. 
  When Hamish popped his head up, she wanted to cry with relief and curse him at the same time. But she couldn’t do that. She never lost her cool at work. “Hey, boss. I didn’t mean to interrupt you.” 
  Suspicion bubbled to the surface. “How’d you know I was here?” 
  “Um, your car’s in the carpark.” He scrunched up his face. “You feeling okay? You look a little flushed.” 
  The urge to bury her face in her hands threatened to overwhelm Simone. 
  “What are you doing here?” she asked, willing her heart rate to slow down. She hadn’t done anything wrong, hadn’t been caught doing anything. And, she hoped, she hadn’t been set up to take some kind of fall. 
  She’d never butted heads with Hamish, and she didn’t intend to start now. 
  “Ah-ha! You little beauty.” He held up his cell phone. “I was supposed to call a client tonight, finalise what carpentry he wants in his kitchen.” He pocketed his phone. “But I couldn’t do it without this.” 
  “What are you doing working at night?” Simone stepped up to the counter, the floor cool beneath her stockinged feet. 
  “I could ask you the same thing.” Hamish pulled at the tuft of hair on his chin. 
  Yeah, let’s not go there. 
  The click of heels followed by the wheels of a squeaky vacuum cleaner drew both of their attention. 
  Jane waved. “See you next week.” With that, she was gone, taking her cleaning gear and a little piece of Simone with her. 
  When she turned back to Hamish, his eyes were wide. “Wow, if I knew the cleaner was that hot, I would’ve stayed late too.” 
  “She doesn’t play for your team.” Why had she said that? Because her brain had followed Jane out the door. 
  “And you know this how?” Hamish asked. 
  “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” 
  He saluted. “I do, and I was joking. The missus would kill me if I started staying late.” He patted the pocket he’d just dropped his phone in. “At least with this, if I have to do overtime I can do it from home.” 
  “Keep up the good work.” She turned to head back upstairs. 
  “Simone.” 
  She pivoted on her heels. “Yes?” 
  “We’re off the clock, right? Just you and me shooting the breeze, not boss-employee.” 
  Wondering where he was going with this, Simone nodded. She wasn’t very good at giving relationship advice, but she could offer an ear. 
  “That one.” He pointed to the door. 
  Headlights flashed across the building as a silver van with AAA Cleaning stencilled along the side drove out the gate, and out of Simone’s life. 
  “Don’t let her get away.” 
  “What?” She snapped her head around, fighting the blush trying to claim her. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
  She scrubbed a hand over her face, hating that she was so transparent. She hadn’t meant to linger on the sway of Jane’s hips, the way too short uniform, and what she knew lay beneath. She wouldn’t be surprised if she had drool hanging off her chin. 
  “Like I said, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” His expression softened. “It’s not good for you spending so much time at work.” 
  “What? Are you a counsellor now?” She folded her arms across her chest, trying to maintain her composure. Could he see right through her or was he fishing? 
  “No.” His smile was warm. “Just talking as one friend to another.” 
  “Don’t get too comfortable.” She narrowed her eyes. “Get out of here before you find yourself sleeping on the couch.” She turned to head back upstairs. 
  “And, boss.” 
  She looked skyward. Why wouldn’t he just go home? 
  “Yes?” She glanced over her shoulder. 
  “It’s not safe down here without shoes on.” 
  “Thank you, Hamish. Goodnight, Hamish.” Smiling, she bounded halfway up the stairs then backtracked. 
  The double doors opened, and Hamish looked at her in the reflection of the glass. 
  “Lock it behind you, please.” 
  “What if she comes—” 
  “Lock it,” Simone said, unable to keep the smile out of her voice. 
  Once he was gone, the reality of the situation hit her and her heart plummeted. Jane wouldn’t be back that night. 
  Concentration blown to smithereens, she made sure her office was in order, no panties laying around—she laughed at the ridiculous thought…until Jane’s memento wiped the smile clean off her face. 
  She crept toward her chair, unable to believe what she was seeing. The small piece of mauve fabric could be a cleaning rag for all she knew. But it wasn’t. 
  Like someone stumbling across a sacred relic, she picked up the panties and clutched them to her chest. 
  The last hour had been like a dream. The kind that came in snapshots, constantly shifting. Tiny threads within your grasp then gone again. But it wasn’t a dream. She’d been wide awake. 
  Feeling completely off her game, Simone leaned against the filing cabinet and slid down the cool metal until her backside hit the floor. 
  What the hell just happened? 
  
 
 
 Chapter 2 


 
 Nadia 


  Nadia threw the van in gear and peeled out of the carpark, tyres screeching on the asphalt. She laughed at her own idiocy. What the fuck had she been thinking? 
  When the headlight beams cut across the glass doors, giving her one last glimpse of the office manager, any humour she might’ve been able to find crashed and burned. 
  The woman was everything she looked for in a playmate. On the outside, she exuded control. Hair in a high ponytail, silver-rimmed spectacles framing icy-blue eyes, business suit tailored to perfection, chin held high. 
  But within five minutes of being in her presence, Nadia could see beneath the coat of armour that protected her heart. 
  She hadn’t been the least bit surprised when she said she wasn’t married. What woman with a loving partner would work so many hours? She was living proof of that. 
  If Nadia had someone waiting at home she wouldn’t be scrubbing toilets, no matter how much she adored her best friend. 
  Nadia would bet her top-of-the-line bra, the woman would be like putty in her hands and that had called to her. 
  She shook her head, manic laughter trying to bubble up inside her. 
  Jane? Seriously? 
  She doubted she could’ve come up with a worse alias if she tried. She might as well have tacked Doe on the end. 
  Hi, I’m Jane Doe. Except I’m not dead. The heartbeat pulsing between my legs tells me I’m very much alive. 
  Without the stimulation of the stunning office manager, fatigue set in, settling deep in Nadia’s bones. 
  Fuck! She jumped on the brakes, narrowly missing a motorcyclist. Adrenaline surged through her veins. That had been close, too close. 
  She was beyond tired, but that was no excuse for losing focus. Twice tonight. She was masquerading as a cleaner, not some temptress out to seduce an uptight woman. 
  She had better restraint than that. Nadia was the walking clich of a dominant woman, control was her middle name. 
  She laughed at herself again. Jane Control Doe. 
  God, she was tired. 
  Stifling a yawn, she pulled into Helen’s driveway and parked on the front lawn. After shutting off the engine, she closed her eyes, taking a minute to ground herself. The acrid aroma of cleaning products crept up her nostrils, burning the back of her throat. 
  In desperate need of fresh air, she stepped out into the cool night and locked the van behind her. The scent of damp grass and evergreens flooded her senses. 
  A cool breeze swirled under her smock, reminding her she’d left a trophy behind. She shook her head at herself. It was a gutsy move, even for her. 
  She imagined icy-blue eyes staring at the lacy offering. Had the sexy brunette taken a closer look, or tossed them in the rubbish bin, face screwed up in disgust? 
  Nadia climbed into the passenger’s seat of her car. Making quick work of getting changed, she shimmied a pair of jeans over her hips. After a quick glance to make sure the street was clear, she pulled the smock over her head and replaced it with a long-sleeved tee. 
  Feeling more like herself, and able to deal with a couple of rambunctious kids, she locked her car and tucked the smock under her arm. 
  Caleb’s bike dumped on its side in the driveway made her shake her head in disapproval. One day he would get up and his bike would be gone. Tears would fall, and Helen wouldn’t be able to console him, because she sure as hell couldn’t afford to buy him a new one. 
  After stowing the bike safely around the back of the house, Nadia knocked on the door. It was solid wood with one panel of lead lighting. The glass was so thick and colourful it was impossible to see through. 
  The sound of giggles and tiny feet tearing across the kitchen floor brought a smile to her lips. Rather than let herself in, which wasn’t unusual, she waited to see who won the race. 
  The door popped opened and Hayley flung her arms around Nadia’s legs, hugging her tightly. 
  “Hey, kid.” She picked her up and propped her on her hip, red curls bouncing around Hayley’s shoulders. She was three years old, hell on wheels, and the cutest wee thing. 
  Caleb, who turned five last week and had just started school, jumped up and down, yelling. “Mummy, Mummy, it’s Na-na.” 
  The nickname made her smile. As a toddler, he couldn’t pronounce Nadia correctly so he’d called her Na-na and the alias stuck. Now, all three kids called her Na-na. 
  “Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips, and Hayley mimicked her, giggling. 
  Chances were Helen was trying to settle Blake, and his big brother and sister hollering wasn’t going to help the poor kid. 
  Croup was no fun. It was distressing for him and heart-breaking to see him struggle for breath. The only thing that helped was steam and being soothed by his mother. 
  In the span of five years, Helen had met a guy who she professed was the one, popped out three kids in quick succession, and ended up a single parent two months after Blake was born. 
  If Nadia ever saw Zak again she would cut his nuts off and feed them to him one by one. Maybe then he could grow some balls and do the right thing. 
  “Hey, babe.” Helen strolled into the living room. “How’d tonight go?” 
  Not wanting to go there just yet, Nadia turned the question around. “More importantly, how’s Blake?” 
  A smile lit up Helen’s face, replacing the weary look from moments before. “His fever broke, and he’s breathing easier. I should be back at work by next week.” 
  Helen had a regular sitter, but Blake didn’t want a bar of anyone else when he was sick. The only one who could soothe him was his mother. 
  Nadia got that, she’d been the same as a kid. Even now, at the age of thirty-eight, she missed being fussed over by her mum whenever she was sick. 
  “Who wants a story?” Nadia asked, and Helen gave her a grateful smile. 
  “Meeeee!” Hayley and Caleb chorused, scrambling around on the floor, digging through a pile of books. 
  A large throw rug Nadia had bought for Helen covered most of the thread-bare carpet. The house was old, but what it lacked in material possessions it made up for with love in every nook and cranny. 
  “This one, pweease.” Hayley slid a book onto Nadia’s lap and climbed up onto the sofa, nuzzling into her side. Nadia breathed in the scent of her apple shampoo. 
  “No, this one.” Caleb swept the book off her lap and dumped another in its place. 
  Lip quivering, Hayley looked at Nadia but didn’t argue with her brother. 
  “Pick it up.” Nadia eyeballed Caleb, her voice low and controlled. 
  “But I want…” 
  “If you want a story,” Nadia said, aware Helen was watching and pleased she didn’t intervene, “You will pick up the book and apologise to your sister.” 
  Caleb’s lips drew together in a thin line. 
  Nadia bit back a smile. She could practically see the cogs turning behind his big brown eyes. After a minute he huffed out a breath, stormed over to the book, and picked it up. 
  “Sorry.” He put it in Nadia’s lap. 
  “To your sister.” 
  “Sorry, Hayley.” 
  She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. He toppled sideways and they burst out laughing. 
  “Get up here,” Nadia said. 
  She didn’t believe in rewarding bad behaviour, but Caleb had done as he was asked, albeit reluctantly. 
  “How about I read this one to you out here?” She picked up Hayley’s book. “And if you’re extra good and very quiet, I’ll read this one to you both in bed.” She held up Caleb’s book. For the time being, they had to share a room, so they would both get to hear the story. 
  “How does that sound?” 
  “Yay.” Two sets of hands shot into the air. 
  “Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips. If they woke Blake it was anyone’s guess how long it would take Helen to settle him again. 
  Giggling, Hayley mimicked her actions, pressing a tiny finger across her lips. Caleb climbed up next to Nadia, nuzzling into her side. 
  *** 
  Half an hour later, with all three kids fast asleep, Nadia flung her feet up onto the scratched coffee table and leaned back on the sofa. 
  She should head home, but there was no way Helen would let her out of her sight that easily. 
  “Here.” She handed a plate to Nadia. 
  The sight of golden crumpets oozing with butter and golden syrup made her mouth water. It’d been hours since she’d last eaten, and now that she had time to tune into her body, she realised she was ravenous. 
  “It’s not much, but they were…” Helen trailed off. She was a proud woman and didn’t need to add they were cheap for Nadia to know what she was getting at. 
  “I love crumpets,” she said around a mouthful, feeling every drip of butter settling on her hips. 
  Helen’s expression was full of gratitude. “You’re a lifesaver, you know?” 
  Nadia nodded. “You’d do the same for me.” 
  The freckles across the bridge of Helen’s nose crinkled when she smiled. She was a strawberry-blonde with big green eyes and an even bigger heart. “I love your lingerie shop, but I don’t think I could do your job, even in an emergency.” 
  “I’ve seen it all, big titties, little titties, lopsided titties. Three nips.” 
  “No way!” Helen’s eyes went wide. 
  “Once.” Nadia held up a finger. 
  “Wow.” Helen pulled out her shirt, complete with food stains, and glanced down her top. “I might only have a handful, but at least they’re the same size and I only have two nipples.” 
  Grinning, Nadia put her empty plate down. “Let me see?” 
  “Piss off, you perv. Speaking of…” Helen’s smile grew wider, and Nadia braced herself for what was coming. “Did you manage to melt the Ice Queen?” 
  “Who?” She scrunched up her face, playing dumb. 
  “That woman at KB Incorporated. The stone-cold lesbian I told you about.” 
  “Oh, her. Nah, she wasn’t there tonight.” She hated lying, but what had started out as a dare had turned into so very much more. 
  She didn’t expect to genuinely want the woman. One stolen kiss to prove her friend wrong, nothing more, nothing less. 
  But when it came to attraction, life wasn’t that simple. Why had she looked into the woman’s eyes? The pale blue depths called to her like an oasis. 
  There was no ice beneath. She’d known that the second she’d dipped her toes in. And that had been an idiotic, childish move. 
  Helen scrutinized her, studying her face. After a beat, she slapped her leg and burst out laughing. “She shut you down, didn’t she?” 
  “I said she wasn’t there.” 
  “I don’t believe you for a second. You look dejected, or should I say rejected.” Helen jutted out her lip, mocking Nadia. “Did your sapphic charms fail you?” 
  They hadn’t failed her at all, and that was the problem. For the first time in her life, she would’ve been happy if the woman had shunned her. 
  Movement in the hallway caught Nadia’s eye. She glanced up to see Hayley standing there. 
  “What’s up, baby?” Helen held out her arms and a sleepy Hayley climbed into her lap, towing her blankie along with her. 
  “I had a bad dream.” 
  Helen stroked her daughter’s hair. “Dreams can’t hurt you.” 
  Wasn’t that the truth. Real life was far more dangerous. Especially when you played with fire. 
  What she’d done tonight was risky on more than one count. If the woman laid a complaint, jobs could be lost. 
  Wondering what the fuck she’d been thinking, Nadia stood. “I better get out of here.” She shook her legs to get the circulation going. 
  “Thank you, again.” Helen gave her a one-armed hug. “With any luck, Blake will be well enough tomorrow to stay with the sitter.” 
  “Let me know if he’s not. You know I’ve got your back.” Sometimes Nadia felt like the man of the house. Scratch that, she was far better than the douchebag who’d abandoned his kids the minute the going got tough. 
  Nadia would bend over backwards for this family. This entire crazy week gave testament to that. 
  She brushed Hayley’s springy red curls off her face and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. “Night, kiddo.” 
  “Night-night, Na-na.” Hayley yawned, resting her head on Helen’s shoulder. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 3 


 
 Simone 


  The following Tuesday, Simone subconsciously selected her favourite lingerie. The soft pink cups trimmed with lace made her feel sexy. 
  After showering, she appraised herself in the mirror. Clothes were her guilty indulgence and the cut of her new skirt, tapered to just above the knee, fit her perfectly. 
  Her indigo blouse contrasted nicely with her pale blue eyes and silver-rimmed glasses. 
  After securing her dark hair in a ponytail, she trailed her finger across her high cheekbones, down the slope of her nose, and across her full lips. 
  Feeling like a million bucks, she blew a kiss at her reflection in the mirror. 
  If you couldn’t love yourself, who could? And thank goodness she did, because for the last two years self-love had been her best friend. 
  Her pale flesh was another sign of the respect she had for her body. New Zealand had the highest melanoma rate in the world and she didn’t plan on becoming a statistic. 
  *** 
  By the end of the day, all the financial reports for the month had been completed, and she had no real reason to stay late. 
  But thoughts of a certain woman held her back. For the first time in her career at KB Incorporated, she was actually looking forward to seeing the cleaner. How fucked up was that? They’d barely spoken. 
  What would they talk about, and why did she care? 
  Because when it came to relationships, conversation wasn’t the only thing she thrived on. The woman from last week—Jane—had honed in on a part of her psyche not many people knew about, let alone tried to tap into. 
  Her need to let go of control, even just for five minutes. She loved her job, the authority it afforded her, but at times it was exhausting. 
  In her last relationship, Renee had been an excellent domme. But outside of the bedroom, they had little in common. 
  She was a huge gamer and as long as the bills were paid, meals cooked, and Simone arranged the occasional date, she was little more than a flatmate. 
  After three years of living together, Simone felt more like a landlady than an adored girlfriend and asked Renee to move out. 
  What hurt the most was the fact Renee didn’t even put up a fight, simply said, “Good luck finding anyone else happy to play with you, princess.” 
  Simone was far from a pillow princess, but she feared Renee was right about one thing—she would never find another compatible lover. 
  She’d dated a few women since the breakup but none of them had the slightest interest in kink. Except for one who had expected Simone to be the dominant partner solely based on her job. Sure she was in a position of power, but she was far from dominant when it came to the bedroom. 
  Of course, what one person considered kinky another might not. Was leaving your panties on an office chair considered kinky? Whether it was or not the gesture had been pretty bloody hot, and a first for Simone. 
  With each tick of the minute hand anticipation built. By six o’clock she felt like she’d run a marathon. Her ears felt like they were flapping, listening for every sound. A pipe rattled somewhere in the building. The roof creaked, metal contracting in the cool evening air. 
  Then she heard it. The front doors opened and closed. Jane was here! At least she hoped. Surely Hamish hadn’t forgotten his phone. 
  Now that she was here, nerves fluttered low in Simone’s belly. She didn’t know how to act or what to say. 
  Deciding to leave that up to Jane, she flicked open a file and picked up a pen under the ruse of doing some actual work. 
  Her gaze landed on Jane’s name in big, bold letters on her desk pad. Mortified, she dragged a manila folder over and covered up her scrawl. 
  “Hi, would you like your office vacuumed?” 
  It took less than three seconds for Simone’s stomach to hit the floor. Disappointment stabbed her in the chest, and she deflated like a popped balloon. 
  “Not tonight, thank you.” 
  The woman, Helen from memory, smiled. “Okay, I’ll be back in a bit to empty your rubbish bin.” 
  Once she stepped back out of the office, Simone dropped her head in her hands, massaging her temples. 
  What the hell was the old cleaner doing back, and where was Jane? She should ring the cleaning company and tell them they had no right switching cleaners without consulting her first. 
  But that wouldn’t do. If she seriously had an issue with that, why didn’t she phone last week when the substitute had been sent? If that’s what she even was. 
  “Goddammit.” She thumped her hand on the desk. 
  This was ridiculous, why was she so upset? 
  “Oh, is it a bad time?” Helen hovered in the doorway, black trash bag in hand. 
  “No, it’s fine.” She forced herself to smile. 
  It wasn’t the cleaner’s fault she was in a bad mood. Perhaps she could shed some light. 
  “You weren’t here last week,” Simone said, keeping her tone light. 
  “Don’t tell me you missed me.” 
  “I won’t.” 
  Helen’s lip kicked up and Simone gave her what was probably her first genuine smile. Until last week, she’d barely given the cleaner more than a cursory glance, let alone had a conversation with her. 
  “Were you on holiday?” Simone asked, keeping her tone light. Conversational. 
  She let out a derisive chuckle. “I wish.” 
  Already sick of idle chitchat, Simone cut to the chase. “Where’s Jane?” 
  “Who?” She put the rubbish bin down and picked up a couple of pieces of paper that hadn’t made it into the bag. 
  “The woman they sent last week.” 
  “Jane?” She frowned. 
  “Busty blonde. Dark blue eyes. Taller than you.” 
  “You were paying attention, huh?” 
  Simone fought off a blush. “It’s hard not to notice a cleaner in high heels. It struck me as odd.” And fucking hot, she didn’t add. 
  “Oh, her. Yeah, she’s something isn’t she.” Helen nodded like a bobblehead. “She fills in when people are sick. I think she’s covering for Cindy tonight. Great person, yep, real lifesaver that one. We’d be screwed without her.” 
  For someone who’d forgotten her name, Helen suddenly seemed to know a lot about her. But Simone didn’t say anything. What could she say? Do you have her number? Do you think she wants her panties back? 
  With a heavy heart, which was ridiculous, Simone stacked the files on her desk. Jane’s name swam in her vision when she moved the last manila folder. 
  Shaking her head at herself, she tore the top sheet off her desk pad and balled it up. 
  “Here.” Simone held up the crumpled sheet of paper. 
  Smiling, Helen opened the black rubbish sack and Simone lobbed it in like a professional netball player. 
  “Shot!” Helen exclaimed. 
  Her enthusiasm was contagious, and Simone found herself smiling. 
  She eyed Simone with warmth. “You really should smile more often, you’re very attractive.” 
  “You really should do the job you’re paid to do,” Simone said, shutting down that line of conversation before it even started. 
  She knew she was being paranoid, but she’d let her guard down once and look where that had left her. 
  Wondering what the fuck went on and why she cared. 
  *** 
  Friday night, rather than make her excuses and apologise for not being able to attend happy hour, Simone was one of the first to arrive at the pub. 
  It was a lively place with pool tables, dartboards, and a good old fashioned jukebox. 
  Her two administrators, Alex and Leisa, were already seated at a table to her right. They waved when they spotted Simone. 
  She smiled, waving back. After ordering a glass of house wine, she wove her way between patrons and joined them. 
  “Evening, ladies. Where are the guys?” Hamish and Michael never missed Friday drinks. 
  Leisa lifted a shoulder. 
  Alex grinned from ear to ear. “I think they balked when they heard you were joining us.” 
  “Really,” Simone said, pleased she didn’t sound as offended as she felt. She wasn’t that fucking uptight, was she? 
  “Really,” Leisa said, her smile as big as Alex’s. “Michael still cries about you kicking his arse.” 
  Oh, right. Thanks to her dad, Simone was a sharp-shooter when it came to darts. 
  “Did I bruise his ego?” Simone slipped out of her suit jacket. 
  “Whose ego?” Hamish asked, stepping up behind them. 
  “Michael’s.” Alex and Leisa said in unison. 
  “Hey.” Simone smiled at Hamish. He was a great guy. 
  “Michael’s what?” The person in question asked, stepping up beside Hamish. 
  “Your ego.” 
  “Darts anyone?” Leisa grinned. 
  “Bring it.” Michael tossed his dart’s case on the table, puffing out his chest like a gladiator. 
  *** 
  Three hours later, and in no condition to drive home, Simone left her car in the staff carpark and called a cab. Michael won the first round of darts, and she won the second. The third was neck and neck until Michael hit the bullseye, knocking her out of the running. She didn’t care though, the night had been a blast and exactly the kind of distraction she needed. 
  The minute she got home, she kicked off her shoes and threw some bread in the toaster. Toast and marmite wasn’t the most substantial meal, but it would help soak up some of the alcohol. 
  Grabbing two ibuprofen and a tall glass of water, she wafted the lot down to stave off a headache. Exhausted and content, she fell into bed. The last thought that ran through her mind before sleep claimed her was she should do it more often. 
  The first thought that slammed into her when she awoke the next morning was no she shouldn’t. A hangover was about as enjoyable as a visit to the dentist. Groaning, she rolled over. 
  How the hell was she supposed to exercise for an hour with her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth and a woodpecker trying to drill a hole in her skull? 
  If she only had herself to consider, she’d stay in bed. But she couldn’t let Leah down. 
  They’d made a pact to exercise together for one hour every Saturday morning. No excuses. Unless one of them was away or dying, of course. 
  Although she felt sick as a dog, she was far from dying. 
  One look in the mirror made her question if she was. She looked like death warmed over. Bloodshot eyes, hair a matted mess, mascara staining her cheeks. 
  She could’ve sworn she washed her makeup off before bed. Her nightly routine was so ingrained; she could do it without thought. 
  She huffed out a breath. She should know by now, not only did being over the limit make it unsafe to drive; it also messed with her autopilot. 
  Shit! Her car. 
  Already running late, Simone went in search of her phone. It blared to life before she made it as far as the kitchen. 
  She lunged for the charging dock and came up empty. Where the hell was her phone? She glanced around. Her handbag vibrating on the table was a dead giveaway. 
  Fumbling with the zip, she ripped it open and snatched up her phone. 
  “Hello.” 
  Silence. 
  She looked at the screen. One missed call from Leah. 
  She punched the phone icon and it immediately started ringing. 
  “Where are you?” 
  Simone winced, holding the phone away from her ear. “Not so loud.” 
  It sounded like Leah was driving, not sitting waiting for her at a park. “Where are you?” 
  “On my way to your place to drag your arse out of bed.” 
  “It’s out. Dragging on the floor but out.” 
  “Pfft, your tight arse will never hit the floor.” 
  Knowing damn well Leah was referring to money, she didn’t bother arguing. 
  “Shit! Gotta go. Cop!” 
  The phone went dead, and Simone shook her head. It would teach Leah a lesson if she got caught talking on her phone while driving. 
  A second later, she jumped, startled when someone pounded on her door. She yanked it open, ready to give someone an ear full and was met by a smiling Leah. 
  She gave her the once over and announced, “You look like shit.” 
  “I feel like it.” Simone slumped into a chair at the kitchen table. 
  “Oh, no you don’t.” Leah pulled on her arm. “Best thing for a hangover is to sweat it out.” 
  A shiver danced up Simone’s spine. Leah had said the exact same thing when Simone drank herself into oblivion the night Renee moved out. 
  Grateful for having such a great friend, Simone kissed her on the cheek. “You’re the best.” 
  She received a strange look in return. “I’m dragging you out of the house, looking like shit and not smelling much better, and you tell me I’m the best.” 
  Simone covered her mouth not wanting to breathe on her friend. “Way to kick a girl when she’s down.” 
  “It’s called balance.” Leah grinned. “I prop you up when you’re flying high too.” 
  That was true. Leah had been there for her through thick and thin. “You’re a good friend.” 
  After scrubbing her teeth and spritzing on some deodorant, Simone filled a water bottle and they were out the door and on their way to the botanical gardens. 
  They could just walk the streets, but petrol fumes and cracked pavements couldn’t compete with a picturesque landscape and fragrant flowers. 
  “Wanna tell me about your night?” Leah asked as she bent down to do up a loose shoelace. 
  “Not much to tell.” Simone jogged on the spot, trying to keep her heart rate up. Thankfully, the fresh air had done wonders to clear her head. 
  Leah straightened. “Don’t make me pull teeth. It’s not often you overindulge.” 
  “Honestly, it was no big deal.” They started walking again. “Half a dozen of us from work went out for a few drinks, played some darts, had some laughs, drank too much, and I got a cab home.” 
  “Alone?” Leah gave her a hopeful smile. 
  “Alone,” Simone confirmed. 
  A comfortable silence formed by years of friendship settled between them. 
  A couple walking at a far faster pace than them, arms pumping, backsides waddling, rounded them on the path. 
  Simone and Leah glanced at each other. 
  “That do it for you?” Simone asked her playfully. 
  “Whatever.” Leah bumped her shoulder. “That guy looks like his butt-crack’s trying to eat his shorts.” 
  “Speaking of guys, how’s Brad?” 
  “Great, why don’t you come over for dinner tonight?” 
  “Can I take a rain check?” She didn’t think her body could cope with two big nights in a row, and she had no doubt if she went to Leah and Brad’s bubbles would be consumed. 
  “Of course. Come on, let’s head back to the car.” 
  They turned left and followed the pathway back to the carpark and toilets. An unexpected sight made Simone’s heart leap into her throat. 
  Jane, alone, waiting outside the public toilets. 
  “I need to pee,” Simone said, picking up pace. She had to see her. Her entire body reacted to one glimpse; heart pounding, pulse racing, excitement building. 
  It’s Jane, it’s Jane, played on repeat in her mind. Feeling like a teenager with her first crush, she resisted the urge to fangirl. 
  “I need to use the loo, too.” Leah fell into step beside her. 
  By the time they entered the ladies, Jane had slipped into one of the two stalls. There was no way Simone was going to enter the other and risk missing her. 
  “You go first.” She stepped aside for Leah. 
  “You sure?” Leah said as she stepped forward. 
  “Positive.” 
  She watched the dial on one door turn from vacant to occupied, as the dial on the other door turned from occupied to vacant. 
  Excitement bubbled up inside her. Would Jane be happy to see her? 
  Holding her breath, Simone plastered on the biggest smile she could muster. 
  The door cracked open, and she locked eyes with…a stranger. Disappointment hit her like a sledgehammer, knocking the wind out of her sails. 
  “Excuse me.” The woman looked at the lone handbasin in the corner. 
  “Sorry.” Simone stepped aside, so she could wash her hands. 
  The second cubicle popped open and Leah stepped out. She took one look at Simone and scrunched up her face. 
  “What’s the matter with you? You look like someone crapped on your shoe.” 
  “It’s nothing, just busting to go to the toilet.” She shot into the stall and her bladder refused to cooperate. 
  “Can you wait outside?” Simone called through the closed door. 
  “Why?” 
  “I’ve got stage fright.” 
  “You’re so weird,” Leah said, and Simone pictured her eye roll as she marched out, sneakers slapping on the tiled floor. 
  It was something that had plagued Simone ever since her first year at high school when a girl had peered through a gap in the toilet door, big eye blinking. 
  Simone had told her to scram but she’d just stood there, watching. It’d been creepy as fuck and still haunted her. 
  She pulled her shorts up, washed her hands, and met Leah back outside. 
  “Feel better?” 
  “Yeah.” 
  “Great, now you can tell me what that was all about.” 
  “You know about the school incident.” 
  “I’m not talking about having the piss scared out of you.” 
  “It’s the opposite, actually.” Simone fell into step beside Leah. 
  “Semantics.” Leah shrugged, coppery locks shimmering in the sunlight. “And you know what I’m talking about. Takes a lot for you to want to use a public loo.” 
  Leah knew her as well as Simone knew Leah. They’d been friends since they were fourteen. Thrown into the same homeroom the first year at high school, they’d been firm friends since. Through the good and the bad. Passing exams, failing exams. Relationships and breakups and everything in between. 
  They arrived back at Leah’s car and climbed in. 
  “Can you take me to get my car?” 
  “Where is it?” 
  “At work.” Where she’d left it last night. 
  “On one condition.” Leah held up a finger. 
  “Since when did our friendship come with conditions.” 
  “It doesn’t.” She fired the car to life and turned on the air-con. “That’s why you’re going to tell me why you ran for the loo like your arse was on fire, and then looked like someone had kicked your puppy.” 
  “I thought you said I looked like someone had crapped on my shoe.” 
  Leah put the car in reverse, glancing left at Simone before making sure the coast was clear behind them. “Do you talk like that at work?” 
  “God, no!” She had an image to portray. If she expected staff to adhere to high standards, she needed to lead by example, and that didn’t mean fraternising with the cleaning staff. 
  “I’m waiting.” 
  “What?” 
  “Unless you want to catch a bus, start talking.” 
  There was no point deflecting, and to be honest, she needed to make sense of the entire crazy situation. Perhaps talking to her best friend would help put things in perspective. 
  “I did something reckless.” She hesitated. “At work.” 
  Leah shot her a sideways glance. “You skipped overtime? Oh my God, Simone Emmett, are you out of your fucking mind?” 
  “Shut up.” Simone slapped her arm. “And you weren’t supposed to ask the second part until I told you what I did.” 
  “Go on.” 
  “I kissed the cleaner.” 
  “Was she hot?” That was so like Leah, no judgement. 
  “Incredibly.” 
  “You going to see her again?” 
  And therein lay the problem. “That’s the thing. I don’t know where to find her.” 
  Leah slowed at a zebra crossing. “I thought she was the cleaner.” 
  “She was a reliever.” 
  “So phone the cleaning company.” 
  “Thanks a lot.” 
  “What for?” 
  “You’re supposed to tell me I’m out of my mind, to forget about her, not to go after her.” 
  “I’ve known you for fifteen years, you’re not a reckless person.” Her eyes went wide, a huge smile lighting up her face. “Give me the deets. Did you just go up and snog her?” She closed her eyes briefly. “I’m having trouble picturing you doing that.” 
  No, she hadn’t done that, and Leah wasn’t getting the details. 
  “So, anyway, I thought it was her at the park.” 
  “You mean that leggy blonde that came out of the bathroom? Damn, no wonder you looked like—” 
  “I was pining for a woman I can’t have.” 
  “Why can’t you?” Leah’s expression transformed from jokester to comrade. 
  “Because I don’t know where to find her.” The thought was depressing. 
  “Like I said, phone the cleaning company.” 
  “And say what?” 
  “Ask to speak to her. You do know her name, right?” 
  “She said her name was Jane, but when I asked our regular cleaner about her, she acted really weird.” 
  “It’s worth a shot, though, isn’t it?” Leah said, pulling to a stop outside KB Incorporated. 
  “Yeah, I suppose it can’t hurt.” Simone cracked open the door. “You’re a good friend. You know that, right?” 
  “The best.” 
  “Modest, too.” Laughing, Simone climbed out of the car. She stood on the sidewalk, watching until Leah disappeared from view. 
  She turned and made a beeline for the carpark, hoping she didn’t encounter any employees along the way. She would die if she was seen in her jogging shorts, devoid of makeup, and sweat plastering her hair to her forehead. 
  *** 
  Monday morning, Simone picked up the phone three times to call AAA cleaning services and hung up each time before the call connected. 
  After two days of procrastinating, she was actually looking forward to seeing the cleaner. The same one she normally had no time for. 
  Leisa poked her head in the door. “You staying late again?” 
  “Almost done.” Simone plastered on a smile. 
  “Okay, well, have a good night.” 
  Alex breezed by, looping arms with Leisa. “Night, boss.” And with that, they were gone. 
  The next hour ticked by at a snail’s pace. Every time Simone glanced up the minute hand had barely moved. 
  Feeling her impatience grow, she vowed to go over the list of overdue debtors from A to Z before looking up again. 
  It worked like a charm. Shortly after six, she heard the rattle of the front door opening and closing. Not long after, Helen came clomping up the stairs. 
  As per the norm, she tentatively asked if she could come in. 
  “Of course,” Simone said warmly. “How’s your day been?” 
  “Fine.” Helen shrugged. “Tiring.” 
  “Do you work during the day, too?” 
  “You could say that.” Her response was guarded, like she didn’t like talking about herself, and Simone was fine with that. 
  “How’s Jane?” 
  Helen paused, rubbish bin halfway to the black sack. “Why do you ask?” 
  Simone shrugged, downplaying her interest. “Just making conversation.” 
  “Thing is…” Helen put the empty rubbish bin down. “In the two years I’ve been cleaning here, you’ve never said more than five words to me, and always the same five words. ‘Can you keep it down.’” 
  “Sorry,” Simone said, feeling like an arsehole. 
  “Now you’re all like how’s Jane? Is there something I should know? Was she bad-mannered? Did she do a shitty job?” 
  “No, nothing like that.” Simone shook her head. “Anyway, I’m sorry if I’ve been rude to you in the past.” 
  “Colder than an ice block, but not rude.” Helen’s lip kicked up. 
  Simone smiled and then got back to work. Right on eight, she packed up and left at the same time as Helen. 
  The squeak of the vacuum cleaner across the showroom floor transported her back to her crazy night. 
  It’d been days since she’d seen Jane, and she still couldn’t get her out of her mind. 
  After a fitful sleep, Simone finally did what Leah had suggested; picked up the phone and called AAA Cleaning. 
  A cheerful voice greeted her on the third ring. “Welcome to Triple A Cleaning, how may we be of service?” 
  “Hi, I’m trying to get hold of Jane.” Simone held her breath, hoping the woman didn’t ask why. 
  “Who?” 
  “Jane.” 
  “No one here called Jane.” 
  “One of your cleaners. 
  “Nope.” 
  “A reliever?” 
  “Nope. No Jane.” 
  Now she knew why the name didn’t suit her. It wasn’t her name. 
  The cheerful voice was no longer so warm. “What’s this about?” 
  She had no bloody idea. 
  “Never mind.” Not bothering to wait for a reply, she dropped the phone into the cradle, more confused than ever. 
  She picked up her cell and rang Leah. 
  “Hello.” 
  “Hi, it’s me. Can you talk?” 
  “Sure. I’m on my break.” 
  “I phoned the cleaning company like you suggested. There is no Jane.” 
  “Maybe you got her name wrong. It might be Jean or Jill or something.” 
  She hadn’t got it wrong. The woman had made a joke about not being plain enough to be called Jane. 
  Regardless, there was no point obsessing over something—someone—she couldn’t have. 
  “Maybe.” 
  “Now what?” Leah asked. 
  “Now I do my job and forget I ever met her.” 
  “Sure, mate. Keep telling yourself that.” Laughter laced Leah’s words. 
  “Thanks, friend.” 
  “You’re welcome, now let’s come up with plan B.” 
  “I have work to do.” Simone glanced out the small office window giving her a view of her admin team. Both Alex and Leisa were on their way back to their desks. 
  “Me too, come over for wine-zees tonight.” 
  “I’m working ‘til six-thirty.” She’d wasted half the morning thinking about Jane, or whatever the hell the woman’s name was. 
  “Fine, see ya at seven, then. Brad’s got Rugby, so it’ll be just us.” 
  “I’ll bring the wine, you cook.” 
  Leah could turn leftovers into a gourmet meal. 
  “Deal.” 
  
 
 
 Chapter 4 


 
 Nadia 


  After another week of not being able to get the office manager out of her mind, Nadia called the store. She wanted to apologise for her actions. 
  Not because she regretted them, far from it, but when it came to business and ethics, she’d crossed some lines. Seduction was one thing, she loved the chase but hitting on someone in the workplace was not something she made a habit of, and she didn’t want the woman to think it was. 
  “Welcome to KB Incorporated. How may I direct your call?” 
  This was going to sound bad, but with no name to go by she was flying by the seat of her pants. 
  “Can I please speak to the office manager?” 
  “Who?” 
  Okay, perhaps that was the wrong title. 
  “The woman who works upstairs.” 
  “We have a few women who work upstairs. Would you like accounts payable or accounts receivable?” 
  “I don’t know.” 
  “Well, if it’s about an invoice you’ve received, then you need accounts payable. But if you’re calling about a—” 
  “I know what accounts payable and receivable are.” She snapped, immediately feeling bad. “Sorry. I was after the lady who works in the corner office.” 
  “Oh, she’s in a meeting right now,” the receptionist informed her. “Can I take a message or would you like to call back?” 
  Sure, tell her I want my panties back, she can deliver them clenched between her teeth. 
  What a delicious thought. Nadia crossed her legs, to soothe the ache. 
  “Hello, are you there?” 
  The image vanished like a puff of smoke. 
  “Um, thanks. I’ll try another time.” As she hung up, Nadia wondered if she should’ve just left her name. But that would leave her with too many unknowns. Had the message been passed on? Was she going to call? Had she tossed the message in the bin? 
  The best thing to do would be to just rock up to the store. To ask to speak to her. Face to face wouldn’t leave any room for doubt. Would she look at her with loathing or longing? 
  What was the best time of the day to catch her, early or late? Or, perhaps, the middle of the day would be best. 
  *** 
  Thursday afternoon, Nadia left the store in the capable hands of her sales assistant, Shelley, and traversed the busy streets of Hamilton to KB Incorporated. 
  Coming to a stop in the customer carpark, she took a moment to check her appearance in the rearview mirror. 
  She’d been blessed with long, thick eyelashes, but her lips were pale. She plucked a plum lipstick out of her handbag and ran it across her lips. 
  As she strode toward the main entrance, her gaze wandered up to the second floor that housed the offices. The windows were tinted and all she could see was the surrounding buildings reflected back at her. 
  She stepped inside to the smell of new wood, fresh paint, and porcelain. 
  To her left was the kitchen centre with various designs and appliances on display. To her right was the bathroom centre, with everything from bathtubs and shower stalls to chrome taps and accessories. 
  Her gaze landed on a small vanity that would be perfect for her bathroom if she ever decided to upgrade. 
  As she browsed, her gaze kept flicking to the stairway. If she thought hard enough, would the woman feel her presence? If she did, it was the only time she’d feel Nadia beneath her. The thought made her smile. 
  “Hi, can I help you?” A gentleman with boyish looks, long hair in the front, a tuft of hair on his chin, smiled brightly. 
  “Um, I’m just browsing.” 
  The guy’s expression morphed from friendly, to curious, to wide-eyed. “It’s you, isn’t it?” 
  “Who?” 
  This had to be the guy that interrupted her idiotic actions. 
  “The woman from a few weeks back. The cleaner. Right?” 
  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
  “I came back to get my phone, you were just leaving.” 
  “You’ve got the wrong person.” 
  “Nope. It’s not often I forget a face and never one as pretty as yours.” 
  “If you continue to harass me, I’ll complain to your manager.” 
  “Would you like me to call her?” His smile was smug and she almost called him on it, but there were other jobs at stake here. 
  “Do you plan on continuing to harass me?” 
  His smile faltered. “Sorry, what was the name again, I didn’t catch it.” 
  “I didn’t give it.” Nadia shot him a dazzling smile which wasn’t hard to do. He was very personable and no doubt one of their top sales people. 
  “Well, I’m Hamish.” He handed her a business card. “If I can help with anything, let me know.” 
  She took the proffered card. “Thanks, and it’s Nadia. I’m the manager of Carson’s boutique.” 
  “The lingerie shop?” 
  She was impressed he’d heard of her store. “You got a thing for lingerie?” 
  “Hell, yeah. I love stockings and suspender belts.” 
  “Cool.” Her lip kicked up. “We have a few regular clients who are crossdressers, come see me sometime.” 
  “I didn’t mean on me.” Hamish looked appalled by the idea, as did most of the straight men she’d met who cross-dressed. They hid it from wives and mates, and definitely didn’t talk about it to work colleagues. 
  “Relax.” She waved his card in the air. “I’ll let you know if I ever need a new vanity.” 
  He frowned. “What’d you come in for?” 
  “I told you.” She held his gaze. “To browse.” She hadn’t had so much fun toying with a salesman in a long time. 
  She turned and exited the store, her mood high despite not seeing the woman she’d hoped to catch a glimpse of. 
  *** 
  Simone leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. The aroma of coffee infused her senses. A quick caffeine hit and a sandwich and she’d be good to go for the rest of the day. 
  The admin team were at lunch, and she’d asked reception to hold her calls. Fifteen minutes without any interruptions would be bliss. 
  The loud rap on the door shattered her peace. Gritting her teeth, she called out, “Yes?” 
  The door crept open and Hamish popped his head in. His eyes sparkled, and a huge grin lit up his face. He looked like he’d won the lottery. 
  “This better be good.” She ushered him in. 
  “Oh, this is good all right.” He sank into the chair in front of her desk. “That woman was here.” He rubbed his hands together looking at her as if she should be excited, but she was lost. 
  “What woman?” She took a bite of her egg sandwich, savouring the tangy mayo with a hint of curry. 
  “The cleaner.” 
  A bit of egg lodged in Simone’s throat, cutting off her windpipe. She thumped her chest to clear it, and to buy herself some time. What was she supposed to say to that? 
  “Well, there’s no rule against her shopping at our store. She probably visits a lot of businesses where she cleans.” 
  “But here’s the thing, she’s not a cleaner.” 
  “How do you know?” 
  “I asked her.” 
  “Well then you have the wrong person, and it’s highly unethical for you to question a customer about their job.” 
  “I know, and you’re right.” He shook his head looking baffled. “It was the weirdest thing.” 
  “How so?” Simone’s interest was more than a little piqued, but she had to play it cool. Hamish had a thing for faces and she doubted he was wrong. 
  The woman had been in the store, but why? Dare Simone hope she’d come looking for her? 
  “She didn’t want anything, said she was just browsing. Weird.” He stood. “Sorry to bother you.” He stopped in the doorway. “By the way, her name’s Nadia. She’s the manager of Carson’s Boutique.” 
  “Will that be all, Hamish?” Simone asked as casually as possible. Inside she was about to explode, she had a name. 
  “Yes.” He nodded and left. 
  Nadia, was that Russian? She had no clue but the name was as sexy as the woman. 
  She rolled the name around in her head. Nadia. 
  And better yet, she had a workplace. 
  Now, it was up to Simone to decide if she wanted to make a phone call, or casually stroll into her store and browse at sexy lingerie. 
  Could she do it? Hell yes! 
  If she wasn’t mistaken, Nadia had purposely left a trail. And Hamish, an unwitting player in this game of cat and mouse, had just delivered her calling card. 
  Tomorrow, she would venture out for lunch. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 5 


 
 Simone 


  As noon neared, Simone’s heart rate kicked up. Nerves and excitement made her pulse race. The thought of seeing Nadia again—God she loved that name—made her heart sing. 
  The last time she’d fallen in lust had been…never. And for once, she chose not to analyse the situation. She’d taken her time getting to know Renee, dating, in no hurry to move in together, and look at where that got her. 
  Thirty-three and single. Although she’d grown used to the idea she might be destined to grow old alone, this woman had been put in her path for a reason. 
  It was up to her to find out why. 
  Shortly before noon, Simone switched her phone to out-of-office mode, grabbed her handbag, and headed for the door. 
  She didn’t have to report to her admin team, but in the event there was an emergency it was only right they knew she was out. 
  Earthquakes were scary enough without having to search the premises for someone who’d left and failed to tell anyone. 
  She closed her office door behind her. There was no need for any of the staff to go in there while she was out, and God help them if they did. “Hey, ladies. I’m heading out.” 
  Alex stopped mid-way to the staffroom. “Everything okay?” 
  “Sure. Just popping out.” 
  Leisa glanced up but didn’t say a word. Her break wasn’t until one, and she looked like she was engrossed in paperwork. 
  “Like I said, everything okay? It’s not like you.” Alex crossed her arms, studying Simone. “You’re not sick are you?” 
  Unbeknown to Alex, she’d just given Simone the perfect out. 
  “Just a routine check-up.” Simone glanced at her watch. “I hope to be back within the hour, but you know how that goes.” 
  “Tell me about it,” Alex said. “Last time I had an appointment at the doctors, I had to wait for almost two hours.” 
  “I know,” Simone said pointedly. 
  She knew doctors often ran behind time, but Alex made an art out of being gone for most of the afternoon whenever she had an appointment. 
  “Well, don’t let me keep you.” Alex stepped aside. “Is there anything I can do if you’re late back?” 
  “Your job.” Simone stared her in the eye. 
  “Of course.” Alex flashed her a small smile and Simone returned it. 
  To be honest, Simone wouldn’t be without her admin team. Alex and Leisa were both wonderful women, just not as driven as her. And that was okay. Every office had its pecking order, and she’d worked hard to make it to the top. 
  Fifteen minutes after leaving work, Simone pulled to a stop right out front of Carson’s boutique. 
  Taking a moment to calm her nerves, she sat in her car, staring into the store, through the huge glass windows. Being lunchtime it was a busy place. Who were customers and who were staff, she couldn’t tell. 
  They were all looking at lingerie, plucking up little hangers and placing them back. She could practically feel the different textures sliding between her fingers; cotton, satin, silk, and lace. 
  And then, there Nadia was. All long legs and a killer smile. 
  Simone inhaled sharply. Could she do this? Did she want to? Her pulse sped up. Yep, she could do this. 
  Click. 
  The door opened and her legs were carrying her toward the store as if they had a mind of their own. She strode through the double doors with an air of confidence she didn’t feel. 
  She was on Nadia’s territory now, and that sent a thrill laced with trepidation coursing through her body. 
  Once inside, her heart plummeted. Nadia was nowhere to be seen. Surely she hadn’t left the store. She’d seen her only a minute ago. 
  To the right of the till, an open doorway led to a row of changing rooms. She must’ve gone to help someone else. 
  Trying not to stare in that direction, she casually browsed the rows of bras and briefs. 
  “Can I help you?” A middle-aged woman smiled warmly. “We have that in cream and black as well.” 
  Simone glanced down, unaware she’d plucked a deep red bra with padded cups off the rack. Trimmed with lace, it was gorgeous. 
  “I really like this.” She held it up. Too bad she’d never get her boobs into the double-A cups. “Shame it’s too small.” 
  “What size are you?” 
  “Thirty-four D, mostly. Sometimes I can get away with a thirty-six C. Depends on the brand.” 
  The woman, Shelley according to her nametag, flicked through the rack and held up two bras. “Here you go. Follow me.” 
  Unable to come up with an excuse not to, other than that she was stalking the woman’s boss, Simone followed. 
  “How long since you’ve had a fitting?” 
  The answer came without thought. “Never.” She didn’t need a sales assistant to tell her if a bra was comfortable or not. The last time that she’d let that happened had been horrifying enough. 
  “Once.” She corrected herself as the memory of being twelve years old and crammed between her mother and a saleswoman old enough to be her grandmother came crashing back to her. The embarrassment of that one experience had been enough to put her off ever having a bra fitting again. 
  “Let me guess, that was a long time ago.” 
  “Correct.” She took the selection out of Shelley’s hands and entered the changing room. The sooner she was in and out, the sooner she had a chance of seeing Nadia. 
  She flicked the straps off the thin, plastic coat hanger, unclipped the back and realised the straps were way too short? Why did they always do that? Irritation prickled under her skin as she lengthened the straps. 
  Cool air breezed across her sternum as she pulled her blouse over her head. She dumped it on the chair in the corner and straightened her glasses. 
  Just as she removed her bra, a voice sounded through the wooden door. 
  “You okay in there?” 
  She would know that husky timbre anywhere. Nadia was on the other side. Her heart fluttered, her mind raced, and her mouth refused to open. 
  “Let me know if you need any help.” 
  Simone stared at herself in the mirror. Did she need help? Was she bold enough to open the door with her breasts on display? No, she wasn’t that brazen. 
  After quickly pulling on the bra, she adjusted her breasts, stuffing them in and hiking up the lacy trim. “Umm, I’m not sure about the sizing.” 
  “May I come in?” 
  Yes, please. Please bury your fingers deep inside me. 
  “Yes,” she replied, pleased her voice didn’t betray her thoughts. 
  Would Nadia cup her breasts and lavish attention on them, or shove her up against the wall and press her thigh between Simone’s legs? 
  The changing room door inched open. 
  When their eyes locked, Simone broke out in a wide grin. “Hi.” 
  “Hi. Let’s see what the issue is.” Nadia stepped behind Simone and adjusted the bra straps, looking at her in the reflection of the mirror. 
  She pulled, and Simone felt the weight of her breasts rise and fall. Her eyes drifted closed as she imagined Nadia’s hands snaking around her and cupping the lace-trimmed bra. 
  “There, that looks better, doesn’t it?” Her tone was all business, her expression neutral. Not a spark of desire to be seen in the deep blue depths. 
  “Don’t you remember me?” 
  “Of course.” Nadia unclasped the back strap and pulled it tighter. “How does that feel now?” She met Simone’s gaze in the mirror, her expression unmoving. 
  “Better.” Simone forced a smile to hide her disappointment. 
  Why was Nadia being so cold? Had Simone read the situation wrong? One way to find out. 
  She unhooked the bra and handed it over. Her nipples pebbled when Nadia sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll take this, please.” 
  “Wonderful. I’ll leave you to get dressed.” With that, Nadia was gone. 
  Anger and humiliation tore through Simone. Like a sullen child, she picked up her blouse and tossed it at the door. It fell to the floor along with her ego. 
  A second later, she picked both up. If Nadia wanted to play games, Simone wasn’t interested. Renee had been enough of a head trip. Hot one minute cold the next. 
  By the time she reached the counter, her blood had gone from boiling to simmering and Nadia was nowhere to be seen. 
  Fucking coward. 
  The shop assistant, Shelley, greeted her at the counter. “Will that be all for today?” 
  “Yes, thank you.” Simone fished in her handbag as the woman rang up her purchase. 
  “Do you have a loyalty card?” 
  If Nadia had asked her that, Simone would’ve scoffed. 
  “No, sorry.” 
  “No problem. It’ll only take a minute to sign you up.” Shelley paused, fingers poised on the keypad under the glass countertop. “Name?” 
  “Simone.” At the same time as she said her name, Nadia appeared from out of nowhere. She waved to someone and turned her big blue eyes on Simone. 
  Still irritated by Nadia’s dismissal, Simone faced her head on. “What does a loyalty card get me?” 
  “Discounts and special offers.” 
  The temptation to ask what kind of special offers was on the tip of her tongue. The way the sales assistant was eyeing her curiously made her think better of it. 
  Besides, she knew how loyalty cards worked. She wouldn’t make it as far as the front doors before the first email hit her inbox and got sucked into the vortex of spam. 
  “I’ll pass.” 
  Nadia raised an eyebrow. “Your call.” 
  It sounded like a question, and Simone would’ve given anything to know what she was thinking. Had Simone just passed up an unspoken offer? 
  She shook her head at the ridiculous thought. Nadia had shut her down the minute she stepped into the changing room, leaving her intoxicating scent behind. 
  “That’ll be just fifty dollars today,” Shelley said. 
  Just? 
  Simone’s eyebrows shot up. She’d paid more than that for a bra before, but she could have sworn this one was from the half-price rack. “Expensive bra.” 
  “Expensive taste?” Nadia’s gaze travelled over her body. 
  “I like nice things,” Simone said, feeling defensive. If she wanted to spend her money on top-of-the-line clothes that was her prerogative. 
  “Well, you’re in the right place.” Nadia held her gaze. 
  “Am I?” Simone refused to break eye contact even though her heart was thundering in her chest. 
  Shelley scrunched up her face, looking from one to the other. “You two know each other?” 
  “Nope.” Simone took her receipt and walked out the door, head held high, dignity intact. Fuck Nadia and her head games. 
  Perhaps Hamish had been wrong and it wasn’t Nadia who came into the store. But it was. It had to be. There couldn’t be two women with the same name managing Carson’s Boutique. 
  So what had she been doing? If it was to seek out Simone, to lead her to her proverbial doorstep, why had she been so cold? 
  
 
 
 Chapter 6 


 
 Nadia 


  Nadia watched Simone walk out of the store, head held high, and her respect for her grew tenfold. Followed closely by self-loathing. 
  She watched her like the one that got away, and she had no one to blame but herself. 
  Twice, she’d royally screwed up. The first time because she’d got in over her head, never expecting to fall for the woman’s icy blue gaze begging for a dominant woman to shower her with attention and thaw her heart. 
  What was her story? Had someone done a number on her and work was her escape, or was she truly married to her job? Nadia would bet it was the former. But she’d just blown her second chance of finding out. 
  She’d thought she’d been so clever, leaving clues to lead her to her store. Until she turned up, and everything went to shit in a handbasket. 
  The second she’d locked eyes with Simone in the changing room, gorgeous breasts taunting her, she saw the stupidity of her plan. 
  She was in a position of trust. One where she was often left alone with women, naked and vulnerable. 
  It was drilled into her staff from the first interview to act professional at all times. If she got even a hint of one of them inappropriately touching a client they would be out the door faster than they could say vegemite. 
  Having Simone so close yet out of reach, all that creamy flesh on display had been exquisite torture. 
  The poor woman must be confused as hell. Problem was, how was Nadia going to explain her way out of the mess she’d made. 
  Hey, it was okay to hit on you while I was a cleaner, because, you see, I’m not actually a cleaner. But this boutique, it’s my livelihood. Sorry if I fucked with yours. If it makes you feel any better, it fucked with mine too. 
  She couldn’t say any of those things because she still didn’t have a number. When she’d given her name for the loyalty club, Nadia had done a happy dance. 
  She waited with bated breath, another two minutes and she would have an email and phone number. 
  Then, Simone had made innuendos about special offers, and left without signing up. Maybe a smile would’ve helped or an apology when they were alone in the changing room. 
  Wasn’t hindsight a great thing? 
  Working with what little she had, Nadia used the excuse she had bookwork to do and stepped into the small office at the back of the shop. 
  She hit Google and dialled the first business listed under florists. She didn’t intend to grovel, but she could make amends. 
  *** 
  That night, Simone did what she always did when she had no control over her personal life; immersed herself in bookwork. 
  Nine o’clock rolled around and she finally logged off. Her eyes felt gritty and her mood wasn’t much better. 
  As determined as she was to exorcise Nadia from her thoughts, she refused to vacate her mind. She might as well have been standing before her. Or better yet, massaging her shoulders. The memory of deft hands kneading tense muscles sent a tingle up her spine. 
  “Stop it, Emmett.” She stood, disgusted with herself. Pining for someone she couldn’t have was an exercise in futility. 
  At eleven that night, after a hot shower and something to eat, Simone checked her social media accounts. 
  Most of it was rubbish, but a few jokes made her laugh. Feeling brighter, she flicked off the television and headed to bed. 
  The following morning, she awoke feeling hungover despite not having a drop to drink. The minute she’d closed her eyes, she’d been plunged into the middle of an erotic dream. 
  As she climbed out of bed, she hardened her resolve to exorcise Nadia from her mind. A day of going over the financials, making sure figures added up, would do the trick. 
  Great, now she was thinking about figures. Well, a certain lithe body that had plagued her dreams. 
  It’d just gone ten when Alex tapped on the office door. “Delivery for you.” 
  In the middle of balancing the expense account, Simone waved her off. “Can’t you sign for it?” 
  “I’d love to, but that wouldn’t be right.” She looked like she was about to swoon. 
  The door opened wider and a delivery man stepped in, a bouquet of flowers obscuring his features. 
  What the hell? No one sent Simone flowers. 
  “Where would you like these?” 
  Beyond intrigued, but determined to play it cool, she pointed to the corner of her desk. “There will be fine. Do I need to sign anything?” 
  “No, Ma’am.” The delivery dude turned and was gone as fast as he appeared. 
  Alex lingered in the doorway. 
  “Was there something else?” Simone asked. 
  “No.” She shook her head. 
  The second Simone was alone, she lunged for the envelope stapled to the yellow and purple wrapping paper. 
  The heady fragrance of a dozen white roses invaded her nostrils, the scent so familiar Simone knew who they were from before she tore open the card. 
  Sorry. Call me. N. 
  Nadia’s phone number underlined her pitiful note. 
  Sorry. Sorry for what? Making Simone look like an idiot? For seducing her and running out? 
  Well, fuck Nadia. 
  Simone had been played once, twice if she thought about it too hard, and she wouldn’t be played again. 
  Clenching her jaw until her teeth hurt, she screwed up the note and tossed it in the rubbish bin. 
  “There.” She dusted her hands. 
  A knock on the office door drew her attention, but she couldn’t make out who was there. Irritated, she pushed the bouquet of flowers to the other side of her desk. 
  “Yes?” 
  Leisa stood in the doorway. “Got a minute?” 
  “Sure.” Simone pointed to the chair in front of her desk. She could do with the distraction. 
  “Here’s the overdue debtor’s list.” Leisa ran her finger down the page. “I think we need to send these three to the debt collectors.” 
  “Have you followed the process with all three?” 
  Generally, by the time they got to the third overdue letter demanding payment within seven days or risk court proceedings, the client had at least made an effort to pay their account, even if that meant in monthly instalments. 
  “Yes. Snail mail, email, and phone calls.” 
  “Well done, leave them with me.” 
  Leisa stood, her gaze on the flowers. “Girlfriend?” 
  “No!” Simone said a little too loudly. 
  Unfazed, Leisa quirked an eyebrow. “Boyfriend?” 
  A snort huffed out of Simone. Leisa had a way of lowering her defences while also respecting the boss-employee relationship. At least as far as work went. 
  When it came to happy hour, which often went a lot longer than an hour, it was a different story. They were just a group of friends enjoying a drink. 
  Simone had told work colleagues long ago she was gay, namely so they would stop trying to hook her up with guys. 
  Leisa pointed to the flowers with her pen. “Whoever sent them must care about you a lot.” She glanced at the bouquet then back at Simone. “Did you know white roses are traditionally associated with new beginnings and marriage?” 
  “No, I did not.” She doubted Nadia did either or she would’ve picked a different colour. Or did she, and this was her way of saying can we start over? 
  The second Leisa stepped out of the office, Simone scrambled for the rubbish bin. She retrieved the note and smoothed it out. 
  Before she could second guess herself, she pulled out her cell phone and added Nadia as a contact, then she got back to work. It was Nadia’s turn to wait and wonder. 
  Let her wonder if Simone had cut the heads off every rose, or inhaled the heady aroma filling her office and working its way beneath her coat of armour. 
  *** 
  As soon as she got home that night, Simone phoned Leah. 
  “Hey, tart.” 
  “I’m not a tart.” 
  “Shame. I could live vicariously through you.” 
  “Since when have you been interested in lesbian sex?” 
  “I don’t need the deets. But please tell me you’ve met with the cleaner and she’s up for the challenge.” 
  What the hell did that mean? 
  She’d never told Leah she got off on being ordered to her knees. If she ever found out, Simone would die from embarrassment. 
  Then again, perhaps Leah and Brad were into kink, too. Although, she couldn’t imagine Leah being ordered to do anything. Not that that was saying much. Not many people would pick Simone for the type to submit to another. 
  “Hello?” 
  Leah’s voice pulled her out of her head. “Sorry, I was just pouring a glass of wine.” She tucked the phone under her ear and did just that. 
  Bubbles fizzed and jumped over the rim. She closed her eyes, practically able to taste the white flowery notes with a hint of dried apricot. 
  Her mind flicked to the bouquet sitting on her desk. It would look beautiful as a centre piece on her unused dining room table. But considering she spent more waking hours at work than home, she’d left them behind. 
  “What did you mean by challenge?” She flopped onto the sofa. 
  “Cleaning out the cobwebs.” Leah chuckled. 
  “Hardy har har. Toys help keep the pipes clean.” Did she really just say that? Yep, she did. When it came to Leah, she could give as good as she got. 
  “No shit.” Her pitch rose. “Last week, Brad bought me a rabbit vibe. It’s fucking amazing.” 
  “What the hell is he buying you toys for? Have you worn him out?” She was only half-joking. 
  “Of course not. But it doesn’t vibrate.” 
  Simone screwed her eyes shut. “Not going there.” 
  “You started it.” 
  “I’m ending it too.” 
  “Fine by me. Now give me the dirt. Did you go and see the cleaner-not-cleaner.” 
  Wine fizzed up the back of Simone’s nose. “Can you be serious for a moment?” 
  “Sure.” 
  A pause was followed by a hand muffling the phone. “Hey, babe.” Kissy noises followed. 
  “Tell Brad I said hi.” 
  “Simone says hi.” 
  “Hey, Simone.” 
  She smiled even though Brad couldn’t see her. 
  “Now, where were we?” Leah asked. 
  Deciding to dive right in before they went off on another tangent, Simone gave Leah a rundown of the last two days’ events. 
  “And then, after treating me like a stranger, she sent me flowers and a note with her phone number.” 
  “What did the note say?” 
  “Call me.” Two little words. That was it. No effort at all. 
  “Did you?” 
  “No!” 
  Why not?” 
  “Didn’t you hear me? She practically ignored me in the store. I felt invisible.” 
  “Did she try to cop a feel?” 
  “No.” Simone sighed. “That’s just it, she did nothing.” 
  “Good!” Leah said with conviction. 
  “How the fuck is that good?” Simone snapped, feeling frustrated on more than one count. 
  “Have you stopped to think for even a minute how unethical it would’ve been for her to touch you when you were in her store?” 
  No, she hadn’t, and Leah made a good point, but Simone wasn’t ready to concede. “She didn’t seem to have a problem coming on to me when she was working as a cleaner.” 
  “I thought you said she wasn’t a cleaner.” 
  Simone massaged her temples. “I don’t know what the hell she is.” 
  That wasn’t entirely true, she was an enigma. Flirty one minute, distant the next. And no matter what persona she adopted, she oozed sex appeal. 
  “So, call her, give her a chance to explain herself. If you don’t like what you hear, hang up. If you do, go get laid.” 
  “Not everything’s black and white.” 
  “No, it’s not. But not everything needs to be analysed to death either. Take a chance for once in your life.” 
  “I did that.” She sounded sullen and knew it. 
  “No, you settled,” Leah said softly, and Simone didn’t argue. 
  Her relationship with Renee had been over long before she plucked up the courage to ask her to move out. 
  The thought of living alone had terrified her. The actuality had been remarkably freeing. Sure, her work-life balance was a little out of kilter, but it worked for her. 
  At least it had—until Nadia wandered into her office and blew that theory to smithereens. 
  “Fine, I’ll call her.” 
  “Oh, baby, you sound so sexy when you act like you’re five.” 
  “Shut up.” Simone chuckled. “I’ll call her.” 
  “Better. And if she’s a bitch, tell her I know where she works. I’ll go and slash all her bras. They’re too expensive anyway.” 
  Feeling lighter, Simone wandered into the kitchen. “I’m going to go cook something for tea. I’ll let you know how it goes.” 
  “See, this woman is good for you already.” Leah’s voice was soft, caring. 
  She knew Simone hated cooking for herself. It always seemed like such a chore. But when it came to cooking for others, she was in her element. 
  “Who knows, if all goes well, I might have to put my culinary skills to use.” Simone pulled out a pot. 
  “I’m sure your cunnilingus skills are just fine.” 
  Simone pictured the huge smile on Leah’s face. “Good night, Leah.” 
  “Night.” 
  Smiling, Simone disconnected the call. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 7 


 
 Simone 


  The following day, after a restless night, Simone opened the office door and was assailed by the intoxicating aroma of white roses. Her eyes landed on the bouquet that was every bit as beautiful as the gift bearer. 
  She pulled out her cell phone and stowed her handbag in the bottom drawer. While waiting for her computer to boot up, she glanced at her phone. Was it too early to make a call? 
  Would Nadia be at work yet? Or was Simone the only idiot who arrived half an hour before everyone else? 
  She flicked through her contacts. Her finger hovered above Nadia’s name. Should she do it and get it out of the way or make her wait? And if she made her wait, was she punishing herself or Nadia? 
  Until that moment, she didn’t realise how much she missed having a lover. That wasn’t entirely true. She hadn’t been able to think about much else since Nadia waltzed into her life and turned it upside down. 
  What the fuck she’d been doing at KB Incorporated was anyone’s guess. Simone stared at her phone as if it held the answers. 
  Just before eight that morning, she finally caved. Her heart was in her throat as she stared at the newest contact on her phone. 
  Chickening out—she wasn’t brave enough to call—she tapped out a quick message. Hi, it’s me. 
  There, done. She put her phone down. 
  Two seconds later she lunged for it when it vibrated across her desk. 
  Who? 
  Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. She thumped her forehead with the palm of her hand. Of course Nadia didn’t know it was her. How would she? She didn’t have Simone’s cell phone number. 
  She typed Simone then deleted it. This was getting too complicated to send a quick reply. 
  Leisa poked her head in the door. “Morning, boss.” 
  Feeling like she’d been caught laundering money, Simone covered her phone with a stack of papers. “Morning, Leisa.” 
  Leisa continued on her way and Simone retrieved her phone. 
  Before she could hit the call button, Alex breezed past. “Morning,” she called out not bothering to stop. 
  Why employees needed coffee the second they got to work was beyond Simone. It used to irk her, but she’d learned to pick her battles. 
  Aware she had five minutes while Alex and Leisa fired up their computers and made a cuppa, she grabbed her phone and hit dial. 
  Her heart hammered against her ribcage as she waited, and waited, and waited. Just when she thought her call was going to go to voicemail, the sexy lilt of Nadia’s voice came down the line. 
  “Hello, you’re speaking with Nadia.” 
  “Hi,” Simone said. What the hell was she supposed to say next? Her gaze landed on the bouquet on her desk. “Thank you for the flowers, they’re gorgeous.” 
  “Fitting, don’t you think?” 
  “Huh?” She scrunched up her face. 
  “Gorgeous flowers for a gorgeous woman.” 
  Nadia’s voice felt like a caress. If she’d been standing before Simone, she probably would’ve swooned. But she wasn’t, and Simone wasn’t that easy. 
  It was going to take more than a bouquet of flowers and a compliment for Simone to let her guard down. She’d been easy once and that left her confused and disorientated. 
  “Is that how you charm your way into everyone’s pants?” Simone leaned back in her chair. 
  “Not at all. But I can’t give away my secrets over the phone.” 
  “Yeah, about that. You seem to have a few.” Simone fiddled with a pen, flicking it between her fingers. 
  “Don’t we all?” 
  Simone wasn’t going to answer that. “You asked me to call, I’m calling.” 
  “Oh, sassy.” A chuckle echoed down the line. 
  It thrilled and irritated Simone at the same time. 
  “I’m sorry for running out on you—” 
  “And for snubbing me yesterday,” Simone interrupted. 
  “Yes, and that. It was rather unfortunate. Let me make it up to you.” 
  “When?” Simone watched her good intentions fly out the window. So much for making Nadia work for it. 
  “Tomorrow night at six. Do you know where Zebras is?” 
  Dammit. 
  Tomorrow was payday. She wouldn’t make it out of work before seven, and that was only if everything balanced the first time. 
  “I can’t tomorrow.” 
  “Better offer?” Nadia’s voice was playful. 
  “No. Just work.” 
  “You have staff, don’t you?” 
  “Of course.” Simone wondered where she was going with this. 
  “Delegate.” 
  That one little word worked its way under Simone’s skin and erupted like an angry pimple. “Are you telling me what to do?” 
  “Not at all,” Nadia said. “You have a choice.” 
  “Oh, yeah. How so?” Simone asked, equal parts intrigued and irritated. 
  “Meet me at six tomorrow or work late. Your choice.” 
  “You’re infuriating, do you know that?” 
  “You can tell me all about it tomorrow night.” The smile was back in her voice. “I’ll meet you out front.” 
  The phone clicked in her ear. 
  How rude! She hung up without so much as a goodbye. 
  After an hour of brooding, and not being able to get Nadia off her mind, Simone yanked open her office door. 
  “Leisa.” She painted on a smile. After all, it wasn’t Leisa’s fault Simone was going out of her mind. “In my office, please.” 
  Alex shot her a look, then hunkered down behind her computer screen. 
  The second the door closed behind them, she met Leisa’s worried gaze. 
  “Have I done something wrong?” 
  “No.” Simone motioned to the chair in front of her desk. “Sit.” 
  Leisa did as she was told, uncertainty knitting her brow. 
  Simone took a deep breath, the aroma of the flowers teasing her senses just like the infuriating woman who’d sent them. 
  She rested her elbows on her desk and steepled her fingers. “Remember last week when you asked for more responsibility?” 
  “Yes.” Leisa’s voice was tentative. 
  “I’ve decided to grant your wish.” 
  Joy lit up her features. “Really?” 
  “Yes.” 
  Oddly, Simone felt lighter. The worst thing that could happen was someone getting overpaid or underpaid, and they could fix that up the next week. 
  “If you’ve got some time today, we’ll do a dummy run together, then tomorrow it’s all yours.” 
  “I can skip lunch and we could do it then,” Leisa said, full of enthusiasm. 
  “No.” Simone shook her head. 
  She didn’t want her employees to do what she did. Eat at the desk. It suddenly hit her, if she wanted to lead by example, she probably should stop doing that too. 
  What had she read? Keyboards had more germs than a toilet seat? She shuddered. 
  “How about we reallocate the bank reconciliations to Alex to free up some of your time?” 
  It was time Alex picked up the slack, and offering her a new job would ward off being accused of playing favourites. 
  “I like doing the daily bank rec. It helps me keep on top of overdue accounts. But—” She chewed her lip, fiddling with her hands. 
  “But?” Simone prompted. 
  “It would be good if she could file the creditor invoices.” 
  She fought to keep her voice even. “I thought she did.” Considering Alex was responsible for accounts payable, she damn well should be. 
  “I’ve been doing it for her. Please don’t dump me in it,” Leisa pleaded. “We get on really well, and I don’t want her to get angry.” 
  “I won’t.” Simone shook her head, disappointed with herself that she hadn’t realised how much Alex had been slacking off. 
  Things were about to change for them all. 
  “I’ll talk to her next. Subtly.” 
  Leisa’s smile returned. “Thank you. I won’t let you down.” 
  It wasn’t until Leisa exited her office that the enormity of what Simone had done hit her. She’d delegated payroll to someone more than capable of doing the job. It irked her that one word from Nadia—delegate—had been her motivation, but she was also humble enough to concede she should’ve done it long ago. 
  With that said, she wasn’t ready to thank Nadia just yet. 
  Her phone pinged, and she ignored it. Nadia could wait. After a minute of staring blankly at her computer screen, curiosity got the better of her. She plucked up her cell and swiped the screen. 
  Disappointed it wasn’t Nadia, but happy to hear from her friend, she read Leah’s message. 
  Did you call her? 
  Smiling, Simone tapped out one word. Yes. 
  Made a date? 
  She sent the same message. Yes. 
  YEEEEEESSSSS!! 
  An image of Leah dancing in a circle, hands in the air, made Simone smile. 
  What should’ve just been another day in the office felt different. She felt different, lighter somehow. Her office smelled amazing, and the unexpected gift of a dozen roses filled her with hope for a bright future. 
  *** 
  The next day passed in a blur. Between training Leisa, making sure Alex pulled her weight and Leisa didn’t get any backlash, Simone barely had time to think. 
  Leisa had done an amazing job processing payroll and sorting out a few discrepancies. At four-thirty, Simone approved the payment batch with Leisa sitting at her side. 
  “Well done.” 
  A proud smile lit up Leisa’s face. “Thank you.” 
  With payroll done, her mind drifted to the night ahead. She hadn’t confirmed their date which was both exhilarating and terrifying. 
  Nadia was either extremely confident Simone would be there or she wasn’t bothered either way. Worse, it could be another one of her little games and she didn’t plan on turning up. 
  The thought made Simone’s stomach bottom out. She probably should eat something before drinking, but she felt queasy enough as it was. Anything she ate would sit in her stomach like a block of cement. 
  At five o’clock, Simone logged off and exited KB Incorporated. It felt weird leaving the building at the same time as everyone else, but it felt good too. 
  “Have a good night, boss.” Hamish gave her a goofy smile. 
  “You too.” She returned his smile feeling like he knew far too much. As soon as she was in her car, out of prying eyes, she pulled out her phone and sent a quick text. 
  Hi, we still on for six? 
  The reply was instantaneous. Of course. 
  A tiny thrill ran through Simone. She stared out the windscreen, grinning like an idiot. She had a date for the first time in longer than she could remember. 
  With half an hour to spare, she rushed home to freshen up. When she pulled on a pair of clean panties, she laughed at herself. How was that for wishful thinking? 
  
 
 
 Chapter 8 


 
 Simone 


  Shortly before six, Simone arrived at Zebra’s, a popular bar on Hood Street. It’d been so long since she’d been out on a Thursday night, she’d forgot it was often one of the busiest nights of the week. 
  After driving around the block a couple of times, she finally lucked out. When she saw reverse lights come on, she jumped on the brakes. 
  The angry blare of a horn made her jump. She glanced in the rear-view mirror and mouthed ‘sorry.’ 
  The driver flipped her the bird and sped off. She clutched her chest, thankful she hadn’t been the cause of a prang. 
  At ten past six, she raced into the bar. Had Nadia waited for her or had she lost her window of opportunity? Simone stood on her tiptoes trying to see over patrons standing around chatting, drinks in hand. 
  The whisper of a breath breezed across her neck, just before a familiar voice uttered in her ear, “You’re late.” 
  The husky timbre of Nadia’s voice sent a shiver up Simone’s spine. Her familiar scent was a welcome relief from the sickly sweet vapour someone had just puffed their way. 
  Simone spun on her heels and was met by big blue eyes and an even bigger smile. The woman was fucking gorgeous. Long eyelashes, shimmering blonde locks, and kissable lips. 
  “Sorry about that, I had trouble getting a park.” 
  “Yeah, this place can be like that.” Nadia pulled a credit card out of her phone-case. “What will it be?” 
  “You don’t have to do that,” Simone said, unaccustomed to having someone else pay for her. 
  “The first thing you need to know about me is I don’t do anything I don’t want to. And, as much as I hope you’ll come home with me tonight, buying you a drink doesn’t mean you owe me.” 
  Caught off-guard by Nadia’s direct approach, a myriad of thoughts raced through Simone’s mind. Starting with, ‘Yes, please, take me home with you,’ and ending with, ‘I’m not going anywhere with you until you explain yourself.’ 
  Someone bumped into Simone from behind and she almost thanked them. Her mouth opened and she said two words, “Wine, please.” 
  Nadia stepped up to the bar, and Simone cursed herself. Wine wasn’t as simple as one word. There were so many varieties, red, white, dry, sweet…it would serve her right if she ended up with a glass of pinot, a wine she couldn’t pallet. 
  “For you.” Nadia handed over a glass of white wine. 
  “What is it?” Simone took a tentative sip. Crisp, fruity flavours exploded on her tongue. If she was to hazard a guess, it was a Riesling. 
  “The house white.” Nadia picked up her tumbler and stepped around a group of people talking. “This way.” 
  Simone followed behind, turning sideways as they weaved in and out of people, making their way to the far corner of the bar. 
  Nadia slid into a booth and looked at Simone, eyebrow arched as if to say your choice. 
  What should she do? Shimmy in beside her and bask in her scent, or casually slide into the seat opposite and ask what the hell her game was? 
  Out of the two options, only one made sense. Putting her armour in place, Simone slid into the seat opposite and resisted the urge to put her elbows on the table like Nadia. 
  If she did that, they would be close enough to kiss. God, those lips. Pink and soft, like her centre. 
  Snap out of it. 
  Simone blinked hard, feeling like someone had snapped their fingers, but Nadia’s were wrapped around her glass. 
  “You okay?” 
  “I’m perfectly fine.” She could do this, she was a businesswoman for God’s sake. “How about we start with why I’m here?” 
  “Because I invited you, and you accepted.” Nadia’s smile was maddening. 
  “You ordered me,” Simone said, even though that wasn’t entirely true. 
  “Look, lady…” Nadia held her gaze, a cheeky glint in her eyes. “If I’d ordered you to do something, we wouldn’t be sitting here enjoying a drink.” 
  Ignoring the sexual inference, Simone fixated on the first part of her statement. “Did you just call me lady?” The last person who had the nerve to call her that was an irate customer. 
  Grinning, Nadia stared pointedly at her chest. “From what I’ve seen you’re very much all woman.” 
  “Are you always this patronising?” 
  “Are you always this uptight?” 
  If she wanted to go toe-to-toe, Simone could do that. She took a slug of her wine, getting into the swing of things. “Do you always hit on people in the workplace?” 
  There. That wiped the smile right off her face. 
  “Never, and for that, I apologise.” 
  “Why did you?” Simone asked, feeling like they were on more even footing. 
  A flash of something flickered across Nadia’s face. She looked at the ceiling, then back at Simone. Silence stretched and just when Simone was about to fill it, Nadia spoke. 
  “I like certain things…” Her foot connected with Simone’s, and a frisson of desire shot straight to her core. 
  The merest touch and she was responding to this woman. It was exhilarating and disconcerting. 
  “And if I’m not mistaken, you do too.” 
  Pretty sure she was referring to kink, but not willing to reveal her hand, Simone held her tongue. 
  After a brief standoff, Nadia continued, “That’s no excuse for what I did, and I’ve been trying to make it up to you since.” She leaned across the table, closing the gap between them. 
  Simone’s brain warned her of danger but her limbs refused to listen. When Nadia’s hand closed over hers, she was powerless to retreat. 
  Thankfully, her mouth still worked. “You came into the store, left your scent everywhere like a dog marking its territory, and waltzed out again.” 
  “Really? A dog?” Nadia nodded slowly. “I can live with that. Although, I would’ve said a bitch on heat.” 
  Incensed, Simone pulled her hand out from under Nadia’s. “Is this all a big joke to you.” 
  “Not at all.” Nadia’s smile never faltered. “Call me all the names you like, I deserve them.” 
  “But you’re not offended, are you?” 
  “Are you trying to offend me?” 
  Fuck! Simone’s brain felt like mush. The enigma that was Nadia completely discombobulated her. 
  No, she wasn’t trying to offend her, but she did want to know what was going on. “I came into your store and you practically blanked me.” 
  A couple slid into the booth next to them and Simone wanted to glare at them. They smiled in their direction and Nadia returned it along with a finger wave. 
  Tuning them out, Simone leaned across the table and spoke through clenched teeth. “You have no idea how hurt and confused that made me feel.” 
  The pain of rejection rose to the surface, and this time when Nadia reached for her hand she had no problem pulling away. 
  “I deserve that, and you have every right to feel angry. Sometimes I’m not as clever as I like to think I am.” 
  “You don’t say?” Simone quirked an eyebrow. 
  “I spent nearly an hour browsing in your store, hoping to catch a glimpse of you so I could apologise.” 
  “Why didn’t you just phone? You know where I work.” 
  “I did, but I didn’t have a name. You were in a meeting at the time, and I didn’t want to make an arse of myself by phoning again when I didn’t even know who to ask for.” 
  Humbled by the gesture, Simone lowered her defences. “Who did you ask for?” 
  Amusement lit up her deep-blue eyes. “The woman in the corner office.” 
  Simone chuckled. “That sounds like a cheesy romance.” 
  “No kidding. As I was saying, when that didn’t work, I came looking for you. I left with my tail between my legs.” 
  Simone’s lip kicked up, and Nadia pointed a finger. “Do not call me a dog again.” 
  “Okay, bitch.” Simone’s eyes bugged out. Had she really said that? She looked at her empty glass trying to save face. “Did you put a roofie in my drink?” 
  “Nice try, but I don’t need to drug my dates.” Nadia shot Simone a dazzling smile. “I have other ways of making them fly high.” 
  The words made her blood heat. What had Nadia called her friend? Netty or something? 
  “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again. So when you waltzed into my store, I was caught off-guard.” 
  “I bet you don’t like that.” Simone gave her a knowing smile. 
  Nadia tipped her glass. “I’ll give you that.” 
  “How generous.” Simone wondered if her eyes were twinkling as much as Nadia’s. 
  “What I liked even less, was not being able to touch you. You said I have no idea how confused you felt, well, you have no idea how hard it was for me to keep my hands to myself.” 
  “Did you go home and masturbate thinking about me?” 
  “No.” Nadia shook her head, and Simone swallowed her disappointment. 
  She’d always been told she had nice tits, but considering Nadia looked at breasts all day she was probably desensitised to even the nicest rack. 
  “The sight of you standing before me…naked and vulnerable and knowing I couldn’t do a damn thing about it haunted my dreams. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the hurt in yours. So you’re wrong. I do know how hurt you felt.” A small smile replaced her sombre expression. “Then you were too stubborn to sign up for the loyalty card.” 
  “I don’t see what difference that makes. I’m sure all your customers receive special offers.” 
  “Sure, businesswise, but I don’t date my customers, and I certainly don’t touch them inappropriately when they are in my store.” 
  Leah’s words came back to her in stark clarity. “I guess that would be kinda unethical?” 
  “Correct, and I already overstepped one line. I didn’t want to cross another. The only option I had left was to send you flowers and hope we could start over.” 
  “And order me about,” Simone shot back. 
  “No, not outside the bedroom.” She shook her head. “But just to be clear, I refuse to date a woman who’s married to her job.” 
  As tempted as she was to argue about the necessity of overtime, Simone’s mind fixated on the D-word. 
  “Is that what we’re doing, dating?” 
  “I would like to think so, but if you’d rather just fuck...” 
  At a loss for words, Simone gaped. How the hell was she supposed to reply to that? Did Nadia think Simone was easy? Probably, considering she was willing to lock lips with Nadia before she even knew the woman’s name. 
  “Relax.” Nadia smiled. “Contrary to what you’re probably thinking, I’m not a player.” 
  “I was actually thinking you were thinking the same about me.” 
  “Not at all. I haven’t worked this hard for a first date since…ever, actually.” 
  Simone snorted. “Well, aren’t I special.” 
  “I believe you are, and I’ll treat you that way if you give me half a chance. 
  Her gaze was so earnest Simone wanted to melt into a puddle at her feet, but she sat up straight in her seat. 
  “You’re a businesswoman. You must realise sometimes it’s necessary to put in extra hours.” 
  “On the odd occasion, yes. But if it happens regularly, you need to re-evaluate your staffing levels or the staff you have.” 
  “You make it sound so easy.” Simone’s body sagged as if the weight of KB Incorporated rested squarely on her shoulders. 
  “You’re here tonight, right?” 
  She was too, and it hadn’t been as hard as she’d anticipated. But she didn’t want to think about it too hard right now. Nadia’s job sounded far more interesting. 
  “How long have you managed Carson’s boutique?” 
  “I was a silent partner until 2016. When my co-partner said she’d had enough and was selling up, I extended my mortgage and bought her out.” 
  “But you didn’t always work there?” 
  “Correct. It’s only been over the last year that I’ve taken a more hands-on approach.” Her lip kicked up. “Not literally, of course.” 
  “Of course.” Simone gave Nadia a pointed look. 
  “You’re not going to let me forget that, are you?” 
  “Maybe, if you buy me another drink.” That was a bold request, but Simone was feeling pleasantly relaxed. 
  “I’d love to, but you’re driving.” A small smile danced across Nadia’s face. The woman was infuriating. And intoxicating. 
  “And let me guess. You’re looking out for my best interest?” 
  “Always.” Nadia rubbed her foot along the inside of Simone’s calf again, and a shot of lust replaced her irritation from moments before. 
  “So what do you suggest? Should we order coffee? Perhaps they have it on tap.” 
  A low chuckle rumbled out of Nadia. “If I wanted to do that, I would’ve suggested we meet at a caf.” 
  “Why didn’t you?” Simone picked up her glass, sucked on the last two drops, and put it back down. 
  “Because I wanted to ask you to come over to my place, but I didn’t think that would go down well until we had a chance to meet and smooth things over.” 
  “From where I’m sitting there’s still some bumps.” 
  Nadia thrust her chest out ever so slightly. “They’re tits.” 
  “You’re fucking incredible.” Simone glanced at the couple at the other table watching them with amusement. 
  “Thank you.” Nadia shot her a self-assured smile. 
  Perplexed, Simone folded her arms and clamped her mouth shut. 
  Still smiling, Nadia stood. “Coming?” She held out a hand. 
  I’d love to. Simone kept the words to herself, but she was damned if she could resist the pull of this woman. 
  She took Nadia’s hand. “Lead the way.” 
  Outside, Nadia glanced around. She stopped when her gaze landed on Simone’s car. 
  “Yours?” 
  How the hell did she know that? “Are you sure you’re not a stalker?” she asked, only half-joking. 
  “I don’t stalk my prey, they come willingly, or should I say when I grant them permission.” 
  Flustered, Simone fumbled for her keys. “I’ll follow you.” 
  Nadia appeared at the passenger’s side, peering at Simone over the roof. “I didn’t drive.” 
  Feeling more confident, Simone held her gaze. “Scared I wouldn’t follow you home?” 
  Nadia’s penetrating gaze made her feel like she’d just mouthed off at her mother and she was about to get a lecture. Lowering her gaze, she pressed the key fob and folded herself into the driver’s seat. By the time she buckled up, Nadia was doing the same. 
  “To be honest, I didn’t know. But no, that’s not why I didn’t bring my car. If you’d walked out, I would’ve licked my wounds, drowned my sorrows with a few stiff brandy’s, and called a cab home.” 
  Surprised by the declaration, Simone put a lid on the smartarse comments. This was real, they were going back to Nadia’s for…for what? A drink? To talk? To fuck? All three sounded appealing. 
  As she backed out of the angled park, Nadia recited her address. It was a street Simone was familiar with, and she headed in that direction. 
  “Do you like chicken?” Nadia asked. 
  Taken by surprise, Simone whipped her head around. “Seriously?” 
  “Seriously. Unless you’ve already eaten, it would be handy to know.” 
  Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime, and a muesli bar could hardly be considered a meal. “I eat pretty much anything, but I refuse to eat offal. It’s fuckin’ awful.” 
  Nadia chuckled. “Got it. No liver or kidneys. How does sweet and sour chicken sound?” 
  “Amazing.” Simone’s favourite takeaway restaurant loomed up ahead. “Should we stop and pick some up?” 
  Nadia rested her hand on Simone’s thigh. Her palm was every bit as warm and soft as Simone remembered, and just like the first time Nadia laid her hands on her, Simone yearned to feel them all over her body. 
  “No,” Nadia said. 
  No what? One caress and Simone’s brain short-circuited. 
  “No, don’t stop. I’d like to cook for you.” 
  “You cook?” Simone pulled to a stop at a set of lights. 
  “Why is that so hard to believe?” 
  “You don’t strike me as someone who likes to spend time in the kitchen.” 
  “Are you projecting?” 
  The light turned green and Simone drove through. “Maybe.” 
  What more could she say? Just because she managed a business, worked too many hours, and seldom cooked these days, didn’t mean every entrepreneur was the same. 
  The word delegate flicked through her mind. Maybe Nadia was sent to her for a reason. A reason Simone was yet to discover. 
  Nadia ran her hand over the dashboard. “To answer your question from earlier, I recognised your car from KB Incorporated.” 
  “Oh, right.” Simone indicated left. “You just knew it was mine out of all the other cars parked there?” 
  “Oh, Miss Sassy pants is back.” Nadia squeezed her thigh. Her grip was firm but not painful. Just enough to excite her senses. “Your car’s the only one there after hours.” 
  “See, stalker.” Simone braced herself expecting Nadia’s fingers to dig into her thigh, but what she did was much, much worse. 
  She removed her hand, and the snub hurt more than any punishment Simone had ever endured. Why the hell was Simone being so combative, anyway? 
  “I parked next to it, twice.” 
  Of course! When she’d been cleaning. And that tidbit of information was exactly why Simone was being so difficult. 
  “About that, care to explain how you came to be at KB Incorporated?” 
  “I’m a relief cleaner.” 
  Simone wriggled her nose. “I smell bullshit.” 
  “Such a lady.” Nadia pointed up ahead. “White house on the right, wrought-iron fence. 
  How fitting. 
  “Let me guess, your headboard’s wrought-iron?” 
  “Good guess. It’s perfect for restraints.” 
  As tempting as it was to ask if she was kidding, Simone doubted it. Images of being bound to her bed made her blood heat. 
  She pulled up at the driveway and Nadia got out. Simone took the opportunity to study her from behind as she unlocked the tall gate. 
  Her dress shimmered in the streetlight as she moved. It hugged every gorgeous curve of her body and came to just above the knees, revealing tanned legs. 
  Long, wavy blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders, longer than Simone first thought and more lustrous than the images that haunted her dreams. 
  Looking back at Simone, Nadia bent to retrieve the padlock she’d just dropped. 
  Simone’s breath hitched. The flirtatious gesture transported her back to the first night they met and Nadia had offered to dust lower. 
  Would Simone get to see more tonight? She hoped so. But first, there was a little matter that needed clearing up. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 9 


 
 Nadia 


  As soon as they stepped inside, Nadia took Simone’s tiny black jacket, one of those little numbers that barely came to her waist, and hung it on the coat rack. 
  The living room was north-facing and as long as they had a couple of hours sun, it was often hotter inside than out. Tonight was no exception. 
  “Please, make yourself at home.” 
  “Thank you.” Simone put her purse on the small table in the entranceway. “Nice digs.” 
  “I like it,” Nadia replied on her way to the kitchen. “Red or white?” 
  A sassy look Nadia had already come to associate with Simone lit up her eyes. God, she had the most amazing eyes. There was nothing cold about them. 
  “Water’s fine, thanks. I’m driving, and a wise woman once told me it’s not a good idea to drink and drive.” 
  “Well, then, you just might have to stay over.” 
  So much for taking it slow, Nadia. 
  “Is this a date or a hook-up?” 
  “It’s whatever you’re comfortable with.” Nadia was proud of how reasonable she sounded. 
  Simone pulled out a barstool at the breakfast bar and sat. “White sounds good.” 
  “Does that mean you’re staying the night?” Nadia topped up a glass and slid it across to Simone. 
  “Whatever you’re comfortable with.” Simone tossed Nadia’s words back at her. 
  “Touch.” Nadia nodded toward the living room where two wooden stands full of CD’s stood either side of a stereo system. “Put some music on if you like.” 
  Gripping the counter with one hand, Simone swivelled on the barstool, ponytail whipping through the air. “That’s quite a collection.” She spun back around. “But seriously, who owns CD’s these days?” 
  “They belonged to my dad.” A pang of sadness hit Nadia, closely followed by many happy memories and the gift he left her, his love of music. 
  “Oh.” Simone’s face fell. “I’m sensing a sad story.” 
  No way. Nadia wasn’t going to dump her life story on Simone on their first date. With any luck, they had months, if not years, to get to know each other. 
  Years? Whoa, back up the moving van. 
  “Nope, no sad story. Every one of those CD’s fills me with joy.” As she spoke, Nadia grabbed the rice-maker out of the cupboard. 
  “Cheat!” Humour sparkled in Simone’s eyes. “Who can’t cook rice? Come on, even I can do that.” 
  “Why don’t you?” It was meant as a joke but Simone hopped to the challenge. 
  “Sure, where are the pots?” 
  *** 
  Half an hour later, they sat opposite each other at the table, steaming plates of food in front of them, glasses of wine in hand, and Roger Waters singing Comfortably Numb in the background. 
  “Cheers.” Nadia clinked glasses with Simone. “Thanks for your help.” 
  “I didn’t do much.” 
  “Modest. I like that.” 
  For someone who lived on convenience food, Simone was clearly in her element in the kitchen. 
  “You like to cook?” Nadia asked. 
  “I do, but it seems like such an effort just for me.” 
  “Why?” 
  “Why what?” Simone asked, stabbing at a piece of chicken. 
  “Why’s it an effort?” 
  After a lengthy pause, she finally replied, “All that preparation and clean up for one person.” She shrugged. “I don’t see the point.” 
  “Don’t you think you’re worth looking after?” It was a genuine question. The only person Nadia could rely on was herself, and that meant treating herself like number one. 
  It wasn’t vanity, it was a fact. If she couldn’t love and respect her own body, how could she expect someone else to? 
  Looking thoughtful, Simone put down her fork. “How do you mean?” 
  No longer hungry, Nadia pushed her plate aside. “Give me your hands.” 
  Without hesitation, Simone did as she was told. Their fingers connected, and Nadia basked in the warmth of her hands, the trust shining in her eyes. 
  “Who’s the most important person in your life? Family aside.” 
  “Leah,” Simone said with conviction. 
  Whoever Leah was she was clearly important to Simone, but it wasn’t the answer Nadia wanted. 
  “Before her.” 
  A deep frown line creased Simone’s forehead. “No one, she’s my best friend.” 
  “What I’m trying to say is, if you don’t look after number one, you’re no good to anyone else.” She softened her voice. “Who cares if you wash one pot or three? And who cares if you work until five or six?” 
  “Everyone, people rely on me.” 
  Trying to be gentle but to the point, Nadia was determined to get through to Simone. If she couldn’t, their relationship would be short-lived. She’d meant what she said. She refused to date someone married to their job. 
  She tightened her grip on Simone’s hands, certain in the next two minutes she would try to pull away. Nadia wouldn’t let that happen until Simone at least considered her words. 
  “Do you think those same people who rely on you are sitting at home going, ‘Wow, Simone’s great doing all that overtime,’ while they’ve got their feet up?” 
  Most of them probably thought she was an idiot, but Nadia kept that to herself. 
  Simone set her jaw and, as predicted, tried to pull away. “I’ve never really thought about it.” 
  “I bet a few of your work colleagues have, but not in a positive way. More like, ‘Hey, don’t worry if it’s not done, Simone will pick up the slack.’” 
  Like a ripple effect, Simone’s shoulders slumped. She exhaled a heavy sigh. 
  “Talk to me,” Nadia said softly. She wanted to know exactly why Simone looked dejected. 
  “Alex.” Simone gave her a wry smile. “I feel like such an idiot.” 
  Nadia didn’t have to ask who Alex was to know Simone was referring to an employee, a lazy one at that. 
  “Can we not talk about work?” Simone peered at her over her glasses. 
  Nadia was more than happy to drop the topic. The main thing was she’d got Simone thinking. With work out of the way, she intended to talk about something far more stimulating. 
  “Have you had enough?” 
  “Yes. I didn’t leave work early to talk about staying late.” 
  Nadia chuckled. “I meant to eat.” 
  “Oh, right.” A blush spread up Simone’s neck. 
  Images of her bound to Nadia’s bed, pale skin flushed with arousal, danced through her mind. 
  “Where’d you go?” Simone asked, more astute than Nadia gave her credit for. 
  “My bedroom.” She had in her mind, anyway. 
  “Huh?” Confusion knitted Simone’s brows before her eyes went wide. “Oh!” She paused, and then added, “Wanna tell me about it?” 
  “I’d love to.” Nadia stood, stacking plates. “How about we move into the living room?” 
  “Sounds good.” Simone stood and grabbed their empty glasses. 
  “Another?” Nadia asked, en-route to the kitchen. 
  “Why not.” Simone followed behind, nylon covered feet barely making a sound on the hardwood floor. 
  Glasses in hand, they wandered into the living room. One look at each other and the temperature went from warm to smouldering. 
  The heat in Simone’s eyes mirrored the look Nadia had seen when she caught Simone ogling her at KB Incorporated, and again when their eyes locked in the mirror of the changing room in her store. 
  Only this time, Nadia didn’t keep her hands to herself because she had to, but because she needed to. She wanted to set some boundaries first. 
  Although she liked a woman with her own mind, and Simone certainly knew how to hold her own, if she had as much trouble giving away control in the bedroom as she did in the boardroom, there was going to be a whole lot of negotiating. 
  Nadia was happy to switch on the odd occasion, but she would never make a good submissive. 
  She could leave her business in the hands of others, trust them to take care of the store in her absence, but when it came to her body it was an entirely different story. 
  Not because she was incapable of trust, even as a top, trust was paramount, but she thrived on pushing the limits of a lover, watching them fly apart at her hands. 
  Power exchange was like a drug to her. Intoxicating. Addictive. Although she was capable of being subservient, she didn’t get the same high. 
  Nadia put her glass on the coffee table, pulled the curtains, and dimmed the lights. “Dance with me.” 
  She opened her arms, and Simone stepped into them. Their bodies moulded together. Soft against soft. 
  “I’ve wanted to do this forever.” Nadia nuzzled her neck and a shiver ran through Simone. 
  “Ticklish?” Nadia asked, the explosion of goose-bumps on Simone’s arms answering her question before she spoke. 
  “I love my neck nuzzled.” 
  “What else do you like?” Nadia nipped her earlobe. 
  “That.” She let out a low moan. 
  “This?” Nadia cupped her backside and drew Simone closer. Their pelvises connected and a rush of heat shot through her. 
  While it was all very nice, Nadia could only be nice for so long. “Do you like nipple clamps?” 
  Simone’s breath hitched. 
  “Handcuffs?” 
  Her body went rigid. 
  What was that about? A pang of unease made Nadia’s stomach tight. She took a step back but didn’t break the connection. Her eyes briefly locked with Simone’s before Simone looked away. 
  Having none of it, Nadia grabbed her chin. “Speak to me.” 
  “What about?” 
  “I like it when you’re sassy, but I don’t like it when you play dumb. If I’m not mistaken, you’re submissive.” 
  “Correct.” 
  “Then you should know communication is paramount.” 
  “Should I?” Simone pursed her lips. “Do all tops play the same? Will you make me do something I don’t want to?” Her voice rose in pitch. “Lure me into a false sense of security, blindfold me and do whatever you want without my consent?” 
  “No!” Fuck, she would never do that, but how was Simone to know that? Nadia hadn’t earned her trust yet. 
  Even so, did she look like a manipulative person? Probably. 
  Frustrated, Nadia ran a hand through her hair, tugging at the roots. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice.” 
  “It’s fine,” Simone said softly. “I didn’t mean to be a bitch.” 
  “Hey, that’s my title.” Nadia stabbed herself in the chest, elated when Simone chuckled. 
  As much as it killed her to back up, Nadia cooled her jets. She’d hit a sore spot, and she didn’t want to poke at the wound. 
  “Let’s talk.” She wandered over to the sofa but Simone didn’t budge. 
  “Do we have to?” 
  The question didn’t merit a response. She wasn’t about to drag information out of Simone she wasn’t willing to give. The choice was hers, but they couldn’t move forward until she lowered her defences. 
  Nadia crossed one leg over the other, swinging her foot. “I can just imagine you as a kid. Did you throw tantrums until you got your way?” 
  “Yep.” Simone shot her a smug grin. 
  “Do you know how I deal with tantrums?” Nadia thought back to Blake’s behaviour at story time. 
  “You beat the crap out of them with Nelly?” 
  Although Nadia was happy Simone remembered the name of her paddle, nothing pissed her off more than people confusing BDSM with violence. 
  A sickening thought slammed into her. Had Simone been abused? Was cracking jokes her way of coping? 
  “I have never beaten anyone in my life, not even in anger.” 
  “You get angry, Miss-calm-and-composed?” 
  “Shocking, I know,” Nadia said in mock horror. It didn’t happen often, but if pushed hard enough, she’d been known to push back. She patted the sofa cushion beside her. “Stop deflecting and sit your arse down.” 
  As soon as Simone sat, Nadia turned sideways and took her hands. 
  Their eyes met and she stared into the windows to her soul, through her silver-rimmed glasses, and beyond the icy exterior. 
  What she saw made her breath hitch. Warmth shined in the depths, and a vulnerability Nadia wanted to cherish forever. 
  “I’m not going to tie you up and spank your arse our first night together, so relax.” 
  “Maybe I want those things.” 
  Interesting. Simone didn’t mind being tied up, but the mention of handcuffs made her anxious. 
  “Look, I’m not a mind reader, and as much as I love your sass, I refuse to play guessing games. That’s how people get hurt, literally.” 
  “I like a little bit of pain.” Simone bit her lip, the submissive side of her calling to Nadia. 
  But right then, she was more concerned about what Simone didn’t like. One false move, unintentional or not, could ruin any semblance of trust they were starting to form. 
  “Tell me what you don’t like.” 
  “Metal handcuffs.” Simone moved the band of her wristwatch, revealing a jagged scar. 
  “Who did this to you?” Nadia held her arm, anger bubbling to the surface. 
  “My ex.” 
  Of course. 
  She kissed the scar. “How?” 
  “Do you want the long version or the short?” 
  “Short.” 
  “She did something I didn’t like. When she wouldn’t stop, I fought against the metal restraints. The cuffs won.” 
  Bile rose in Nadia’s throat. Simone wasn’t hers yet, but God help anyone who tried to hurt her. 
  “Did you use your safeword?” 
  Simone scoffed. “Yep, she thought I was joking.” 
  “A safeword’s not a joke.” For someone who’d recently professed she rarely got angry, Nadia’s temperature was rising at an alarming rate. “For the record, I don’t own any metal cuffs.” 
  “Just metal hoops on your headboard?” 
  “Yes.” Nadia laughed, pleased Simone had remembered. “I also have silk ties and leather restraints.” An image of Simone completely naked spread eagle on her bed made her throb. “But if you’re opposed to those things, I’ll restrain you without them.” 
  “How?” 
  Rather than explain, Nadia pounced on the opportunity to show. “Lie back.” 
  Their gazes locked, and the trust Simone afforded her robbed her of breath. 
  She put a hand on Simone’s shoulder, guiding her back on the sofa until her head was resting on one armrest, her feet touching the other. 
  God, her off the shoulder dress was sexy. All that pale flesh on display. Unable to wait a second longer, she slid on top of Simone, dragging Simone’s arms up as she went. “Lace your fingers together and keep your hands on top of your head.” 
  Simone scrunched up her face as if the decision pained her. Had what her ex done traumatised her so much she couldn’t follow a simple command? 
  “My ponytail’s digging into my skull.” 
  “Oh.” Relief swept through Nadia. “Lift.” 
  She raised her head, and Nadia gently removed the hair tie. She jumped when soft lips enveloped her nipple through her sheer blouse. 
  “Brat.” She smiled down at Simone. If they’d been in the middle of a scene, it would’ve been a different story, and the smug look on Simone’s face told her she knew as much. 
  “Keep your hands above your head.” 
  “If I don’t?” 
  “Three strikes…you’re out.” Nadia pushed to stand. The threat had the desired effect. 
  “Sorry.” Simone’s hands returned to the top of her head. 
  “Fast learner.” Nadia lowered herself again. “Let go and all play stops.” 
  She lowered herself ever so slowly, gazing into Simone’s eyes until the last second. Their lips met, and it was electric. Her body ignited in sparks of desire as Simone parted her lips, allowing her entrance. Their moans of pleasure echoed around the living room in a harmonic melody. 
  Breaking the kiss, Nadia rested her forehead against Simone’s. “I’ll never hurt you.” 
  “I know.” Simone wrapped her arms around Nadia’s neck. 
  “Uh-uh.” Nadia shook her head. She hadn’t given Simone permission to let go of her hands. 
  “Damn. That’s harder than it looks.” Simone repositioned her arms, hands on her head. 
  It was too, and that’s what Nadia loved about power exchange. It could be as playful as you wanted right through to a full-on mistress/slave relationship—if that was your thing. 
  Needing more, Nadia lowered the top of Simone’s dress, revealing a pink bra trimmed with lace. She palmed her breast and peppered kisses across her collarbone. Her kisses turned to licks as she chased goose-bumps across Simone’s skin. 
  Simone writhed beneath her, murmuring her appreciation. The bang of the back door shattered the moment. 
  “Fuck,” Nadia cursed under her breath. 
  “What?” Simone scrambled under her, pulling her dress up and over her bra. 
  Darrin appeared in the doorway before she had a chance to reply. “Oh, wow, hi.” 
  Gutted, Nadia sat up straight, dragging Simone up next to her. 
  Grinning, he leaned against the door frame. “Don’t stop on my account.” 
  Nadia gritted her teeth. She loved her cousin but he had shitty timing. “What the hell are you doing home?” 
  He held his hands up in a placating gesture. “Don’t be like that, Nads.” 
  God, she hated it when he mocked her. 
  “Unless you want me to feed your gonads to you, I’ve told you not to call me that.” 
  “That’s rich coming from someone with bigger balls than me.” He spread his legs apart and half squatted, hands between his knees as if the size of them were weighing him down. 
  Straightening, he entered the room. “I’m Darrin, and you are?” 
  “Simone.” She looked totally amused. 
  The toilet flushed. 
  Nadia glared at him. “Tell me it isn’t so.” 
  “What? If you’re getting some why shouldn’t I?” 
  In the next instant, Rose appeared in the doorway. “Oh, hi, Nads.” 
  Too tired to have the same conversation with Rose as she’d just had with Darrin, Nadia smiled. “Hi, Rose. This is Simone.” 
  Rose tilted her head studying Simone. “You look familiar.” 
  “Do I?” 
  “Yeah, you ever come into the SPCA?” 
  “Not for a few months. I donated some food when Blackie, my cat, passed away.” 
  “That’s it.” Rose snapped her fingers. “And some towels and blankets.” Her face lit up. “The animals love them.” 
  “I’m pleased to hear it.” Warmth tinged with sadness flickered in Simone’s eyes. 
  Knowing what it was like to lose a pet, Nadia squeezed her hand. Simone returned the gesture with a small smile. 
  “Well, when you’re ready for another cat, come see me,” Rose said. 
  “Looks like she’s got enough pussy for one night.” Darrin smirked, but Nadia wasn’t laughing. 
  “You’re a pig.” 
  He shrugged. “Can’t pick your relatives.” 
  “But I can pick my tenants, so watch yourself.” 
  His smile faltered. “Sorry, Nads. 
  She glared. 
  “Nadia!” He corrected. “Fuck, relax, go get laid.” 
  “I was trying to.” She turned, pleased to see Simone still smiling. 
  “Nads, huh?” Simone smirked. 
  She pointed a finger in warning. “Don’t even think about it.” 
  Out of the corner of her eye, Nadia saw Darrin bending at the knees, hands cupped between his legs, mouthing, ‘Big ones.’ 
  “I give up.” Nadia threw her hands in the air. “Wine anyone?” 
  “No, no, it’s fine,” Rose said. “We didn’t mean to interrupt. I told Darrin to text to warn you he was coming home, just in case…you know.” 
  “Oh, is this something she makes a habit of?” Simone asked, and it was impossible to tell if she was joking. 
  “No!” Nadia said at the same time as Darrin said, “Not that I know of, but then again, I’m hardly home.” 
  Why couldn’t he have just left it at not that I know of? Because he was having way too much fun taunting Nadia, and she couldn’t blame him. 
  They’d been close since they were kids, and when she extended her mortgage to buy the lingerie shop, he’d jumped at the chance to move in. 
  He worked on a farm and stayed in the farmer’s quarters during the week. Having him home on weekends was no hardship, and his board was always paid on time. 
  Darrin hoisted his large duffle bag over his shoulder. “I’m going to shower.” 
  “Good, I can smell you from here.” She couldn’t, but she couldn’t resist the dig. 
  “Love you, too, Nads.” He blew her a kiss and left the room, Rose trailing behind him. Rose would probably join him in the shower and those two would have their fun while Nadia tried to regain what they’d interrupted. 
  “Brother?” Simone asked, blue eyes twinkling with mirth. 
  “Cousin.” 
  “He seems like fun.” 
  “That’s one word for him. Cock blocker’s another.” 
  “Do you have one of those?” Simone gave her a devilish grin. 
  “I have more than one.” Oh, how Nadia looked forward to strapping up and entering Simone, but she had to back up. 
  They were barely out of the starting blocks when Darrin had rudely interrupted them. And, as much as she hated to do it, she made a mental note to ask him to make sure he texted her in the future if he was going to be home early. 
  Sure, he lived there too, but they needed to respect each other’s privacy. She would never barge in on him and Rose, so it was only fair he afforded her the same courtesy. 
  “I should get going.” Simone stood, and Nadia’s heart plummeted. 
  “Would you like me to call you a cab?” 
  Frowning, Simone pursed her lips. “That keen to get rid of me?” 
  “Not at all, but you’ve had three drinks and so have I. So if you plan on going home, it’ll be in the back of a cab.” 
  “What if I like sitting in the front?” 
  “Oh, look, Miss Sassy Pants is back.” Nadia slid her hand under Simone’s dress. 
  Her breath hitched and Nadia inched her hand higher, toying with the waistband of her underwear. “Please stay.” 
  An adorable blush tinted Simone’s cheeks. “What will Darrin think?” 
  Who cares? 
  Clearly Simone, and that was all that mattered. Her bashfulness—a stark contrast to the woman she presented to the corporate world—was captivating. 
  “He will think I’m big enough and ugly enough to make my own decisions, and if that includes you staying the night, he won’t have a problem with it.” 
  “You’re not.” Simone’s smile was soft and warm, like her eyes. There was nothing cold about her. 
  Nadia shook her head to clear it. “Not what?” 
  “Ugly. I find you incredibly attractive. But I don’t think I’d be comfortable playing, knowing him and his girlfriend are only a few feet away.” 
  “Oh, Si…” She paused. “What’s short for Simone.” 
  “Nothing.” She shook her head. “And unless you want me to start calling you Nads, I wouldn’t suggest you start calling me Sim.” 
  “Okay, got it.” Nadia grinned. “As much as I’m in a playful mood, one of the reasons I’m letting your sass slide—” 
  “Really?” Simone interrupted her. 
  “Really. I’ve been keeping count of every taunt, and one day you’ll pay. But that day’s not today.” 
  Simone pouted. 
  Oh, yes, they were going to have so much fun. But she had to wait until Monday, once the house was her own again. And Nadia was okay with that, it would give them the weekend to get to know each other. 
  Nadia held out a hand. “Tonight I just want to hold you.” She waggled her eyebrows. “And maybe kiss a little.” 
  Simone chuckled. “And touch a little?” 
  “See, you know me already.” 
  “Do you have a nightie I can borrow?” 
  “Okay, perhaps you don’t know me so well. I don’t own any.” 
  “No way.” Simone’s eyes went wide. “But you have all that beautiful lingerie in your store. I thought you’d have drawers and drawers full of sexy clothes.” 
  The pitter-patter of feet sounded on the hardwood floor. 
  “Don’t mind me, I’m just getting a drink.” Rose reached for a glass and turned on the kitchen tap. Her wet hair dripped onto the red and blue checked shirt she wore. Nadia had seen it before. It fitted Darrin better. 
  “I’d offer you a shower before bed, but um…” Nadia indicated over her shoulder with her thumb and then made the classic sign for sex. 
  “Ew.” Simone looked at her feet, lifting a toe as if she stood in a puddle of splodge. 
  “We didn’t fuck in the shower,” Rose called over her shoulder as she padded back down the hallway. 
  They looked at each other, eyes wide, and burst out laughing. 
  “That’ll teach you for making juvenile hand gestures.” Simone shook her head. 
  “Me? I had my back to her. You’re the one who lifted your foot.” Nadia tackled her to the couch. And just like that, all laughter stopped. 
  She brushed Simone’s hair off her face. “Please stay.” 
  Simone nodded. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 10 


 
 Nadia 


  Half an hour later, after hydrating and doing their teeth, they stepped over the threshold into Nadia’s bedroom. 
  “Wow, you weren’t kidding.” Simone ran her hand up one of the poles of the four-post bed. 
  Nadia had seen it on sale and couldn’t resist. It was a classic design with graceful lines, sculpted hip-knobs, and flowing scrollwork. 
  Simone crouched, studying the wrought-iron headboard. “No cuffs?” 
  “Bend lower.” 
  “Are you trying to check out my arse?” 
  “Always.” Nadia admired the view as Simone peered under the bed. 
  “A suitcase?” She stood, eyebrows pinched. 
  Nadia sauntered across the room. She ran a finger along Simone’s jawline. “That’s where Nelly lives with her friends.” 
  Simone’s pupils dilated. “Your paddle?” 
  Nadia replied with a single nod. 
  “And?” 
  “And one day you’ll find out.” 
  The thud of a headboard cut into their conversation. Fuming, Nadia strode across the room. 
  She hammered on the wall. “Pull your bed out.” 
  “Oops, sorry.” Darrin’s laughter filtered through the walls. 
  When she turned, she was met by Simone’s smiling face. With her gaze on Nadia, she pulled her dress over her head and slipped between the sheets. “Sleep it is, then.” 
  “God, give me strength,” Nadia muttered under her breath. 
  “They’re just having fun.” Simone put her hands above her head, absently running her fingers along the wrought-iron headboard. 
  Nadia smiled, letting Simone think that’s what she’d meant. How the hell she was going to keep her hands to herself all night remained to be seen. 
  Undressing as quickly as Simone had, Nadia slid into bed beside her. The cool sheets were a welcome relief against her heated flesh. 
  For the first time since they’d met, their bodies connected with no barrier between them. Not even a hint of lace, just supple curves and soft skin. 
  “God, this feels good.” Nadia pulled Simone closer, unable to get enough. It’d been a long time since she’d just held someone, and even longer since someone had stayed overnight. 
  “It does,” Simone said softly, staring into Nadia’s eyes. 
  Could she see the sense of utter contentment Nadia felt in that moment? She hoped so. “This feels kind of perfect, doesn’t it?” 
  “My head’s a little fuzzy, actually,” Simone said. “I don’t know if I’m drunk on lust or wine.” 
  “A little of both?” Nadia hoped it wasn’t only the wine talking. 
  “Maybe.” Simone lifted a shoulder. “Being here, in your bed, in your arms…now that I’m here, it all feels surreal.” 
  Nadia nodded. She knew exactly how Simone felt because she felt the same way. 
  “May I kiss you?” Simone asked, and Nadia’s heart exploded in her chest. 
  It was the confirmation she needed that Simone was submissive, and the request thrilled her. 
  Rather than reply, Nadia pushed up on an elbow. Their mouths met in a heated kiss. Simone’s lips parted and Nadia swallowed her moans before venturing inside. She tasted like desire and mint toothpaste. 
  Her back arched, mashing their breasts together. Gorgeous breasts Nadia could do nothing but look at last time she laid eyes upon the luscious mounds. 
  She knew she should back off, but she needed to taste. She broke the kiss and moved lower, taking one of Simone’s nipples into her mouth. 
  When she murmured her appreciation, Nadia bit down gently. A groan tore from Simone and Nadia quickly pressed a finger to her lips. She didn’t need Darrin banging on the wall, making lewd remarks. 
  “Sorry,” Simone whispered. 
  “It’s okay.” It was also a reminder of what they had agreed not to do. 
  With a mammoth effort of self-restraint, Nadia put her head back on the pillow. “Wanna tell me the long version of what your ex did?” 
  Resignation flickered behind Simone’s eyes. “As I said, she liked to use metal handcuffs. A few weeks before we broke up, I bought some new candles.” 
  Nadia dreaded where this was going. She didn’t know how she’d cope with seeing burn marks on Simone’s body, not because they would disgust her, but because they would be a reminder her idiot ex didn’t know you couldn’t use any old candle for wax play. 
  “They were spiral and about the same size as a glass dildo I used to own.” 
  “Used to?” 
  “Yeah.” A breath of warm air huffed out of Simone. “Renee smashed it with a hammer.” 
  “Why would she do that?” Nadia was liking this woman less and less by the second. 
  “Because I masturbated with it.” 
  “Had she forbidden you to?” Orgasm denial was one of Nadia’s favourite kinks, but she wouldn’t destroy a toy over it. 
  “Nope. This was when things weren’t going too well. It was okay for her to spend hours upon hours gaming, but it wasn’t okay for me to take care of my own needs.” 
  “Needs she was neglecting,” Nadia said softly, vowing never to do the same. If Simone would let her, she would treat her like a princess. 
  “We fought,” Simone continued. “She offered to buy me a new one. I said forget it. I was at an all-time low and doubted I’d ever feel like sex again.” 
  “Sorry.” Nadia’s heart broke for Simone. It sucked being in a relationship when one person was more invested than the other. 
  “A few weeks later, she wanted to play. I was dubious but played along in the hopes it would bridge the gap between us.” 
  “You know that never works.” Sex was a great way to bond a couple, but it would never save a relationship that was doomed. 
  “I do.” Simone gave her a coy smile. 
  “Go on.” Nadia brushed a lock of auburn hair off Simone’s face. She looked like she belonged in her bed. Hands tucked under her cheek, head resting on the pillow. 
  “It started the same as normal…I’ll spare you the details.” Simone gave her a small smile, and Nadia returned it. 
  The last thing she needed was an image of Simone submitting to her ex. A woman who clearly didn’t deserve her. 
  “Once I was bound and blindfolded, Renee said, ‘I’ve got a treat for you.’ Something hard and cool, with a rough texture, was thrust inside me. I sensed something was up. I also knew she wouldn’t take the blindfold off. So, I wiggled my head until I knocked it askew.” 
  Her head moved on the pillow as if she was reliving the memory. 
  “You don’t have to tell me the rest.” Nadia stroked Simone’s back, hating that she’d brought up painful memories. 
  “It’s okay,” Simone said. “I peered beneath the blindfold, and I’ll never forget the look on Renee’s face. She looked like she was enjoying herself. Not sexually, more like a fuck you. She pulled out a candle, glanced at the charred wick and thrust it back in.” 
  The fucker. Tamping down her anger, Nadia stared into Simone’s eyes, wishing she could take away her pain. 
  “I screamed bloody murder, told her she was a sick fuck. By the time she freed me, my wrist was raw from pulling against the restraints.” She let out a humourless chuckle. “Now you know.” 
  Nadia picked up her arm and kissed the puckered flesh on her inner wrist. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” She hoped she never laid eyes on Renee. 
  “The worst thing was I couldn’t tell anyone. I felt violated—” 
  “You were,” Nadia said, keeping her voice low even though she was fuming. 
  “I know that, but try to explain it to someone who doesn’t understand kink, power exchange, whatever you want to call it. I can already hear the ‘you asked for it’ comments.” 
  A shy smile tilted Simone’s lips. “I never told anyone that before, not even my best friend.” 
  “Well, I’m honoured you felt you could tell me.” It was a hell of a thing to entrust someone with, and Nadia was tickled to know Simone trusted her already. 
  “Something about you makes me feel safe.” 
  “Safer than the shield of armour you carry around?” Nadia smiled to soften her words. 
  The small nod she received in return was all the encouragement she needed to show this wonderful woman how much she would cherish her. 
  Their lips met, and she felt desperation rolling off Simone in thick waves. Simone moaned into Nadia’s mouth, pushing her body closer. 
  Nadia placed a hand on her shoulder, guiding her onto her back. Their eyes met and Nadia saw the lust she felt reflected back at her. 
  “You okay?” 
  Simone nodded. 
  Nadia dipped her head and took a nipple between her lips. A moan rumbled deep within Simone’s chest. Nadia couldn’t wait to hear her cries of passion, one day when they were alone in the house. 
  Balancing on one elbow, she ran her hand down Simone’s torso, loving the way her muscles flexed beneath her fingers. 
  “Ticklish?” 
  “A little.” Simone’s smile turned to a gasp when Nadia cupped her mound. 
  “Hands above your head. Clutch the headboard.” Nadia kept her voice low. One day it would be an order, but not before trust had been earned. 
  Silently, Simone’s hands gravitated up and she wrapped her fingers around the scrollwork crisscrossing the wrought-iron bedposts. 
  And just as quietly, Nadia ran a finger along her slit. Finding her wet and ready, Nadia pushed inside, curling two fingers against her walls. 
  Simone drew her lip between her teeth, her expression bashful. “How embarrassing.” 
  “What? That you’re dripping for me?” 
  She nodded. 
  “Never…” Nadia circled her clit with the pad of her thumb. “Ever…” She massaged her G-spot. “Apologise when all this is for me.” 
  Simone’s eyes slid shut on a whimper. Nadia had her, and they both knew it. 
  Her own centre was throbbing with need, but tonight wasn’t about Nadia’s needs. Not her physical needs, anyway. Tonight was about emotional needs. Her need to be trusted and Simone’s need to let go. 
  She upped the tempo, massaging Simone’s clit in the same rhythmic circles as she swirled her tongue around her nipple. 
  Simone’s fingers threaded through her hair, and Nadia let out a low growl. 
  “Oops.” 
  Nadia smiled to herself. She didn’t need restraints to bind Simone. Once her hands were back where they belonged, Nadia resumed lavishing attention upon her. 
  The bed rocked. Simone writhed in pleasure, hips gyrating, back arching, death grip on the headboard. 
  Needing to taste, Nadia flung the blankets off. Simone’s eyes popped open when cool air hit her flesh. 
  Nadia pressed a finger to her lips then kissed a path down Simone’s body, over the swell of her belly, the triangle of hair, and lower. 
  The scent of her arousal flooded Nadia’s senses, ramping up her excitement. 
  She glanced up. The picture-perfect image of Simone with her lip pulled between her teeth, auburn hair fanned across the pillow, and nothing but trust and desire radiating off her body robbed Nadia of breath. 
  With the image burned into her retinas, she closed her eyes and got her first taste of Simone. 
  The second she made contact, Simone’s hips bucked. She moaned. Nadia held her breath, expecting to feel Simone’s hands snake through her hair. 
  When that didn’t happen, she licked Simone from hole to clit and back again, savouring the taste of her; sweet and musky. 
  Once she was gasping for breath, as loud as she could with someone in the next room, Nadia entered her, first with one finger, then with two. She was incredibly tight, hot, and wet. 
  Lying flat on her stomach between Simone’s legs, Nadia reached up with her free hand and palmed her breast. Simone’s breathing quickened, and Nadia squeezed her nipple. 
  “Oh, God…” Simone whisper-gasped as she rode out her climax. 
  Knowing she was the cause of the thighs trembling around her shoulders was more rewarding than Nadia ever could’ve imagined. 
  As Simone came down, chest heaving, Nadia pressed a kiss to her quivering thighs and slowly ascended her body, dragging the blankets with her. 
  “You okay?” Nadia brushed a lock of hair off Simone’s forehead. 
  “Perfect.” 
  It was what Nadia wanted to hear, but she didn’t miss the look of uncertainty in Simone’s eyes. 
  “You sure?” 
  Simone pulled her lip between her teeth. “What about you?” 
  “I’m fine, better than fine.” Nadia cupped Simone’s cheek, kissed her softly, and rolled onto her back with a satisfied murmur. 
  A second later, Simone’s face hovered above her. “I mean what about you? You know…” She looked south, and Nadia finally got it. 
  “Honestly, I’m fine,” she reassured Simone, but she didn’t look convinced. 
  “Speak to me, Lady.” That earned Nadia the smile she’d been going for. 
  A pillow appeared and the cruel words Simone’s ex had thrown at her came back to Nadia. It also cemented in her mind she would never call her princess. 
  “Just for the record, there will be times when I expect you to service me and your pleasure will take a backseat. Likewise, at times I won’t let you come, and at other times I’ll make you come when you’re sure you couldn’t possibly come again.” 
  Simone’s eyes went wide, a mixture of desire and intrigue swimming in the icy-blue depths. 
  “Now, lay your pretty little head on that pillow and get some sleep. We have work tomorrow.” 
  A groan escaped Simone as if she’d forgotten. 
  As Nadia flicked on the alarm clock, Simone’s silver-rimmed glasses caught her eye. 
  “Here.” She handed them over. “Put these on your side of the bed.” 
  “Thanks.” 
  Propping herself up on an elbow, Nadia watched Simone slide her watch off and put it next to her glasses. 
  The flash of puckered flesh defacing otherwise flawless skin made Nadia’s throat tight. The need to protect Simone was all-consuming in its intensity. 
  Before Simone had a chance to roll back over, Nadia snuggled her from behind. “Goodnight, sweet lady.” 
  Simone tugged on her hand, pulling it tighter around her waist. “Night.” 
  Nadia drifted into a peaceful sleep, cradling a soft, warm body. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 11 


 
 Simone 


  Stretching, Simone luxuriated in the feel of cool sheets sliding over her body. It was Friday, the weekend was just around the corner, and she was sharing the bed with a wonderful woman. 
  She reached out, and her happy mood took a nosedive. Where was Nadia? In the shower? She laid still, listening. The house was deathly quiet. 
  She reached for her glasses and found them atop a silk gown with a note beside them. On the other side of the bed, the radio alarm clock blared to life. She lunged for it, shutting it off before it woke Darrin and Rose. How the hell she’d managed to sleep through it when it woke Nadia was anyone’s guess. 
  It’d just gone six, time to get cracking. By the time she drove home, showered, and scarfed something down for breakfast, she’d be lucky to make it to work on time. 
  It was one thing to finish at five alongside her work colleagues, but the thought of being late made her break out in a cold sweat. 
  Goosebumps erupted on her skin as she dived for her clothes. Disappointed Nadia left without waking her first, she took a minute to read the note. 
  Morning, sleepyhead. The robe’s yours to keep, help yourself to a shower. Thanks for a wonderful night. Text me later. Xx 
  Righteous anger bubbled up in Simone. 
  How was it okay for Nadia to leave for work at the arse crack of dawn but not okay for Simone to work late? No matter how Nadia wanted to colour it, it was still called doing overtime. Simone punched out a text before slipping her dress over her head. 
  Early start? Hypocrite much. 
  Was that too harsh? Probably. Giving Nadia the benefit of the doubt, she deleted the last part before hitting send. 
  The offer of a shower was nice, but the clothes she’d worn last night were hardly appropriate for the office. Plus, it didn’t feel right making herself at home without Nadia there, especially knowing her cousin and his girlfriend were asleep in the next room. 
  After making the bed, Simone tiptoed down the hallway and found her shoes and jacket right where she’d left them. 
  A piece of paper was sticking out of her jacket pocket. She plucked it out. 
  Container on top shelf of fridge is for you. Please don’t let it go to waste. 
  Having no idea what was going on, she crossed the kitchen. 
  There, on the top shelf of the fridge, was a container with her name on it. She popped the lid and was assailed by the mouth-watering aroma of sweet and sour chicken. Feeling absurdly spoiled, her heart expanded in her chest. 
  Just as she was about to let herself out, her phone pinged. Balancing the container in one hand, she thumbed her phone with the other. 
  Yep, CrossFit class at five-thirty. Did you find your lunch? 
  Simone’s heart raced. Thank fuck she’d deleted the last part of her message. Hypocrite much. 
  She hadn’t pegged Nadia for a gym bunny, but at the same time, she wasn’t overly surprised. Nadia’s body was toned, defined, and unbelievably soft in all the right places. 
  Once in her car, Simone put her handbag and the Tupperware container on the passenger’s seat and sent a quick reply to Nadia. 
  Yes, got lunch, thank you. 
  She felt like a tongue-tied teenager. What should she say next? Text me later. Call me. Can I see you tonight? Having no fucking idea, she put the car in gear. If she wasted any more time, she was definitely going to be late. 
  At least she didn’t have to make lunch or buy it. The thought buoyed her. With an idiotic grin on her face, she drove across Hamilton. 
  *** 
  It wasn’t until mid-morning when she absently scratched her wrist, that it hit Simone she’d spilled her guts to Nadia, yet she still knew next to nothing about the woman. 
  Did she have any skeletons in her closet? Evil ex’s Simone should know about? What was her favourite colour? Mauve? 
  Simone chuckled and cursed herself at the same time. The little memento Nadia had left her was still tucked in the bottom of her handbag. 
  Not only had she forgotten to return the underwear, but she could’ve made use of them that morning instead of recycling her own until she made it home. 
  When her phone chirped with Leah’s ringtone, she could pretty much guess what the message said. She wasn’t wrong. 
  Did you get laid? 
  Simone typed yes and then deleted it. Leah was going to have to work harder than that. 
  Nope. She hit send. 
  In the next instant, her phone rang. 
  She glanced out the office window before picking up. The last thing she needed was for Leisa or Alex to walk in while she was discussing her sex life. 
  “Hello.” 
  She plucked one of the roses from its stem, toying with the silky, soft petals. A pang of longing hit her. She’d barely laid a finger on Nadia. Would she feel just as soft and silky? 
  “You’re kidding, right?” Leah’s voice pulled her out of her erotic daydream. 
  “I am.” Simone sucked when it came to keeping things from Leah. Especially her love life, or lack thereof until now. 
  “See, tart does suit. Go you, shagging on the first date.” 
  Although Leah was joking, her words made Simone feel cheap. She normally had better restraint than that. “I didn’t mean to.” 
  Laughter echoed down the line. “What? Do you expect me to believe you tripped and accidentally landed on her strap on?” 
  “Oh my God. I don’t even know if she owns one,” Simone lied, thoughts of Nadia’s suitcase full of toys making her throb. And how inappropriate was that? She was at work for fuck’s sake. Talking to her best friend. 
  “I was teasing, I’m happy for you. What are you up to tonight?” 
  “No idea.” She hadn’t made any plans in the hopes Nadia would want to do something together. 
  “Remember that rain check you took? How about you cash it in tonight?” 
  The only excuse Simone could come up with was a pretty crappy one. It was far too early to brush off her best friend for a relationship that might not go anywhere. 
  “Sure, sounds like fun.” 
  “Geez, woman, with some enthusiasm, please. Anyone would think I just asked you to bungee jump. Bring your missus if you want.” 
  “Will you interrogate her?” Simone wasn’t entirely joking, and she didn’t know if she was ready to put Nadia under the spotlight. 
  “Of course, but I’ll make sure Brad and his mates behave.” 
  “Mates?” 
  “Yeah, he wants to try out his new barbecue. I think he’s invited half the rugby team.” 
  Dread and resignation swirled in Simone’s belly. It wouldn’t be the worst night she’d ever spent, but it wasn’t how she’d envisioned spending her second date with Nadia. 
  Simone forced some cheer into her voice. “I’ll pick up some steak.” 
 
 *** 


  At noon, she checked her phone wondering if she’d missed any messages. She hadn’t. Leaving her phone on the desk, she made her way to the staffroom. 
  “Well, lookie who’s here.” Hamish gave her a boyish grin, sausage roll halfway to his mouth, pastry crumbs dropping onto the plate, a bottle of tomato sauce nearby. 
  “Hey, boss,” Alex and Leisa said in unison. 
  “Morning, crew.” Simone glanced at five guys sharing a table with Hamish. 
  They all wore standard-issue green and black work shirts with KB Incorporated embroidered on one pocket, and their name on the other. Matt, Dave, Sam, Paul, Conrad. 
  She’d seen each name on various pieces of paperwork; timecards, job sheets, leave applications, but if she was asked to recite their names—without name tags—she’d be stumped. 
  The realisation rocked her to her core. She spent fifty-five hours a week at work, but barely knew the staff who did the grunt work. 
  The microwave dinged and she retrieved her sweet and sour chicken. Rather than take it back to her office and eat at the desk, she dragged a chair over to their table. 
  Hamish scooted sideways. “You all know Simone?” 
  A couple nodded, a couple smiled, and a burly guy with ginger hair and a brassy beard saluted with his Coke bottle. “Hey, boss lady.” 
  “Hi, Dave.” 
  His face lit up. “See.” He nudged his workmate. “The lady knows my name.” 
  The moniker made her think of Nadia. Only, it sounded a lot hotter rolling off her tongue. 
  Paul shoved him back. “It’s on your shirt, idiot.” 
  “See what I have to put up with?” Hamish dusted crumbs off his hands. 
  “What? A team that keeps you in a job?” Simone asked. 
  A resounding ‘Hell yeah,’ echoed around the room, drawing the attention of Alex and Leisa. 
  “Can you keep it down?” Alex mock scowled. 
  Enjoying the friendly banter, Simone tucked into her lunch. 
  Back at her desk, she checked her phone. One missed call. Of course. Yet she’d bet her last dollar if she’d sat there for the last half hour, it wouldn’t have rung. 
  She hit dial, disappointed when the call went to voicemail. 
  “Hey, sorry I missed your call.” She smiled even though Nadia couldn’t see her. “I was enjoying the leftovers, thanks again. Anyway, when you get this, call me.” She hesitated before adding, “Miss you.” 
  Too much too soon? Probably, but it was too late now. She couldn’t delete a voice message. 
  The next hour crawled by. Before Nadia, time meant nothing. Simone could go hours without looking at the clock. People moving about for breaks were often the only reminder she needed to take a breather. 
  When her phone finally rang at three o’clock, she lunged for it like a woman starved of attention. “Hello.” 
  “Hey, miss you too.” 
  God, that voice, dark and husky. “Anyone ever told you you could be a phone sex worker?” 
  “Anyone ever tell you I prefer a more hands-on approach?” 
  The words sent an arrow of lust straight between Simone’s legs. “Nope, but I think you might’ve shown me last night.” 
  “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” Nadia chuckled. 
  “Oh, really. Tell me more.” Simone rested her elbows on the desk. 
  “I’d love to. What are you doing tonight?” 
  The question was like a bucket of cold water tossed on a blazing fire. The heat between her legs fizzled and died. 
  “I’ve been invited to my friend Leah’s.” 
  “Oh.” 
  Nadia sounded disappointed, and Simone hated and loved that at the same time. 
  “That’s good, friends are important,” Nadia said. 
  “You’re welcome to come, too.” Simone fiddled with a pen. “Her fianc is having some of his rugby mates over.” 
  “I love rugby.” 
  “Really?” Simone wasn’t sure why that surprised her. 
  “Sure. I used to get up at two in the morning with Dad to watch the All Blacks play live.” 
  She sounded sad and Simone hated that. “I bet you got up to watch all those buff men doing the Haka.” 
  Simone had to admit, she loved the Maori war dance. The cry to lift the team’s morale and their call on God to help them win moved her every time. 
  “Where do you think I learned all that tongue action?” Nadia chuckled and it was a far more pleasant sound than the sadness filling her voice moments before. 
  A tap on the door made Simone want to get up and close it, but that would hardly be professional. She covered the phone. “Give me five.” 
  Hamish gave her a thumbs up and backed out again. 
  “Sorry, I have to go soon. But how about tonight?” 
  “I was actually phoning to see if you wanted to come with me, Darrin, and Rose to the spring slam at the Nivara Bar.” 
  A cocktail of emotions flooded Simone. Disappointment, relief, and surprise. 
  She was gutted she wouldn’t get to spend the night with Nadia, relieved her eardrums wouldn’t be subjected to four metal bands, and surprised it was Nadia’s thing. The more she thought about it, Darrin had probably roped her into it. 
  “Seems like we both have plans.” Simone tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. 
  “Sounds like it.” 
  “Aren’t you going to tell me to delegate?” Simone joked. 
  “You can’t delegate friends. They’ll be there long after your job’s a distant memory.” 
  “True,” Simone conceded. 
  “In fact, I’m spending Saturday night with my best friend.” 
  “Oh.” Simone’s heart plummeted again. 
  She didn’t have a hope in hell of seeing Nadia before Sunday, and that was only if she was free. 
  “Actually,” Nadia said. “We’re having a family lunch at my uncle’s on Sunday. In Morrinsville. Would you like to come?” 
  The invitation put a smile back on Simone’s face. “Darrin’s father?” 
  “Good guess. They’re a little bit crazy and a whole lot of fun. Please say you’ll come.” 
  “I’d like that.” 
  “Great,” Nadia said, “Because you’re beautiful when you come.” 
  Simone blushed from the tips of her ears to the tips of her toes. “Are we talking about the same thing?” 
  “I believe we are.” Nadia’s voice was a seductive purr. Sexy. 
  When Hamish knocked on the door again, Simone wanted to throw a pen at it and tell him to go away, but she had put him off long enough. 
  “I have to go.” 
  “Think of me when you masturbate tonight.” 
  “Who said—” 
  The phone went dead. 
  Infuriating bloody woman! 
  The second Simone tossed her phone aside, Hamish tiptoed in like a ballerina wearing steel-capped boots. He looked so ridiculous, Simone laughed despite herself. 
  “Trouble in paradise?” He nodded toward her cell phone perched precariously on the edge of her desk. 
  “Depends what you mean by paradise.” 
  He looked at the flowers. “Admirer?” 
  Fuck it. 
  If he wanted the dirt she could give it to him. God knew, she needed to tell one of her work colleagues and Hamish was the perfect person. 
  A smile split her face as thoughts of Nadia filled her mind. Oh, this was going to be good. 
  “Remember the cleaner…” she trailed off, waiting for recognition to light up Hamish’s face. 
  It didn’t. 
  “Not really, I’m normally gone by the time she turns up. Soccer Tuesdays, date night Thursday.” 
  “Really? You came back to work to get your phone on a date night?” 
  “Gotcha!” He pointed a finger. “Of course I remember her, legs that go on forever. Nice rack.” He cupped his chest. 
  Simone glared at him. Now that Nadia was hers…if that’s what she was, she didn’t want anyone else undressing her with their eyes. 
  “Firstly, remember your place.” Simone held Hamish’s gaze. 
  It was okay to be chummy, but they still had a working relationship to maintain. Hamish’s girlfriend was gorgeous, but you wouldn’t hear Simone describing her the same way Hamish had just described Nadia. 
  “Sorry.” He slumped into the chair in front of her desk. “You were saying?” 
  “The flowers are from her.” 
  “No way.” He sat up straighter. 
  “Yes way.” 
  “That’s fantastic.” 
  “Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips, motioning toward Alex and Leisa on the way back to their desks. “I haven’t told them.” 
  “Oh my God. Can you imagine when they find out you’re screwing the cleaner?” 
  She narrowed her eyes. 
  “Sorry.” He held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Wait.” He snapped his fingers. “She’s not a cleaner.” 
  She nodded slowly, watching the pieces fall into place. “She came in here. Last week. She runs the titty shop.” 
  Simone narrowed her eyes. 
  He held up a hand. “She works at Carson’s Boutique.” 
  “Owns.” 
  “Wow.” He pulled on the tuft of hair on his chin. “Impressive.” 
  The office phone blared to life. She held up a finger, the ringtone letting her know it was an internal call. “Hello.” 
  “Hi, Simone. It’s Dave. Sorry to interrupt, but a customer’s looking for Hamish. Can I tell him how long he’ll be?” 
  “He’ll be right there.” Customers always came first. Without them, they’d all be out of a job. Gossip could wait, and so could whatever Hamish had come to see her about. 
  “You’re needed downstairs.” 
  “On it.” He was out the door in a flash. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 12 


 
 Simone 


  The night at Leah’s went exactly how she expected. Boys on barbeque duty, girls on salads, dishing up and cleaning up. Simone didn’t mind. It meant she drank less, and, she had to admit, a number of the guys from Brad’s rugby team were a lot of fun. 
  After her walk with Leah on Saturday, Simone did her weekly grocery shopping, cleaned the house, and filled her time doing anything she could to while away the day. 
  Sunday finally dawned, bright and early. Thoughts of the day ahead filled her with joy and worry. She couldn’t wait to see Nadia, but the prospect of meeting her relatives made her stomach tight. 
  What if they didn’t like her? 
  All she could do was be herself, and if they didn’t, she couldn’t do much about it. At least she’d met Darrin and Rose, and they were friendly enough. Funny even. 
  Smiling, she climbed out of bed and pulled open the drapes. A frost blanketed the lawn but the forecast was for a warm, spring day. 
  Right on eleven, as prearranged, Nadia pulled into the driveway. It was the first time Simone had seen her car and it suited her; shiny and sleek. 
  It was also the first time Nadia had been to her house. Would she like it? She glanced around, making sure everything was in its place. 
  Smiling like a lovesick fool, she yanked open the back door. Nadia wore dark blue jeans that matched the colour of her eyes, a long-sleeved tee, and black ankle boots. 
  “Hi.” Simone wrung her hands together, feeling like she was five. 
  Eyeing her like a hungry animal, Nadia stood on the top step. Their lips met and Simone’s knees went weak. God, she could kiss. All luscious lips, tongue probing, breath fruity. 
  After what felt like forever, Nadia let her come up for air. “Hi to you, too.” 
  “You said it better than me.” Simone clutched her chest, catching her breath. 
  “Aren’t you going to invite me in?” 
  “Of course.” She stepped aside. “Welcome to my humble abode.” 
  Her house wasn’t exactly The Ritz, but it wasn’t a dive either. After breaking up with Renee, she considered buying something a little more upmarket but that would’ve meant taking in a boarder to afford the payments, and at the time she needed to find herself. 
  “Nice kitchen.” Nadia wandered around the centre island separating the kitchen from the living room. 
  The open plan layout had been one of the selling points. On the odd occasion Simone cooked for herself, she could create a meal and watch the evening news at the same time. 
  “Want a tour?” Simone asked. 
  Nadia glanced at her watch. 
  “It won’t take long,” Simone reassured her. They had plenty of time. If traffic was light it would only take half an hour to get from Hamilton to Morrinsville. 
  “Lead the way.” 
  She’d taken less than three steps when a playful slap landed on her backside. 
  “What was that for?” Simone pouted over her shoulder. 
  “No reason, other than your backside taunting me. Are you sure you’ll be warm enough in a dress?” 
  “Yep, I’ve got tights on underneath.” 
  “More’s the pity.” 
  “Good Lord, woman. Get your mind out of my knickers.” 
  That earned her another playful whack. 
  Simone paused in the doorway to her room. “My bedroom.” 
  Rather than just glance inside, Nadia marched her backwards. Simone’s cheeks flamed, heat flooding her body. 
  The back of her legs connected with the bed, she fell back, and Nadia was on her. For what felt like forever, Nadia kissed her hard and without mercy. 
  “You have no idea how much I want you right now.” Nadia nuzzled her neck. “You smell fucking divine…I bet you taste it too.” 
  Unable to resist the pull that was Nadia, Simone writhed beneath her. 
  “But we don’t have time.” Nadia stood. 
  This time Simone’s pout was genuine. “Not fair.” 
  “Come on.” Nadia held out a hand, and Simone tucked her fingers under her armpits. 
  “Brat.” Nadia’s smile was equal parts sexy and exasperating. She turned her back and walked away, hips swaying. 
  “Did anyone ever tell you you’re infuriating?” Simone bounded off the bed. 
  *** 
  Shortly before twelve, Nadia slowed to fifty kilometres per hour as they coasted into Morrinsville, population 7000. 
  The six-and-a-half metre fibreglass cow ahead on their right was hard to miss. 
  “Let’s stop and take a picture.” Simone grabbed her phone out of her handbag. 
  “Sure.” Nadia pulled to the left and expertly manoeuvred her car between two others. 
  “Impressive.” Simone nodded slowly. She’d been driving for eighteen years and was yet to master the art of parallel parking. 
  A young father stood before the Mega Cow, two little boys running around on the raised platform. 
  “Come on. Let’s go and make like tourists.” 
  Simone rounded the car and met Nadia by the driver’s door. She held out a hand and Simone slid hers into it. 
  It was like sliding into a sleeping bag, warm and comforting. 
  Once the coast was clear, they sprinted across the road. A cattle truck whizzed by and Simone instinctively held her breath. 
  The driver honked the horn, waving out the window. The two little boys dwarfed by the fibreglass cow jumped up and down, waving frantically. 
  It could be an uncle but was more than likely just a friendly driver. 
  “Here.” Nadia relieved Simone of her phone. “Go stand under Bessie. 
  “Is that her name?” 
  “I have no idea.” Nadia chuckled. “Go.” 
  A guy who appeared to be in his late twenties motioned to the twin boys playing chase, zigzagging between the cow’s legs. “Come on, kids.” 
  “Aw, Dad.” They whined in unison. 
  “The lady wants to take a picture, and I’m sure she doesn’t want you scallywags in it.” 
  The moniker Nadia normally reserved for her made Simone smile. 
  “They’re okay,” Nadia said, eyeing the boys with affection. She crouched so she was eye level to the boy closest to her. “Did you see that one over there?” 
  She pointed across the road to the life-size blue cow outside New World Supermarket. “Want to know its name?” She lowered her voice, and the kid evading his father came closer. “It’s Moo World Cow.” 
  “Moo.” The boys chorused, hands cupped around their mouths, heads tipped back. 
  Their father stepped up and snagged a boy under each arm. “Thanks, we’re heading that way next. We came from the other end of town. We’ve spotted around fifteen cows so far.” 
  “There’s fifty in total,” Nadia said. 
  “Look at you, Miss Encyclopaedia.” Simone nudged Nadia playfully. 
  Morrinsville was well-known for its life-size sculptures, but on the odd occasion Simone visited the small town, she’d never spotted more than ten. 
  “Come on, boys.” A woman stepped up, and the guy handed over one of the kids and set the other on his feet. 
  Simone climbed up on the fake grass and stood beneath Bessie, or whatever the monstrosity’s name was. 
  The guy motioned to Nadia. “Get up there. I’ll take a picture for you.” 
  Without hesitation, she handed over her phone. Nadia jumped up, all big blue eyes and gorgeous smile. Looking at the camera, she entwined their fingers. 
  “Mummy,” one of the boys said. “Why are those ladies holding hands?” 
  “Because that’s what people do when they love each other.” 
  “Like you and Daddy?” The other boy asked. 
  When the camera clicked, Simone was smiling so hard her cheeks hurt. Nadia’s smile was just as big. 
  It was such a delight to be around gay-friendly parents. Sure, acceptance had come along way, but sadly she still faced bigotry far too often. 
  She was completely taken aback when Nadia wrapped her arms around her, dipped her at the waist, and planted a chaste kiss on her lips. 
  The boys started cooing. “Ooh, now they’re going to have babies.” 
  The camera was back in Nadia’s hand before Simone could catch her breath. They watched the two smiling parents buckle their kids into the back seat of the car. 
  “What was that for?” Simone asked. 
  “Because, apparently, that’s what people who love each other do.” 
  Simone’s heart soared and crash landed all at once. She dreamed of the day Nadia declared she was in love with her, but it was way too soon for that. 
  If Nadia said it now, it would feel forced. Not genuine. Insta-lust was one thing. Love though, that took time. 
  “Don’t overthink it.” Nadia waved to the two little boys as the car pulled away from the curb. “At least keep up the charade until they’re out of sight.” 
  Oh. Of course. 
  Her heart sank, and that was ridiculous. She’d just told herself it was too soon to hear the L-word and now she was disappointed. 
  She turned back to Nadia. “Should we stop and get a bottle of wine?” 
  “No way.” Nadia looked appalled. “My family are teetotallers.” 
  “You’re kidding.” Simone couldn’t imagine Darrin abstaining, but then again he was pretty funny without adding alcohol to the mix. 
  “Yep.” Nadia grinned. “I have a stash in the boot of the car. My family drink like sailors and, fair warning, my uncle’s as inappropriate as his son. Give it back, and you’ll be fine.” 
  “I can do that,” Simone said with more confidence than she felt. 
   
  
 
 
 Chapter 13 


 
 Nadia 


  By twelve-thirty, they were seated at a table for eight. Nadia, Simone, and Rose on one side. Aunty Judy, Megan, and Luke on the other. Uncle Jim at the head of the table, and Darrin at the foot. 
  The dining room overlooked acres and acres of land with fenced off paddocks, many with new-born calves and their mothers grazing. 
  Inside, the aroma of lamb infused the air. Once again, Aunty Judy had outdone herself. No one made a Sunday roast quite like her. 
  A large serving dish chock-a-block with roast vegetables, kumara, potatoes, pumpkin, carrots, and parsnip was passed around the table. Nadia turned her nose up at the parsnip but dished up one of everything else. 
  Uncle Jim poured himself a glass of wine and held the bottle in the air. “Anyone else?” 
  “Yes, please.” Simone held out her glass, and he filled it to the brink. 
  “How about you, girl?” He nudged Nadia’s elbow. 
  Girl? 
  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Simone’s lip kick up. Her eyes went wide when Nadia ran her hand up the inside of her leg, under the table cloth. 
  Not so funny now, are you? 
  “No, I’m good,” Nadia said, declining the offer of a drink. 
  Jim looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “Are you sick?” 
  Aunty Judy slogged him in the arm. “Leave her alone,” 
  He shrugged, topped up Judy’s glass and handed the bottle down to Rose. Once Rose half-filled her glass, she offered the bottle to Megan. 
  “No, thanks.” 
  “God, what kind of party is this when half you filly’s don’t want to drink?” Jim asked. 
  “Ignore him.” Judy shook her head. “Gravy anyone?” 
  “Please.” Nadia poured a generous serving over the roast meat. 
  “How long have you two been together?” Megan asked. 
  The question reminded Nadia how out of touch they’d become. It was hard to believe they’d spent every school holiday together as kids, making huts in the hay shed, feeding-out, and getting up at the arse crack of dawn to help Jim with milking. 
  Now look at her, the business owner of a lingerie shop, no less. 
  “Not long,” Simone said, smiling at Nadia. 
  “Aw, new love.” Darrin cooed, clutching his chest. 
  Nadia tossed a pea at him. It bounced off the table and hit the floor. Buddy, their big ginger cat, appeared from out of nowhere and wolfed it down. 
  “Where’d you meet?” Luke asked around a mouthful of kumara. 
  “At the store,” Nadia said at the same time as Simone. 
  “Oh, nice.” Jim took a swig of wine, smiling over the rim. “I guess she liked what she saw.” 
  Nadia absolutely did, but she knew her uncle was being crass. “Not my store.” 
  “Oh, you run a store too?” Jim raised an eyebrow at Simone. 
  “I do. I’m the CEO of KB Incorporated.” A proud smile lit up Simone’s face, and Nadia beamed on her behalf. 
  “Wow, the kitchen and bathroom shop.” Jim scratched his chin. “You two have the perfect jobs. Nadia gets to check out women all day, and you’re surrounded by all that tongue and groove.” 
  One glass of wine and he was off. Just as Nadia was about to apologise, Simone made her proud. 
  “Never mind the tongue and groove, we have the best, ever, removable showerheads. The ones that pulse…” She kissed her fingers. “Magnificent.” 
  “Oh my God, that’s gold.” Darrin slapped his thigh. “She got you there, pops.” 
  The rest of lunch passed in a blur of idle chit-chat and plates being passed back and forth. 
  Confident Simone could hold her own, Nadia followed her aunty out to the kitchen once everyone was done eating. 
  “She seems nice,” Judy said, taking the plates from her and stacking them in the dishwasher. 
  “She is,” Nadia said. “But it’s early days yet.” 
  “I’m happy for you.” Judy abandoned the dishes and put her hands on Nadia’s shoulders. “It’s been too long.” 
  “I know.” Nadia nodded. She hadn’t met anyone she wanted to introduce to her aunt and uncle in more than a decade. 
  Her fortieth was only two years away, and she’d love nothing more than to share that day with a special someone. Hopefully, that someone would be Simone. 
  Back at the table, Jim passed the wine around again. Simone poured half a glass then handed it to Rose. Once she topped up her glass, she offered it to Megan, who once again declined. 
  Megan shot Luke a nervous look and cleared her throat. 
  “We have some news,” she said in a rush. 
  The table fell silent, all eyes on Megan. 
  Luke flung an arm across her shoulders and gave her a nod as if to say, “go on.” 
  “We’re expecting.” 
  “Expecting what?” Uncle Jim asked, and everyone groaned. 
  “A baby, Dad. You’re going to be a granddaddy.” 
  A look of shock flashed across his face shortly before a tear ran down his cheek. He blinked hard, and Nadia squeezed his hand. 
  Judy was out of her chair in a flash, rounding the table, hugging Megan from behind. “Oh, darling, that’s wonderful news.” Judy straightened, gave her a watery smile, then hugged her again. 
  A lump of emotion clogged Nadia’s throat. This was the best news she’d heard in forever. Megan had battled endometriosis for years, and she’d been told her chances of having a baby were slim to none. Three years ago, at Nadia’s thirty-fifth birthday, she told Nadia she’d resigned herself to a life without kids. 
  Even though she’d said it with a smile, the pain behind her eyes had been unmistakable. Nadia had hugged Megan and left it at that. Nothing she said would’ve sounded right. 
  “Wow, sis. That’s cool. So, I’m going to be an uncle.” 
  “You are.” 
  “When do you calve?” 
  Oh, he fucking didn’t! Nadia shot daggers at Darrin with her eyes. 
  He shrugged in a “What’d I say?” gesture. 
  “Give birth,” she mouthed hoping no one else saw. 
  “I’m only eight weeks along, so not for a while.” 
  Nadia’s outrage turned to surprise. Megan hadn’t even blinked at his comment. Personally, childbirth and calving being lumped into the same basket disgusted her. But then why should it? Both involved bringing new life into the world. 
  “Don’t overthink it.” Simone’s breath was warm on her neck. 
  Nadia turned and was met by a beatific smile. 
  “Why are you grinning?” She asked while everyone else’s attention was on Megan. 
  “You warned me about your relatives who are outspoken and fun, and now you’re acting like a shockable niece who’s only meeting them for the first time.” 
  Sometimes Nadia felt that way, but Simone was right. Despite Darrin’s poor choice of words, he meant well. The huge smile splitting his face in two said as much. 
  He reached across the table and shook Luke’s hand. “Well done, mate. Now the olds can get off our case.” He grinned at Rose. “We’re just having fun practising, right, babe?” 
  “God, why do you have to be such a pig,” Nadia said, biting back a smile. 
  “Hey, who are you to talk? What about you and Simone getting cosy on the couch?” 
  Trust Nadia and her big mouth. “Okay.” 
  “No, not okay. Carry on, son.” Her uncle’s smile was as big as Darrin’s. 
  “Are you hoping for a boy or a girl?” Simone asked, effortlessly taking the focus off them. 
  Darrin shot Nadia a look that as good as said, “lucky dodge.” 
  She pushed to her feet and rounded the table, giving Darrin a clip around the ears as she went. 
  “Hey, what was that for?” 
  His question didn’t merit a response. 
  Megan stood and Nadia pulled her into an embrace. “I’m so happy for you.” Just before they pulled apart she whispered in her ear, “Come see me when you need a maternity bra.” 
  That earned her a hearty chuckle. 
  “What’s funny?” Darrin scrunched up his face. “You better not be laughing at me.” 
  “Life, little brother, is not all about you,” Megan quipped. 
  Everyone laughed and it transported Nadia back to the easy comradery she’d shared over the years with this loving family. 
 
 *** 


  Shortly after three o’clock, they hit the road. 
  “So, that’s your family?” Simone asked as Nadia drove out of Morrinsville. 
  “Not my immediate family, but I’m closer to them than my own.” 
  “Brothers and sisters?” Simone asked. 
  “Two sisters, both way older. I was the surprise daughter.” 
  Simone snorted. “You’d think your parents would have a clue how that happened after already having two daughters.” 
  “Thing is, Mum was almost fifty.” Nadia waited for Simone’s reaction, expecting it to go how it always did. 
  Wow, go your old man. At least you know they were still doing it, or something equally as vulgar. But she underestimated her. 
  “Oh my God, I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like for you growing up.” Her voice was soft, her eyes full of compassion. 
  “They were great, but you’re right. At times, it was tough.” Nadia lost count of how many times people assumed her parents were her grandparents and her sisters were her aunties. “Uncle Jim’s mum’s baby brother. Sixteen years younger.” 
  “Big gap.” 
  “No gap, five siblings in between.” Nadia slowed as they neared a sweeping corner. “I think my parents used to send me to the farm to get me out of my sister’s hair.” 
  “How old are they?” Simone flicked down the visor and handed Nadia her sunglasses as the sun peeked out from behind a cloud. 
  “Thanks.” Nadia slid her sunnies on. “Michelle just turned fifty, she’s twelve years older than me, and Sandra’s fifty-four.” 
  “And you are?” 
  “Thirty-eight.” 
  “So Michelle was seventeen when you started school?” 
  “Correct, and Sandra was twenty-one. She used to pick me up from school sometimes and everyone thought she was my mum.” 
  She shot Simone a sideways glance. “One time I snuck into Michelle’s room and stole one of her bras.” The memory made her smile, even though her sister had been livid. “I remember standing in front of the mirror, wearing a pair of mum’s heels, and my sister’s bra stuffed with socks. I thought I was so grown up.” 
  “You were destined to be the bra lady!” Simone laughed and Nadia grinned despite herself. 
  “How old were you at the time?” Simone asked. 
  “Six, I was just a kid but I wanted to be just like my big sister. It wasn’t long after that I started going to my cousins’ house every weekend. I think they had a hard time finding a balance between letting my sister be a teenager and letting me be a kid. Michelle had gone flatting, so she seemed to tolerate me more.” 
  Simone rested her hand on Nadia’s leg and a companionable silence settled between them. 
  Coming out to parents nearing their seventies had been nerve-wracking, but they’d been more curious than anything else. 
  Her mum had quipped, “you were our surprise baby, and you’ve never stopped surprising us.” Then she’d kissed her and said, “I’m proud of you, honey.” 
  Her dad’s only comment was, “one day you might get lucky and meet a lady as wonderful as your mother.” 
  Five years later, he was gone. “Dad passed away in his seventies, and mum’s in an old-folks home.” 
  “They sound like good people.” 
  Nadia nodded around the lump in her throat. Time had lessened the pain of losing her father, but she doubted it would ever go away. 
  She cleared her throat. “Tell me about your family.” 
  “Nothing as exciting as yours. My folks are in their late fifties. Younger brother lives in Wellington. He’s thirty and single. No kids—that we know of.” 
  That made Nadia chuckle. 
  “My older sister lives in Dunedin, not far from my folks. Two nieces, one nephew.” 
  “I’ve never been to Dunedin,” Nadia said as she dropped the stick shift down a gear and coasted into Hamilton. “Your place or mine?” 
  “Oh, baby, talk dirty to me.” Simone chuckled. 
  Nadia shook her head. “It must be the Hamilton air.” 
  “Huh?” 
  “It brings out the sass in you.” 
  “Well, come on, what kind of pick-up line is that? Can’t you do better?” Simone said. 
  If she wanted to deflect, Nadia could do that. She could also make the decision for them both; they were going back to her house. 
  Once she hit the home straight, Nadia’s mind flicked to getting Simone naked. She reached over the console and ran a hand along Simone’s thigh. 
  “Did you wash your leggings in window cleaner because I can see myself in them?” 
  Simone frowned then burst out laughing. “Oh my God, I think that’s the lamest pick-up line I’ve ever heard.” 
  Thoughts of getting into her pants skidded through Nadia’s mind. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on all that supple flesh. She hadn’t been able to think of much else since Darrin informed her he wouldn’t be home that night. 
  Nadia pulled to a stop in front of the wrought-iron gate and turned to Simone. “It wasn’t a line. I’m serious.” 
  Simone’s throat worked as she swallowed. Nadia wanted to reach over and lick her pulse points, all of them, especially the one between her legs. 
  “I thought you asked whose house I wanted to go to?” Simone frowned. 
  “I did. You didn’t answer. I made a decision.” 
  “I thought you said I’d always have a choice?” 
  And she had the nerve to call Nadia infuriating. Well, two could play this game. Nadia threw the car in reverse. “Would you like me to take you home?” 
  “No!” Simone knocked the car out of gear. “Would you like me to get the gate?” 
  “That would be wonderful.” Nadia suppressed a triumphant smile. She nodded at the padlock. “Combination’s 2-8-0-7.” 
  “Really! Your birthday?” 
  “Who said—" 
  Amusement danced in Simone’s eyes, stopping Nadia mid-lie. But in fairness, only people close to her knew her birthdate, and they had no reason to crack the combination. 
  “Twenty-eighth of July.” Simone nodded thoughtfully. “Yep, you’re definitely a Leo.” 
  Having no idea what her birth sign stood for, Nadia played along. “What makes me a Leo? Wait.” She held up a finger. “Is it because I’m a fierce lion who likes to eat pussy?” 
  “Good try.” Simone chuckled, blue eyes sparkling. “You’re passionate and stick to decisions.” 
  Nadia couldn’t argue with that. 
  “Stubborn when it comes to change.” Simone’s gaze held a challenge. 
  Unwilling to admit the truth of it, Nadia revved the engine. “Weren’t you getting the gate?” 
  “Sure.” Simone bounded out of the car, her huge grin lighting up Nadia’s insides. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 14 


 
 Simone 


  Once inside, Simone pulled off her jacket and hung it on the coat rack. Nadia hadn’t been lying when she said her house got plenty of sun. It was warmer inside than out, and the sweet aroma of lavender sprouting from a metal milk-can permeated the air. 
  “Is it hot in here, or is it you.” Nadia fanned her face. 
  As lame as the line was, Simone couldn’t help but smile. She shook her head, laughing. “You really need to work on your one-liners.” 
  “Is that right.” Nadia pulled her closer, eyes sparkling with mischief, honey-blonde locks framing her gorgeous face. “Nice dress. I wish I could pull that off.” 
  “You’d look great in…” Simone trailed off when the penny dropped. She held her breath when she felt a tug on the zipper. 
  “And you’d look great out of it.” 
  The dress fell to the floor, and there Simone stood in her underwear and leggings. Talk about an unsexy combination. 
  A car door banged, and Simone lunged for her dress. “What time will Darrin be home?” 
  “He won’t.” Nadia took the dress out of her hands. “It’s probably the neighbours. The night’s ours.” 
  She walked away and Simone followed. 
  “Ditch the tights,” Nadia said over her shoulder. 
  This time, Simone didn’t hesitate. She wasn’t as toned as Nadia, but she wasn’t ashamed of her body either. 
  She also thrived on the power imbalance. Being ordered around by a fully clothed dominant woman, while she was all-but naked, appealed to her submissive side. 
  It made her feel inferior and, for a little while at least, she could let go of the constant demands she put on herself to be the best superior she could. She thrived on her job, but the constant need to stay on top of the game was often draining. 
  The heat in Nadia’s gaze made a bead of sweat trickle down Simone’s spine. 
  “You’re fucking gorgeous, Simone—?” Nadia searched her eyes. 
  “Emmett,” Simone answered. 
  “Nice.” She nodded slowly. “May I call you Emmett when we play?” 
  Wow. That was a first. Renee just called her whore. The thought made her sad. 
  “Hey, why the long face?” Nadia put a finger under Simone’s chin, forcing her to meet her eyes. 
  The compassion shining back at her was like a vortex with the ability to suck Simone’s deepest, darkest secrets out of her. First the candle incident, now the name-calling. 
  “Renee used to call me whore, bitch, slut, whatever took her fancy. Never asked if it was okay.” 
  “Did you ever say it wasn’t?” 
  Simone shook her head, disgusted by her own idiocy. Why had she let things get so out of hand? She knew being submissive didn’t mean letting your partner walk all over you, but it was the only time she had Renee’s attention and, at the time, negative attention felt better than none. 
  “What’s going on in there?” Nadia tapped her temple. 
  “Just mulling over the name. No one’s ever called me that before.” She hoped Nadia couldn’t see the lie, but she wasn’t ready to admit her mind had flicked to Renee. “I like it,” Simone answered honestly. 
  “I’ll let it slide for now,” Nadia said, “But later you’re going to tell me where your mind went.” 
  “Do I have to?” 
  “Now you sound like a whiny brat. Not sexy, Emmett.” Nadia’s smile was playful. She walked around the kitchen island and opened the fridge. “Would you like something to drink?” 
  “Water’s fine, thanks.” 
  Nadia grabbed a pitcher of icy cold water off the top shelf and topped up two glasses. 
  “For my lady.” 
  Simone smiled, loving the term of endearment. “Why don’t you just call me lady when we play?” 
  “Because on your knees, lady, doesn’t have the same ring to it as, on your knees, Emmett.” 
  A flood of desire pooled between Simone’s legs. She squeezed her thighs together, soothing the ache. 
  Oh, yes, please, order me to bow before you, to worship every inch of you, to please you any way you see fit, until you’re delirious with need. 
  “Hungry?” Nadia asked as if she hadn’t just dropped a sexually charged bomb between them. 
  Only for you. Simone shook her head. “No, I’m fine.” She was still stuffed from lunch. 
  Nadia rested her elbows on the kitchen bench, her face so close Simone could smell her perfume. Would she kiss her? 
  “Now we’ve got the niceties out of the way, you have a choice.” Nadia held her gaze. 
  You’ll always have a choice. 
  “We can snuggle up and watch TV, or burn off some of our lunch.” 
  “Like go for a walk?” Simone knew that wasn’t what she meant, but she couldn’t resist teasing her. 
  “Brat.” 
  Simone let out a squeal of surprise when Nadia pinched her backside. 
  “The only place you’ll be walking to is my bedroom. What are your limits?” Nadia got straight to the point. 
  “No metal wrist cuffs.” Simone shuddered at the memory. 
  Despite her stern expression, Nadia’s eyes were full of compassion. “Anything else?” 
  “I don’t know.” Simone felt out of her league. Over the years she played with Renee, they’d never had an in-depth conversation about limits. She pretty much just put her trust in Renee’s hands. 
  Yeah, and look how that worked out? 
  The scar on her wrist itched, and she did everything within her power not to scratch it. 
  “Anal?” 
  “Huh?” Simone frowned, trying to keep up. The penny dropped. “Oh, shit.” 
  “Not quite what I meant.” Nadia’s lip kicked up. 
  “I meant no to anal sex.” 
  “Soft limit or hard?” 
  That was a very good question, she’d never tried it. Maybe it felt good. “Soft.” 
  “Good to know for the future. Come with me.” Nadia held out a hand and Simone took it. 
  She followed her down the hallway, feeling like she was being led to the lion’s den. 
  Once in the room, Nadia got down on the floor and pulled out the suitcase Simone had seen the first time she stayed over. 
  She spun a small combination lock, popped the padlock, and pulled it through the zipper tabs. 
  “Let me guess,” Simone said, recalling Nadia’s birthday. “28-07.” 
  “Wrong. Darrin knows that.” 
  “So why use it for the gate?” Simone crouched beside Nadia, trying to see what lay within. 
  “How much wine did you have with lunch? He lives here. He needs the gate combination.” 
  The bag opened and Simone stared wide-eyed at the contents. “He doesn’t need to see in here. I doubt he comes in my room, but one can never be too careful. He has no need to know what gets me off, and I have no desire to know what cranks his engine.” 
  Nadia pulled out a slender pink toy, no bigger than Simone’s finger but ribbed and a lot longer. 
  “This is an anal vibe.” Nadia handed over the toy, still in its packaging. 
  “How is it fair for you to want to use this on me if you haven’t tried it yourself?” 
  “Don’t point fingers until you have all the facts.” 
  Too embarrassed to ask Nadia if she expected Simone to pleasure her with the toy, she kept her mouth clamped shut. 
  “Don’t look so worried. I told you I’ll respect your limits, but you said it wasn’t a hard limit. Take it home. Play around. Experiment.” 
  “I couldn’t.” It felt dirty, somehow. 
  “Your choice.” 
  She grabbed the box and dropped it back in the suitcase. “Nelly.” She pointed to a paddle with a love heart cut-out. “Leaves a delightful imprint.” 
  The thought of having her backside covered in red stripes with white hearts where the cut-out left the skin unmarked made her blood heat. 
  “It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” She blew out a puff of air, raising the hair on her forehead. 
  “It is.” Nadia’s appreciative gaze made Simone’s nipples pucker. “Pick two items.” 
  Most items were familiar, harness and dildos in varying sizes. Feeldoe. Was that a butt plug? Handcuffs, thankfully not metal, paddle, what appeared to be a feather duster, lube, and, of course, the anal vibe. 
  Screwing up her face in thought, Simone tugged on her bottom lip. The first item was a no brainer. “Nelly.” She nodded at the paddle. 
  The pleased look on Nadia’s face made Simone glad she’d picked it. 
  “Next.” 
  “Those.” Simone pointed to the wrist cuffs half expecting Nadia to protest or at least ask if she was sure, but she simply gave her a sharp nod. 
  With no further ado, Nadia zipped up the suitcase, attached the padlock, and shoved it back under the bed. 
  Simone pushed to her feet and Nadia did the same. 
  “Let’s freshen up.” 
  “Good idea,” Simone agreed. 
  Neither of them smelled bad, but they had just spent the last three hours on a farm. And could you ever be too clean when it came to sex? No. Not in Simone’s book. 
  “You go first.” Nadia turned toward her wardrobe. 
  “How about we shower together?” Simone asked hopefully. It’d been a long time since someone had washed her back for her. 
  “No, Emmett. I said you first.” 
  “Sorry, Nads.” 
  A chuckle burst out of Nadia, lighting up Simone’s insides. 
  She grabbed one of Simone’s nipples through her bra and twisted. “Brat.” 
  Raising up on her toes, she sucked in a sharp breath, trying to think of a more appropriate title. “Sorry, Miss.” 
  “That works.” Nadia released her grip and Simone’s heels hit the floor again. “Towels are under the vanity. Toss it in the basket once you’re done.” 
  “Where?” Simone glanced around the bedroom, certain she hadn’t spotted a laundry basket. 
  “In the bathroom.” 
  “You expect me to waltz through your house naked?” 
  “I do.” Nadia’s eyes lit up. “There’s no one here but us.” 
  “Darrin might arrive home…unexpectedly.” And wouldn’t that suck? 
  “I already told you he won’t be home. Now, get your backside in the shower, or put your clothes back on, because looking at you is driving me crazy.” 
  “Is that why you won’t shower with me?” She grinned. 
  “Yes and no.” 
  What the hell did that mean? Simone swallowed the question. 
  The bathroom was large and bright with a window overlooking a flower garden. 
  In the shower, she pumped the bottle of shower gel. It carried the subtle hint of white roses, a scent and flower Simone would forever associate with Nadia. 
  Once she’d soaped up and rinsed off, she shut off the water and stepped into the steamy bathroom. 
  She left her hair down, auburn locks tickling her shoulders. Her skin had a healthy pink glow. Most of her makeup had come off, but she didn’t care. Nadia wasn’t a shallow person. 
  Simone wiped mist off the mirror and peered into it. She shared the same eye colour as Nadia—blue—but when it came to shades, like their personalities, they were miles apart. Hers were so light they often appeared grey, whereas Nadia’s were so dark at times they appeared black. Especially when she plumped up her thick, blonde eyelashes with black mascara. 
  A rap on the door made her heart leap into her throat. “Shit.” She clutched her chest. 
  “Time’s up.” 
  Once again, here she was taking her sweet time. Anyone would think she wasn’t anxious to get back to the bedroom. 
  She cracked open the door and was met by Nadia with an armful of…of what? Clothes? It was hard to tell, the bundle was wrapped so tightly. 
  “Go. Present yourself how you see fit. Once I enter the room, you will call me Miss. Understood?” 
  Scared she’d say something wrong, Simone nodded. “Yes, Miss.” 
  As she passed, Nadia gripped her elbow. “Safeword?” 
  It came without thought. “Nads.” 
  “Fine.” Nadia’s voice was stern, but Simone didn’t miss the smile that flashed across her face. There one minute, gone the next. 
  Feeling cocky, she strode toward the bedroom in all her naked glory. She’d taken less than three steps when she heard over her shoulder, “Nelly’s looking forward to meeting that gorgeous backside of yours. And, yes, I’ve been keeping count of every smart comment.” 
  Oh, shit. 
  A heady combination of anticipation, trepidation, and uncertainty swirled through her veins as she neared Nadia’s bedroom. 
  How should she present herself? Facedown on the mattress? Kneeling on the floor at the foot of the bed? Sitting on the edge? Standing in the middle of the room? 
  Why hadn’t Nadia just told her what to do? 
  Because you’ll always have a choice. 
  But what if she didn’t want a choice? 
  
 
 
 Chapter 15 


 
 Simone 


  The sound of the shower turning off sent Simone into a tailspin. Mid-pace from one side of the room to the other, she dropped to her knees, sat back on her heels, and placed her hands on her thighs, palms up. 
  Plush, creme carpet cushioned her knees. She parted her legs ever so slightly, hoping Nadia would appreciate the way she presented herself. 
  The house was eerily quiet. She strained to hear. What was Nadia doing? How long did it take to dry off? 
  The late afternoon sun cast shadows across the bedroom. A branch screeched against the window sending a shiver up her spine. 
  The sight that appeared before her a minute later robbed her of breath. Nadia stood in the doorway; hands on hips. She wore a red and black corset, cinched at the waist, matching G-string, and sheer black stay-ups, trimmed with lace. 
  “You’re beautiful, Miss,” Simone said softly. 
  “Thank you.” Nadia strode into the room, heading straight for the wardrobe. “I couldn’t hide these.” 
  When she bent to retrieve whatever ‘these’ were, Simone’s breath hitched. The globes of her backside bisected by a G-string was a sight she would cherish forever. Fantasise about. Masturbate to. 
  When Nadia stood, a pair of black leather boots with three-inch heels dangled from her hands. 
  Ah, no, she couldn’t have hidden those in the bundle of clothes she squirreled into the bathroom. She dropped them in front of Simone. 
  Without needing to be told, Simone unzipped a boot and held it open. 
  “Thank you.” Nadia placed a hand on Simone’s shoulder and stepped into one boot and then the other. Once Simone zipped them up, Nadia took a step back. 
  “How are you feeling?” 
  “Excited, nervous, frustrated.” 
  “Why nervous?” 
  “Because I don’t know how this is going to go.” 
  “Oh, but you do…Miss Sassy Pants.” 
  Crap. She knew beyond the shadow of a doubt she was about to meet Nelly. It excited and scared her. It had been too long since she’d felt the delicious burn of a good spanking, but it hadn’t been long enough since Renee went too far. 
  She mentally flicked her fingers around her ears, banishing Renee from her thoughts. 
  Simone knew Nadia would never hurt her, and she needed her like a drug addict needed their next hit. She craved the heat, the intensity, the sheer presence that was Nadia. 
  “Up,” Nadia commanded, arms crossed over her chest, no offer of help. 
  Simone stood. Their gazes locked, and the lust she saw shining back at her matched her own burning desire. 
  Nadia’s lips crashed into hers. The kiss was hard yet soft. Simone melted into it, revelling in the feel of Nadia’s corset brushing against her nipples. 
  After what felt like an eternity, and they were both breathing hard, Nadia broke the kiss. 
  “Safeword, Emmett?” 
  “Nads.” 
  There was a small smile, then in the blink of an eye, the woman Simone had longed to obey burst forth. “Have you been sassy today?” 
  “No, Miss.” Simone shook her head, feeling like she’d been summoned to the Head Mistress’s office. 
  Tapping the toe of her boot, Nadia searched her eyes. “Are you trying to make things worse for yourself?” 
  Deciding how best to reply, Simone rocked on her heels. She was tempted to say something cheeky, but she was yet to discover how far she could push Nadia. 
  “Answer the question.” 
  “Yes, Miss.” 
  “Yes, what?” Nadia’s nostrils flared. 
  “Yes, I wore my sassy pants today.” Simone tapped her lip, playing up to the nickname. “And I think I might’ve the other day, too.” 
  “You just earned yourself another lash.” Nadia pointed. “On your knees, Brat. Diagonally across the bed.” 
  Knowing the position would put her backside at eye level was both mortifying and thrilling. She felt vulnerable, exposed, and unbelievably horny. 
  “Beautiful.” 
  Simone jumped when a hand caressed her backside. In the next instant, her eyes flew open. “Did you just bite me?” 
  “Nipped.” 
  “Same thing.” 
  Whack. 
  The unexpected blow made her jump. Note to self, do not answer back. 
  “Better?” 
  “Yes, thank you, Miss.” 
  She heard footfalls moving behind her as if Nadia was pacing. Was she eyeing her up like a piece of beef? 
  For a split-second, Simone considered looking over her shoulder but then thought better of it. Anticipation was a potent aphrodisiac. 
  “Remember when I sent you flowers and asked you to call?” 
  How could she forget? “Yes, Miss. I was the envy of the office.” 
  “And what was one of the first things you said to me when you called?” 
  That seemed to be forever ago. Simone racked her brain. Surely the first thing she’d said was her name. “I told you who was calling.” 
  A throaty chuckle burst out of Nadia. “Actually, it went something like this, ‘You asked me to call, so I’m calling.’” 
  How rude. Simone bit back a smile. She had too, and her voice had been clipped. 
  The next blow wiped the smile clean off her face. A breath hissed out between her lips. 
  “Well, your sassy pants won’t save you now.” The tap, tap, tap of the paddle against Nadia’s palm echoed in Simone’s ears, taunting her like a seductress. 
  “Let me see. What else?” Nadia appeared before Simone on the other side of the bed. “What did you say when I said, ‘If you go home, it’ll be in the back of a cab?’” 
  Was that a trick question? When did she even say that? Coming up blank, she lifted one shoulder. Simone’s gaze tracked Nadia as she moved to the foot of the bed before she disappeared behind her. 
  “What if I like riding in the front,” Nadia said, repeating Simone’s wisecrack. 
  A wisecrack that she knew was about to turn into a crack across her arse. 
  “Are you sure? I don’t remember saying that?” She waggled her backside, taunting Nadia. 
  A blow landed, this one harder than the first, and Simone relished the burn. 
  “Do you know how many other times you’ve mouthed off at me?” 
  Somehow, Simone knew this was Nadia’s way of letting her decide how many blows she could take. 
  She was under no illusion, that with time, Nadia wouldn’t be so lenient, but while she was learning Simone’s body, her pain threshold, she was willing to go easy. 
  “Six, Miss.” 
  No more words were spoken until six blows landed and Simone’s entire body burned with need. Sweat beaded on her forehead, her arms trembled, and her backside throbbed to the same rhythm as the pulse between her legs. 
  “Beautiful.” Footsteps moved away and then returned. “Look over your shoulder, Emmett.” 
  The sight that greeted her took her completely by surprise. She no longer had to wonder what she looked like on all fours with her rear in the air. 
  Nadia held a mirror in her hands, proudly showing off her handiwork. 
  Three bright red stripes marked each butt cheek, and in the middle of each strip where the cut out on the paddle left the skin untouched, was a white love heart. 
  “Nelly can be ruthless, but she’s got a heart,” Nadia said, and right then she could’ve been describing herself. She had a ruthless gleam in her eye, but she was all heart, and she was stealing Simone’s. 
  “Middle of the bed, on your back.” 
  Simone crawled forward and flipped over. She let out a sigh of relief, basking in the satin bedspread cool against her heated flesh. 
  The sight of Nadia eyeing her up like prey made her nipples pucker. A delicious ache blossomed in her core and spread outward. 
  She yearned to feel skin on skin, mouths exploring, breasts bumping, hips pumping. She wanted it all, but it wasn’t her call. 
  Clearing her mind, she spread her legs like a starfish, back plastered to a rock. Only, the ocean she was swimming in was Nadia’s stunning blue eyes, framed by long, thick lashes. 
  “Grip the headboard.” 
  She did as she was told, the cool wrought-iron seeping into her palms. 
  “Slide your hands across until they meet.” 
  Her hands travelled over the scrollwork, bumped over an intricately crafted rose, and connected in the dip of a vine. 
  The chain on the wrist cuffs clanged against the headboard as Nadia attached first one, then the other. 
  “Feel that?” 
  A piece of fabric touched Simone’s thumb and forefinger, and she gripped it. “Yes.” 
  “The strips are Velcro. If you freak for any reason, yank the end and the cuff will release.” 
  “Are you expecting me to freak?” 
  Gracing her with a smile, Nadia shook her head. “Not at all. But I picked the third item.” She dangled a blindfold from her finger. “Consent is everything to me. And I don’t just mean consenting to the blindfold. I mean respecting limits. I promise I won’t surprise you with anything we haven’t talked about.” 
  Apprehension warred within Simone. She toyed with the Velcro strip between her fingers. Reminding herself she had the power to put a stop to anything with one word sealed her fate. 
  “Do it.” Simone lifted her head and the look of respect and adoration shining in Nadia’s eyes erased any fear. 
  She closed her eyes. Her glasses were removed and a blindfold took their place. Shrouded in darkness, she waited, heart pounding. 
  A slap on her hip made her flinch. What was that? The taps advanced up her torso, to her breasts. 
  “Nelly likes tits too,” Nadia said. 
  Oh, wow, she’d never had her breasts spanked, if that was what you called it, and the light taps were electrifying, but not as intoxicating as the mouth that enveloped her nipple. She writhed with pleasure, pulling against the restraints despite not wanting to go anywhere. 
  After a few more taps, the paddle thudded to the floor and Nadia cupped her breasts, pushing them together, lavishing attention on one then the other. 
  “Fuck, these are gorgeous.” Nadia’s voice was thick with desire, ramping up Simone’s arousal. 
  Every tug on her nipples felt like a tug on her clit. Simone’s breaths came faster, her moans louder. The bed dipped, and the next thing she knew she was alone. Nipples standing to attention. 
  “Boo.” It sounded lame, but if Nadia insisted on calling her a brat, she might as well act like one. 
  “Oh, poor baby. You just earned yourself ten minutes time out.” 
  Seriously? Simone swallowed the word. 
  A buzzing sounded, a very familiar buzzing. Was it a vibrator? God, was Nadia pleasuring herself while she left Simone high and dry? Okay, she was far from dry, but she was fucking high. High on lust, high on the scent of Nadia. And, delirious with thoughts of her pleasuring herself. Did she have the toy on her clit? Inside her? Teasing a nipple? 
  The next ten minutes crept by. The buzzing stopped and Simone wanted to jump for joy. Thankfully, the restraints prevented her from doing just that. 
  “Have you learned your lesson, Emmett?” Nadia’s voice was low and menacing, her breath warm on Simone’s neck, her scent driving her wild. 
  “Yes, Miss.” 
  It was Nadia’s call. Things would move at her pace, and not a minute sooner. Her lips brushed Simone’s, and Simone tipped her head to the side, trying to get more of her. A chuckle vibrated her lips, and Simone smiled into the kiss, loving how playful Nadia was even when she was laying down the law. 
  The bed dipped, and in the next instant, Nadia plastered her corset covered body to Simone’s. Leather boots against bare shins, velvet and lace teasing her breasts and torso. 
  “Mm.” Nadia broke the kiss and slowly descended Simone’s body. 
  In her mind’s eye, she watched Nadia’s honey-blonde locks dragging along her torso, over her pubic mound, her thighs, and lower. 
  Startled, she sucked in a breath when she felt Nadia’s soft, wet tongue on her ankle. It trailed up the inside of one thigh, grazed her centre and descended the other. Tiny murmurs of appreciation emanated from Nadia as if she was dining on a gourmet feast. And that made Simone feel sexy. Desired. Cherished. 
  The second time she ascended Simone’s left leg, she lingered longer at the apex of her thighs. A warm gust of air blew across her centre, followed by a long lick, then another gust of air. 
  “So wet…and swollen.” Nadia pushed a finger inside, and Simone imagined her balanced on an elbow, staring at the most intimate part of her body. 
  It was equally mortifying and exhilarating. 
  Nadia’s tongue wrapped around her clit and another finger joined the first. Simone groaned, long and slow, back arching, toes curling, hands gripping the wrought-iron headboard. 
  Within seconds, Nadia had her on the edge of sweet release. “Oh, God. Yes. So good.” 
  “You going to come, Emmett?” Her voice was breathy. 
  “Yes, so close.” Simone bucked her hips. Just a few more strokes and she would be there, falling headfirst into euphoria. 
  Her thighs trembled, the metal chain clinked, and her breath hitched as her body prepared itself for launch. 
  And then she wanted to cry, scream, rant, and rave. 
  Nadia stopped, just fucking stopped. In her mind, Simone dropped to the floor, arms flailing, legs kicking like a child having a tantrum, but she laid deathly still. 
  To protest would only make matters worse. 
  “Well done.” Nadia’s chuckle was wicked. 
  Nostrils flared, Simone fought against the impulse to drop her lip. 
  “Time for a reward.” 
  With her sight removed, every noise and movement amplified Thighs brushed against Simone’s cheeks, the scent of Nadia flooded her nostrils, and a second later, Simone finally got to taste her. 
  For a split-second, she wished she wasn’t blindfolded. Nadia sitting astride her face, black and red corset plumping up her breasts would be a sight worth capturing. 
  Simone sucked one plump lip into her mouth, toying with the flesh, before doing the same with the other. After a minute’s contemplation, she took a chance and dipped her tongue inside, tentatively exploring. 
  When Nadia shifted position, she took her cue and concentrated on her clit. The rhythmic circle of Nadia’s hips, the bed rocking, low murmurs filtering into her ears, told her she was on the right track. 
  Nadia’s fingers slid through her hair, under her head and held tight. Unable to move, Simone did the only thing she could. Held her tongue flat and basked in the taste and scent of Nadia as she chased her own orgasm, riding her face like a cowgirl. 
  “Oh, yes.” Her voice was breathy, her breathing laboured. Her movements slowed, the room went quiet, and then she cried out, panting and moaning. 
  Simone lapped at her like a parched woman, greedily licking up every drop she had to give. 
  “Fuck. That was good.” Nadia’s body shifted. 
  Cool air washed over Simone’s face, and without Nadia’s thighs wrapped around her ears, her hearing returned in full-force. 
  The bedspread rustled, and something thudded on the floor. A boot? Another thud. Her other boot? 
  Simone’s mind went blank when she felt Nadia nestled between her thighs. A finger brushed across the hood of her clit, in slow teasing circles. 
  “Do you want to come, Emmett?” 
  Delirious with pent up tension, she replied with what she hoped was the right answer. 
  “Yes, please.” Her tone was as desperate as she felt. 
  “How badly.” Nadia pushed a finger inside, and Simone moaned. 
  “So bad, Miss.” 
  “You are bad, aren’t you?” She added another finger, driving Simone crazy with desire. 
  “Yes, I’m bad, so very, very bad.” 
  “Should I punish you?” 
  Her eyes flew open behind the blindfold. “No, please don’t. I’ll be good.” 
  A chuckle bubbled out of Nadia, and Simone pictured her killer smile. 
  “Would you like a toy?” 
  Alarm tore through Simone. Her butt cheeks clenched of their own volition. “I don’t think I’m ready for that.” 
  Nadia clucked her tongue. “You disappoint me, Emmett. But until we know each other better, I’ll let it slide.” 
  Fuck. Simone cursed herself, her libido waning. Nadia had said she wouldn’t abuse her trust and here Simone was questioning her motives. 
  “Sorry. You can untie me.” Simone deflated faster than a punctured tyre. She didn’t deserve to get off. She’d blown it. 
  “Oh, no you don’t.” Nadia disappeared from between her thighs. 
  What was she doing? Where had she gone? 
  The second Nadia’s lips met hers, Simone’s mind quieted. She cupped Simone’s cheek, kissing her deeply, passionately. 
  God, she could kiss. Their tongues duelled. Nadia’s hand moved from Simone’s cheek, lower, to her breast, squeezing a nipple. 
  Like a dying fire hit by a gust of wind, her libido flared to life, hot and urgent. She lost herself in Nadia’s lips and tongue. 
  “Would you like to get off, Emmett.” 
  “Yes, please, Miss.” 
  “Better. Bend your legs until your feet hit your backside. Drop your knees out to the side.” She tugged on a nipple. “I want to see every glorious inch of you.” 
  Simone did as she was told, opening herself up to Nadia. Never had she felt more exposed or aroused. 
  It felt dirty…like she was flashing the world, and the fact she would never do such a thing made it all the more titillating. Like she was saying screw you, look at me now. 
  Her stomach contracted when Nadia dragged her fingertips down her torso, across her mound and lower. Then her mouth was on her, top to tail. Thighs aligned with Simone’s shoulders. Her head between her legs. 
  Warm, hot lips enveloped her clit. Nadia’s hand snaked beneath her thighs, and then she entered her. One finger, followed by another. 
  “So hot, and wet.” 
  The words made Simone blush, always had. 
  “Can you take more?” 
  “Yes, please.” 
  A third finger slowly joined the first two. The feeling of being stretched, the most intimate part of her body wrapped around Nadia’s fingers like an erotic rubber band, sent her hurtling toward euphoria. 
  As Nadia’s rhythm increased, so did Simone’s arousal. When she drew her clit between her lips and toyed with the sensitive flesh, every nerve ending in Simone’s body fired to life. 
  Being bound and blindfolded, not being able to touch, was as frustrating as it was freeing. 
  She concentrated on her imminent release, the sheen of sweat coating her body, her racing heart, the exquisite sensations making her writhe with pleasure. 
  Her walls contracted. Close, so close. 
  “Come for me,” Nadia commanded and Simone’s body obeyed. 
  Nadia’s lips were back on her clit, driving her over the edge, letting her freefall into ecstasy. Wave after wave ebbed through her body as an intense orgasm claimed her. 
  As her breathing slowed, Simone laid there, boneless. Sated. Elated. She couldn’t remember ever feeling such a sense of utter bliss. 
  Besides her one fuck up, questioning Nadia’s motives, she couldn’t have hoped for a better first time together. Sure they had sex the first time she’d stayed over, but not like this. This was something else. This was what Simone craved, a loving, dominant woman. 
  The blindfold disappeared. “Hey.” 
  Simone blinked, blinded by the light and Nadia’s sheer beauty. Her blonde hair was tussled, her corset askew, and she’d never looked sexier. 
  “Hey,” Simone said, feeling like she’d woken from a dream she wasn’t ready to let go of. 
  Velcro strips tore apart, and her hands fell to the pillow. 
  “Roll over.” 
  Too tired to argue, Simone did as she was told. Nadia massaged her shoulders, digging her thumb into a knot. God, that felt good. 
  Simone groaned, surprised at how tight her muscles were. But then again, she had been strung up for the last…? 
  “What time is it?” she asked, her voice muffled by the pillow. 
  “Five.” 
  “Really?” She turned to look at the clock but it was fuzzy without her glasses on. “We’ve been at it for an hour?” 
  The bed shook with Nadia’s laughter. “At it? Are we twelve?” 
  “You know what I meant.” Simone scooted over, and Nadia flopped down beside her. She reached for the blankets. 
  “Cold?” Nadia asked. 
  “A little. You know, like when you cool off after going for a run.” 
  “Yeah, like when cool air hits sweat-damp skin.” 
  “Ew.” Simone ran an arm across her sweaty forehead. Damn, she must look a sight. Auburn hair plastered to her head. 
  “Shall we shower?” Nadia slid off the bed, hand outstretched. 
  “Oh, so you trust yourself enough to shower with me now?” 
  “Who says I’m done?” 
  Lord help me. 
  Smiling, Simone followed Nadia, a willing victim led to slaughter. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 16 


 
 Nadia 


  Over the next few days, work and the gym occupied Nadia’s time. The temptation to see Simone every night was all-consuming, but she refused to rush things. By Thursday, she was going out of her mind. She had to see her. 
  Simone hadn’t pushed to see Nadia either, but that wasn’t her style. When they’d parted ways Monday morning, Simone had said ‘Call me?’ It had been phrased as a question, her eyes full of hope, the ball left in Nadia’s court. 
  They messaged each other every day, frequently, and talked briefly on Tuesday night. 
  Leaving her staff to run the store, Nadia stepped outside. The sun was high in the sky. A gentle breeze carried a hint of summer, and a lady with a very round belly was heading her way. 
  “Do you sell maternity bras?” 
  “We do.” Nadia smiled. “Far wall on the right, Shelley will help you out.” 
  “Thank you.” The woman cupped her belly as if the baby might fall out. 
  Nadia’s mind drifted to Helen and the kids as she punched in Simone’s number. She couldn’t wait to see them on the weekend. 
  “Hello?” Simone answered on the second ring. 
  “Hey. Do you want children?” Where the hell did that come from? So much for taking things slow. 
  “Wow, you don’t beat around the bush, do you.” There was a smile in Simone’s voice. 
  Nadia smacked her forehead. “Sorry, that just popped out.” 
  “Unlike babies.” 
  “True.” Basking in the warmth of the sun on her face, Nadia paced the footpath from her store to the shoe shop next door and back again. “How’s your day going?” 
  “Good. It’s such a relief not to have to process the wages anymore. I actually managed to get away from my desk for lunch, and I spent some time on the shop floor.” 
  “That’s wonderful,” Nadia said, loving how proud Simone sounded. 
  Other than the first time she’d told Simone she refused to date someone married to their job, Nadia hadn’t mentioned it again. 
  The changes Simone had made of her own accord spoke volumes. Simone was as taken by Nadia as Nadia was by her. 
  “So, I take it you’re free tonight?” 
  “Nope.” 
  Her heart sank. 
  “I’m rather expensive.” 
  “Ha, ha, you had me for a minute there. Is the Chevrolet Restaurant expensive enough for your tastes, my lady?” 
  “That will be perfectly fine,” Simone spoke with a plum in her mouth. 
  “How does six sound?” 
  “Perfect.” There was a brief hesitation before Simone added, “I’ve missed you.” 
  “Me too.” Nadia’s heart ached with joy. “Don’t be late.” 
  “I wouldn’t dream of it.” 
  *** 
  Shortly before six, Nadia paid the cab driver and stepped out onto the pavement. The night was crisp and clear but would cool off well before they left the restaurant. At least daylight savings was just around the corner. 
  Where the hell had September gone? 
  Since meeting Simone, the month had flown by. Speak of the devil. Nadia’s insides lit up like Christmas when she saw her pull into a parking space. 
  She climbed out of the car, pushed the key fob, and dropped the keys into her bag. Her handbag was as elegant as the woman swinging it by the handles. 
  She looked stunning in a red sequined dress. The V-neck showed off a hint of cleavage, and a side split revealed a hint of creamy thigh. Her silver high heels were elegant and made her legs look fantastic. 
  Simone gave her a knowing look. “Are you undressing me with your eyes?” 
  “Always.” Nadia stole a kiss. “You look amazing.” 
  “You look pretty spectacular yourself.” Simone eyed her up and down. 
  “Thank you.” Although Nadia appreciated the compliment, the simple black dress she wore couldn’t hold a candle to Simone’s stunning outfit. 
  “Shall we?” Nadia held out her arm and Simone slid her hand through the gap. 
  The double doors parted and they stepped inside. Nadia blinked hard, letting her eyes adjust to the dim lighting. 
  Neon lights lit up the bar to their left, and a door to their right announced the restaurant. Their reservation wasn’t until six-thirty, which meant they had half an hour to relax before perusing menus. 
  “What would you like to drink?” Nadia led the way to the bar. 
  “I’d kill for a glass of wine.” 
  “Hard day?” 
  “Every day’s a hard day. But I don’t want to talk about work.” Simone fished around in her handbag and pulled out a twenty. 
  “Uh-uh.” Nadia shook her head. “Tonight’s on me.” 
  “But—” 
  Nadia narrowed her eyes, arms folded across her chest, lips pursed. 
  “Thank you,” Simone said graciously, putting her money away. 
  “You’re welcome.” After ordering a glass of wine for Simone and a brandy for herself, Nadia led the way to a small sofa tucked in the corner. 
  They sunk into the cushions, sighing in unison. Soft jazz filtered through wall-mounted speakers, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere. 
  “I wish my couch was half as comfortable.” Nadia ran her hand over the plush, blue velvet. 
  A cheeky glint sparkled in Simone’s eyes. “From memory, it was pretty comfortable.” 
  “Was that before or after you were pinned beneath me?” Nadia toed off her shoe and ran a foot along the inside of Simone’s calf. 
  Static electricity sparked between them making them both jump. 
  “Shit.” Simone clutched her chest. “You’re electric today.” 
  “Comes from being powerful.” 
  “Is that right?” Simone placed her wine glass on the table, all smiles and sparkling blue eyes. 
  “Have you ever had an electric shock?” Nadia asked. 
  “Hard limit.” Simone held her fingers in a cross, eyes wide. “Not going there.” 
  “Huh?” Nadia frowned, thoughts of the first time an electric fence had bit her vanishing in a cloud of confusion. 
  “Erotic electrostimulation,” Simone said, pulling a face as if she’d tasted something bad. 
  She looked so adorable, Nadia would’ve laughed if the situation wasn’t so serious. And, she had to admit, she was impressed Simone knew what electrostimulation was. 
  But the question was, how did she know? “Please don’t tell me Renee—” 
  “No, never, but we googled it once.” Simone shivered. 
  “To put your mind at ease, I will never introduce you to anything that involves blood, needles, or electricity.” 
  “Or candles.” Simone’s smile was back. 
  “Wax play can be fun if done right.” 
  With a dismissive shrug, Simone picked up her glass. “I’ll take your word for it.” 
  “Have you ever been zapped by an electric fence?” Nadia asked. 
  “Nope. You?” 
  “Yep, and if electrostimulation is anything like my experience, you can be doubly sure it’s something I’ll never embrace.” 
  “Oh, tell me more.” Simone leaned back in the booth. 
  Nadia swallowed a mouthful of brandy, savouring the taste. “I was ten years old. Darrin and I went with Uncle Jim to check on some cattle. Darrin was busy playing with Buster, their dog. Uncle Jim put his boot on the single wire and stepped over. I asked him if the fence was electric and he said no. I wasn’t as big as him—” 
  “Of course not, you were a kid,” Simone said, hanging onto Nadia’s every word. 
  “Since I couldn’t get my leg on the wire to stand on and hop over, I clutched it with both hands.” The memory made her shudder. “I was straddling the wire fence before my body registered it was electric.” 
  Oh, the pain, the shock, the humiliation. 
  Jim’s grin had been so wide, she’d remained stoic on the outside while dying on the inside. They never spoke of it, and she wondered if he remembered something she would never forget. 
  “I can’t even begin to imagine,” Simone said. “Did you go ape-shit at your uncle?” 
  “No, I didn’t give him the satisfaction.” 
  “Ever the badass.” Simone’s smile was infectious. 
  “I wouldn’t go that far, but staying on the farm I had to toughen up. And that was nothing compared to the time Megan and I took the four-wheeler for a spin...and crashed.” 
  “Did you get in trouble?” 
  “Don’t you mean did I get hurt,” Nadia asked playfully. 
  “And that.” Simone tipped her glass. 
  “The motorbike survived, but we were black and blue. We hid our injuries and never said a word. When Uncle Jim discovered the front forks of the bike were bent, Darrin got in the shit.” 
  “No way!” Simone bit her lip. “Did you come clean?” 
  “Nope, Megan and I figured he picked on us enough, he could take one for the team. But that’s enough about me. What was your childhood like?” 
  “Nothing exciting like yours.” 
  “Come on, there must be something. Playing with Barbie’s, making Ken and Barbie do the horizontal mambo.” 
  “For the record, I never had Barbie’s, and I’ve known I was gay before I knew I was gay.” 
  Laughing, Nadia shook her head. “How can you know something before you know it?” 
  “You know, like in your gut before you even acknowledge it, or know it’s a thing.” She finger-quoted the word. 
  “So gay is a thing.” Nadia mimicked her actions. 
  “It most certainly is, and I’ve got a thing for people with the thing.” Simone waggled her eyebrows, and they burst out laughing. 
  “But there’s something I still haven’t figured out.” 
  “Oh, really. Do tell.” Nadia drained the last of her drink. She felt high, intoxicated by this wonderful woman lighting up her life. 
  In the past, the women Nadia had dated had been hard work. Constantly seeking her approval. She didn’t mind that in the bedroom, but outside of the bedroom she wanted a woman with her own mind. A woman who could give her a run for her money. She wanted Simone. 
  “So, what were you doing masquerading as a cleaner?” Simone asked. 
  Damn, and there it was. 
  Should she be honest and swear Simone to secrecy or dance around the question? After all, Helen’s job was at stake. 
  “I wasn’t masquerading, I was cleaning.” Not a lie. 
  “And seducing me?” 
  “That too,” Nadia replied. 
  “How does this honesty thing work?” Simone motioned between them. “You want me to be straight up but you can just duck and dive like a boxer?” 
  “Nice analogy.” It was a lame attempt at dodging the question, but it made Simone smile. 
  Nadia’s cell rang and they stared at it like a minute timer signalling the end of their date. Simone nailed her with a look as if daring her to answer it. 
  Challenge accepted, Nadia flicked her phone to silent mode. Whoever was calling could leave a message or call back later. 
  Her phone vibrated bouncing around on the table. They both stared at it until it stopped. Doing her best to ignore it, Nadia wiped the condensation off her glass with a paper napkin and casually dropped it on top of her phone. 
  There. Out of sight, out of mind. No more ducking and diving. It was time to answer Simone’s question. 
  “My friend Helen—” 
  The glow of her phone under the napkin drew her attention. Fuck it. Someone needed her. 
  “Excuse me.” She snatched up her phone and swiped the screen. Two missed calls from Mandy, Helen’s babysitter, and two text messages. 
  Call me, please. 
  It’s urgent. 
  Panic gripped Nadia’s insides. What the fuck was going on? 
  “Is everything all right?” Simone asked, concern knitting her brows. 
  “No. Sorry, I have to take this.” She hit redial, and Mandy picked up immediately. The sound that greeted her could only be described as pandemonium. Kids crying. Mandy’s words tumbling over each other. 
  “Slow down, I can’t understand you,” Nadia said, trying to remain calm. 
  “Blake, he’s having trouble breathing.” 
  Okay, Nadia could do this. She blew out a breath. “Take him to the bathroom, turn the shower to hot. The steam will help clear his airways.” 
  “I tried. Oh my God, his lips are blue.” She sounded hysterical. “I can’t get hold of Helen, I’m freaking the fuck out.” 
  “I’m on the way.” She ended the call. Nadia was out of her seat and halfway to the door before Simone caught up. 
  Shit fuck shit. She didn’t have her car. 
  “What’s going on?” Simone looked as worried as Nadia felt. 
  “You wanted to know what I was doing at KB Incorporated that night. Well, you’re about to find out. I need a lift to my best mates.” They dashed to Simone’s car, high heels clacking loudly on the pavement. “Her kid’s sick, he has croup, but this sounds worse.” 
  “Where’s your friend?” 
  “Working. She normally leaves her phone on in case the sitter needs her. Here.” Nadia held out a hand for Simone’s keys. 
  “I can drive.” 
  “Nope, I’m going to be breaking speed limits, better I lose my licence than you.” 
  Simone refused to hand them over. “And if you get pulled over for speed—” 
  “We get a personal escort.” 
  “Fine, but I’m driving. Keep trying your friend, she needs to know what’s going on.” 
  After five unanswered calls, Nadia phoned Mandy back. “How is he?” 
  “Not good.” 
  A cacophony of raspy breathing, hacking coughs and sobs, pierced Nadia’s heart. She would die for those kids. 
  “Try to stay calm,” Nadia said as her own anxiety grew. “We’re almost there.” She hung up and phoned Helen again. “Come on, come on, pick up.” 
  The phone clicked just when she thought it was going to voicemail. 
  Helen’s voice came down the line. “Hey, bitch.” 
  The light ahead turned yellow. Nadia peered at Simone, urging her to keep going. She closed her eyes and jumped it. A driver sat on his horn but they made it through safely. 
  “Don’t panic.” Not the best way to start a conversation, but Nadia didn’t have the luxury of time on her side. “Blake’s not well, you need to get home now.” 
  “What do you mean?” Confusion laced Helen’s words. 
  “I don’t know, but Mandy’s freaking out. It must be bad.” 
  The phone went dead and Nadia cursed herself for not being a little more subtle. When it came to her kids, Helen wouldn’t think twice about breaking speed limits. If she had a car crash on the way, Nadia would never forgive herself. 
  Simone reached over and squeezed her hand. “It’s going to be okay, we’re nearly there.” 
  Unable to speak around the lump of emotion clogging her throat, Nadia nodded. It had to be okay. Blake had to be okay. 
  “Up here. Yellow house on the left.” 
  Simone cut her eyes sideways. “The one with the busted fence?” 
  “Yes. Park on the front lawn.” 
  Before the car came to a complete stop, Nadia was out. She bolted up the driveway, barely even registering Caleb had left his bike out again. 
  Not bothering to knock, she pushed open the door. Caleb and Hayley ran to her, tears streaming down their cheeks. 
  She scooped Hayley up. “Shh, it’s okay, baby.” 
  When Simone stepped up behind her, she handed over Hayley and picked up Caleb. “You okay, big guy?” 
  “No. Blake’s sick, and Mandy’s crying.” He burrowed into her neck. “I’m scared Na-na.” 
  “It’s okay, sweetie. I’m here now. This is my friend Simone; she’s going to look after you while I check on Blake.” 
  Simone’s eyes went big, then she smiled at the kids. “Hi, what’s your name?” 
  “Caleb.”  
  She held out a hand, and the second Nadia set him on his feet he took it. 
  “Do you like books?” Simone asked. 
  He nodded, wiping snot and tears on the sleeve of his pyjamas. 
  Mouthing thank you to Simone, Nadia ran for the bathroom. 
  A siren sounded in the distance, the loud wailing growing nearer. Help was on the way, and none too soon by the look of it. Mandy was on the floor soothing Blake, silent tears rolling down her cheeks. 
  “Hey,” Nadia said softly. 
  The second Blake heard her voice he looked up. The sight of his hair plastered to his forehead, chest heaving as he fought for breath, ripped Nadia’s heart to shreds. 
  She plucked him out of Mandy’s lap. “You did good.” 
  Mandy shook her head, lips trembling. “Will he be okay?” 
  “He will.” Nadia nodded, wishing she could make it all okay. 
  Blue and red lights flashed across the bathroom window. Thank Christ for that. “An ambulance’s here.” She squeezed Mandy’s hand. “You did the right thing.” 
  Nadia grabbed a towel and draped it over Blake’s head, knowing from experience the cool air would make his breathing worse. 
  Hayley and Caleb stood in the middle of the living room, eyes wide. Just as she made it to the door, Helen burst inside, medics right behind her. 
  “What the hell’s going on?” 
  Nadia handed over Blake. One look at him and all the colour drained from Helen’s face. Blake started wailing, then coughing, then nothing. His eyes went wide, pleading for air. 
  “Ma’am, we need to go.” One of the medics snapped an oxygen mask over Blake’s face, and the other led them to the door. 
  Nadia stood on the doorstep, watching helplessly as the ambulance sped away. 
  “Come on, kids.” She hustled everyone back inside. 
  Mandy hesitated, looking like she wanted to bolt. 
  Hayley clung to Simone like a lifeline, and when Simone kissed the top of Hayley’s springy red hair, Nadia’s heart expanded in her chest. 
  “Sorry for ruining your night.” Mandy chewed her lip. 
  Feeling an immense sense of gratitude that Mandy had the foresight to call her, Nadia pulled her into a hug. “You have nothing to be sorry for, you did the right thing.” 
  “Did I?” She swiped at her eyes. “What if his lungs are damaged or something because I waited too long?” 
  “He’s a strong wee boy, you can’t think like that.” Nadia held her by the shoulders, trying to make her see sense. “Okay?” 
  She received a weak nod. 
  A tug on her dress drew Nadia’s gaze downward. Caleb looked up at her, eyes brimming with tears. “Is Blake going to die?” 
  “No!” Nadia picked him up, balancing him on her hip. “He’s going to come home and tell you all about his exciting ride in the ambulance, all those flashing lights. What noise does a siren make?” 
  “Whirr, whoo, whirr, whoo.” 
  Hayley started giggling, and that’s all it took. Smiling, Simone set her on her feet, and the kids were off, Hayley following behind Caleb, making siren sounds at the top of his lungs. 
  Oh to be so young and carefree. 
  “Did you need me to stay?” Mandy asked, back plastered to the door, short hair dishevelled, brown eyes bloodshot and glassy. 
  “No, I can take it from here, but you’re welcome to stick around until we hear from Helen.” 
  “Can you text me?” 
  “Sure.” Nadia nodded, her heart going out to Mandy. 
  It was a hell of an ordeal for anyone to go through let alone a teenager. Nadia only prayed it hadn’t put her off babysitting for Helen in the future. 
  When she turned, Simone was shoving books and toys into one corner of the sofa before she sat. 
  “Who wants Milo?” Nadia called out. 
  “Me.” Hayley and Caleb chorused, hands flying into the air. 
  “Me.” Simone waved her fingers, her gorgeous smile a bright spot amongst the gloom. 
  “I’d offer you something stronger, but all Helen’s money goes into these ratbags.” Nadia mussed up Caleb’s hair when he raced into the kitchen. 
  He pulled open a cupboard, retrieved a mug, and tore out again. “This is my cup.” Beaming, he held it up for Simone’s inspection. Nadia had bought it for his fifth birthday. It was blue with each letter of his name in different colours. 
  “Oh, what does it say?” Simone played along. 
  “Caleb. That’s me.” He stabbed himself in the chest. 
  “Nice to meet you, Caleb.” She held out a hand. “Can I have a closer look?” 
  After a minute’s contemplation, he handed it over, watching her closely. Hayley, sitting next to Simone on the sofa, clutching her blankie, watched with rapt attention. 
  Simone pointed to the first letter on the cup. “What’s this letter?” 
  “C,” Caleb said proudly, and his pride seeped into Nadia. She’d taught him to spell his name long before he started school. 
  While the kids were occupied, Nadia put some milk on to boil and heaped Milo into two kiddie cups. The chocolaty aroma teased her senses. 
  She probably should eat something, but the knot in her stomach wasn’t about to let up until she heard from Helen. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 17 


 
 Nadia 


  Hours later, exhausted and emotionally drained, Nadia turned the key in the lock, never happier to be home. Dead on her feet, she stumbled inside. 
  The second Simone closed the door behind them, Nadia pulled her into her arms, inhaling her scent, absorbing her warmth, her strength. “Sorry about tonight.” 
  “Don’t you dare apologise.” 
  “Hell of a way to learn how I came to be at KB Incorporated, huh?” 
  A huff snorted out of Simone. “A tad dramatic, yes. I would’ve settled for ‘My friend’s kid was unwell, so I filled in for her.’” She paused. “What I don’t get is why Helen didn’t just call in sick.” 
  That was easy to explain. “Blake hasn’t been well for months. Winter hit him hard, spring hasn’t been much better. Croup,” she said by way of explanation. “Helen’s boss told her if she called in sick again, she could start looking for another job.” 
  “He can’t just do that.” 
  “I know that,” Nadia said. “And you know that. But she’s on a rostered contract.” 
  “Let me guess,” Simone said, pulling up a stool at the breakfast bar. “He would change her shifts around until they didn’t suit her, and she’d be forced to find another job.” 
  “Something like that.” 
  “It was big of you to cover for her…and brave. You took a hell of a risk. Both of you.” 
  “But the risk paid off.” Nadia tucked a strand of hair behind Simone’s ear. “We’re together.” 
  “Only because you acted like a bitch in heat, marking your territory when you should’ve been scrubbing toilets.” 
  Amused, Nadia tried to come up with a witty retort, but she couldn’t. Her mind was still on Helen and Blake; the relief she’d felt when she’d picked them up from the hospital. 
  “I wish I could say something in my defence, but I’m beyond tired.” 
  It hadn’t exactly been the night Nadia intended to treat Simone too, but at least the pizza they’d ordered while waiting for Helen and Blake to be discharged had been tasty. 
  “I probably should get home,” Simone said. “You know, with work tomorrow and all.” She tugged on her dress as if in explanation. It was covered in Milo stains, thanks to Hayley taking the lid off her Disney Princess Sippy cup. 
  “You should start leaving some of your clothes here.” And there Nadia went again, saying stupid things when she was tired. 
  Simone smiled warmly. “Do you always do things arse about face?” 
  “What do you mean?” Nadia asked, too tired to hazard a guess. 
  “You ask if I want kids, then suggest I move my stuff in. Tell me, when does the marriage proposal come?” 
  Nadia opened her mouth, but Simone cut her off. 
  “Wait, let me guess. You’re opposed to marriage?” 
  “No, I’m not,” Nadia said, feeling defensive. She wasn’t against marriage, she just hadn’t met anyone she cared enough about to spend the rest of her life with. Until now. 
  “I was kidding.” Simone pecked her on the lips. “But I didn’t believe you when you said you don’t own any nighties.” 
  “Guilty as charged.” 
  “If I’m staying, I want one.” 
  “I want one,” Nadia mocked her. “You sound like Hayley.” 
  Affection shimmered in Simone’s eyes. “Oh my God, she’s the cutest wee thing. And her hair, all those red curls…” She pulled on the ends of her auburn hair. “I’d killed for hair like that.” 
  “And you know what?” Nadia flicked out the kitchen light. “By the time she’s a teenager, she’ll probably straighten it to within an inch of its life.” 
  “No! Say it isn’t so.” Simone held the back of her hand to her forehead, acting like a prima donna. 
  “Clown.” Nadia towed her toward the bathroom. She couldn’t do much about Simone’s dress but she could offer her a spare toothbrush. 
  After they brushed their teeth and freshened up, Nadia headed straight to the middle drawer of her dresser. 
  “Here.” She tossed a light purple negligee to Simone. 
  “Nice.” Simone put it on the bed and raced out of the room. She was back within seconds, digging round in her handbag. “Ta-da! Reunited.” 
  “Wow.” Nadia blinked hard. How had she forgotten? 
  “They’re unworn,” she lied, staring at the panties she’d slipped off and brazenly left on Simone’s office chair. 
  “Really? I could smell you on them.” 
  Unable to picture Simone as a panty sniffer, Nadia played along. “Really?” 
  “Of course.” 
  “Why don’t I believe you?” Nadia snatched them out of her hand and inhaled deeply. 
  Simone’s eyes bugged out, a look of horror draining the colour from her cheeks. 
  “They smell fine.” 
  “I washed them.” 
  “So why lie?” 
  “It was a joke.” Simone’s face fell. “You looked so sad, I just wanted to make you smile.” 
  Appreciating the gesture, Nadia wrapped her arms around Simone. “Just having you here makes me smile. And, right now, I am sad. Those kids mean the world to me. I was thinking about them when I blurted out if you wanted kids.” 
  Nadia pulled her dress over her head and dumped it on the floor. 
  Following her cue, Simone slipped out of her stained red dress and slid into the negligee. If she thought wearing a negligee would make it easier for Nadia to keep her hands to herself, she was sorely mistaken. Firm, round breasts strained against the material, puckered nipples taunting her. 
  With a gleam in her eye, Simone slipped out of her underwear and into the panties. The contrast of pale flesh and light purple lace was striking, and that was without her sparkling blue eyes looking for approval. 
  “If you plan on getting any sleep tonight, you better get under these covers before I ravish you.” Nadia patted the bed beside her. 
  Simone jumped in, and Nadia flicked the covers over them. 
  “You’re a temptress, you know that?” 
  “Whatever do you mean?” Simone batted her eyelashes. 
  Snaking an arm across her waist, Nadia grabbed her backside and squeezed, hard. 
  Simone let out a noise between a squeal and a whimper. 
  “Tell me what else you like?” Nadia released her grip, searching Simone’s eyes. She already knew she liked a playful spanking but what else? 
  “I like chocolate ice cream, summer days, trips to the beach, and walks in the park.” 
  “Brat.” Nadia chuckled despite herself. “You know what I meant.” 
  “I do, but I have a question.” 
  “Shoot.” Nadia entwined her legs with Simone’s, the hem of the negligee tickling her thighs. 
  “Have you ever had your heart broken, or are you a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of gal?” 
  “You make it sound like I’ve had a slew of women.” 
  “You make it sound like you don’t want to answer the question.” 
  “Fine.” Nadia rolled onto her back, and Simone flung an arm across her chest. It felt natural, like they fit. When one of them moved, the other moved into place. 
  “I didn’t really date much in school.” Nadia stared at the ceiling, her mind flicking back twenty years. “I had a couple of girlfriends, but nothing serious. The sex was average at best. For a while, I wondered if perhaps I wasn’t a lesbian or if maybe I was ace. Then I went to university.” 
  “Which one?” 
  “Massey in Palmerston North. You?” 
  “Waikato.” 
  Ah, that explained why she was so far away from home. Hamilton and Dunedin were miles apart and on separate islands. 
  “I liked Palmy, student life was crazy, but I never wanted to lay down roots there.” 
  Simone snuggled closer. “Lucky for me.” 
  “And me.” Nadia nuzzled Simone’s neck. “I guess you loved the Waikato so much you never left.” 
  “Correct, now stop deflecting.” 
  It would be easier to have this conversation when she wasn’t so tired, but Simone would only accuse her of sidestepping the question again. 
  “The first year, I stayed in the dorms. I met Dana. We hit it off, became an item. The second year, we found a flat and moved in together. She was submissive, begged me to tie her up, spank her, torture her nipples…and I loved it.” 
  The more power Nadia was afforded, the hotter the sex. They’d experimented together. “There wasn’t much Dana wouldn’t try. She put the ‘S’ in submissive. I could put her in the corner and use her as a footstool while I did an assignment. Once I was done, I would part my legs and let her eat me out.” 
  “Okay.” Simone chuckled. “Spare me the details.” 
  “No prob. Let’s get some sleep.” 
  “No! Tell me the rest, how’d it end?” 
  “Well, I’d cry out my release, and then Dana would…” 
  Simone thumped her arm. “To quote your words, you know what I meant.” 
  “I passed my papers, she moved home. She was studying to be a vet and had a year to go. We did the long-distance thing, and the visits grew farther apart. You could say our relationship died a natural death.” 
  “And you’ve been single ever since?” 
  “No. I dated a woman who wanted me to be her mistress 24/7. To start with, it was great, having her at my beck and call. Then it became tiresome.” Nadia sighed. “A bit like your Renee, I guess. At times, I felt like I was parenting a child.” 
  She took her hat off to anyone living in a total power exchange relationship, but Nadia had learned the hard way it wasn’t for her. 
  “What happened?” Simone asked, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. 
  “I broke it off.” It hadn’t been that simple, but Simone didn’t need the nitty-gritty details. The main thing was it worked out for the best in the long run. 
  “Last I heard, she met someone wonderful…and so have I.” She kissed Simone’s cheek. “Now, answer my question.” 
  “What was it again?” 
  “What else do you like? Do I need to buy a ball gag to hush your sassy mouth?” Nadia couldn’t imagine Simone letting anyone silence her, any more than she wanted to impede her ability to speak. Even during a scene…especially during a scene. 
  Of course, she could use non-verbal cues, but to be honest, she enjoyed the bratty side of Simone. It was an honour to see a completely different side of her than she presented to the outside world. 
  “Do I really need to answer that?” Simone poked her in the side. 
  “No.” Nadia laughed, moving away from the offending finger, pleased neither of them were into ball gags. “What about nipple clamps, do you like them?” 
  “I do,” Simone said around a yawn. “But I need to be in the right mindset to enjoy that kind of play, and right now I’m beat.” A small smile curved her lips. “No pun intended.” 
  “I would never beat you.” Nadia cupped her cheek and kissed her softly. “Get some sleep.” 
  “Okay.” 
  Simone put her glasses on the bedside table, and Nadia flicked out the light, surprised to see it was one in the morning. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 18 


 
 Simone 


  The next day Simone worked on autopilot. The day before had drained her. With less than five hours’ sleep, her reserves were running on empty. But she wouldn’t change a thing. 
  She finally knew why Nadia had been at KB Incorporated. She’d hung up her fancy clothes and donned a gawdy smock, all in the name of helping a friend. 
  The selfless act made Simone love her all the more. Love. Was that the right word? Maybe not, but whatever she felt for Nadia, it had definitely gone beyond lust. 
  “Hey, boss.” Alex stuck her head in the office door. “Did you see the cleaner last night?” 
  What the hell? Where did that come from? Having no intentions of discussing her harrowing night, Simone put on her poker face. 
  “No, I didn’t. Why on earth would you think that?” 
  Alex eyed her curiously. “Don’t you normally stay late on a Thursday?” 
  Oh, of course. Simone cleared her throat. “Now that Leisa’s processing wages, I no longer need to.” 
  “Well, how about you ask the golden girl to empty the rubbish in the staffroom, or is that below her pay grade?” 
  Even though Alex was smiling, Simone didn’t like her tone. “Come in, and close the door behind you.” 
  The cocky smile fell from Alex’s face. “I was kidding.” 
  “Sit.” Simone pointed to the chair. She didn’t play favourites and the sooner Alex got that through her head the better. “Leisa was promoted for doing her job well.” 
  “I do a good job too,” Alex mumbled under her breath. 
  “Yes, you do. But you waste a lot of time, too.” 
  With a huff, Alex opened her mouth then snapped it shut again. Simone let the silence linger, knowing Alex would cave first. 
  “Everyone checks their social media accounts at work. I’m not the only one, you know?” 
  “Yes, I know. And some more than others. Prove to me you can meet deadlines, and I’ll give you the extra responsibilities you desire. Just name it.” 
  Simone bit back a smile, waiting for Alex’s response. 
  “Accounts payable keeps me pretty busy.” 
  Just as Simone suspected, Alex was happy plodding along. She didn’t want any extra responsibility. 
  “You know. I’ve actually been really bush since Leisa stopped filing all the invoices and statements. There are hundreds a day,” she said it like someone trying to dump a co-worker in it. 
  “I do know.” Simone smiled sweetly. It was a job Alex should’ve been doing all along. 
  “Oh.” Alex stood. “By the way. The cleaner either didn’t turn up last night or she did a shitty job. If I was you, I’d complain. We pay them enough every month.” 
  “Perhaps the cleaner had an emergency. Like when you have to leave early because one of your kids are sick.” 
  Alex scrunched up her face. She looked under her chair, scanned Simone’s desk, and then settled her gaze on Simone. 
  “What are you looking for?” Simone leaned back in her leather chair, arms folded across her chest. 
  “That stick you normally have up…” 
  “Don’t you dare!” Simone gritted her teeth. It was one thing to be all buddy-buddy at happy hour, but she would not tolerate insubordination in the workplace. 
  Unfazed, Alex stood, her gaze on the wilting flowers. “Whoever she is, she’s good for you.” 
  “Will that be all?” Simone leaned her elbows on the desk, trying to maintain her grasp on the boss-employee relationship. 
  “Yeah.” 
  “Oh, Alex.” 
  She turned, hand poised on the doorknob. “Yes?” 
  “Change the rubbish bag in the staffroom, please.” 
  “You’re kidding?” 
  “Try me.” Simone’s voice was like steel. 
  “Fine.” Alex’s shoulders slumped. 
  The second the coast was clear, Simone sent a quick text to Nadia. 
  How’s Blake? 
  Rather than twist herself into knots waiting for a reply, Simone headed to the staffroom. She leaned against the doorframe. 
  Alex had her back to her, grumbling as she hoisted the black trash bag out of the rubbish bin and put a fresh liner in. When she turned and saw Simone standing there, she jumped. 
  “Here, I’ll take that?” Simone held out a hand. 
  Her eyes went wide. “Seriously?” 
  “Unless you’d rather take it out yourself?” 
  “No, no. Here, it’s all yours.” Her words were nasal as if she was holding her breath. 
  In the next instant, Simone knew why. “Who the hell eats fish sandwiches?” 
  “Conrad. His missus makes them for him, but as you can smell, he throws them away.” 
  Rather than get into a debate about what a waste of food it was, and why couldn’t he just be honest with her and say he doesn’t like tuna sandwiches, Simone tied off the bag and hefted it over her shoulder. 
  By the time she got back from dumping the bag in the skip bin and scrubbed her hands, she had two missed messages. 
  Blake doing fine, fighting the inhaler but breathing easier. 
  Because he was so young, Helen had to administer the inhaler through a cylinder tube with a face mask attached. For a two-year-old, it must be terrifying. 
  Helen’s in the shit at work. Missed her eight p.m. cleaning job. The company phoned and complained. I should’ve thought to go. 
  With all that was going on, it was any wonder it hadn’t crossed Nadia’s mind, even though she’d clearly covered for Helen before. 
  Not your fault. Leave it with me. 
  A question mark followed, but Simone ignored it, picking up the office phone instead. She punched in the number she’d scribbled in her book when trying to find Nadia/Jane and waited. 
  “Triple A cleaning services, how may we help you?” 
  “Hi, it’s Simone here from KB Incorporated. May I speak to the manager, please?” 
  “Oh no. Not you too. I’m really sorry.” 
  “Excuse me?” Simone played dumb. “Sorry for what?” 
  “We had a cleaner go AWOL last night. I thought you were phoning to complain.” 
  “Oh, no, quite the contrary.” 
  “Really?” the receptionist’s voice perked up. 
  “We’re talking about Helen, right?” 
  “Yes. Helen Jansen, she cleans your premises.” 
  “And she does a fabulous job. I thought it was well past time I phoned to give feedback. I’d hoped to receive a survey or a follow-up call to see if we were happy with your services, but since I haven’t, I thought I’d call. I believe in giving praise where praise is due.” Simone lowered her voice as if she was going to share a trade secret. “There’s nothing worse than hearing from customers when they have a complaint, but they forget about the five years of top service you’ve provided for them.” 
  “Gosh, yes, that’s the only time we hear from them. Human nature I guess.” 
  “I guess,” Simone said, keeping her voice professional. “Anyway, please pass on to your manager that we are very happy with the service, not only you, but Helen provides. She’s so thorough, it’d be a shame to lose her.” 
  “Thank you, I’ll make sure he gets your message.” She paused. “Sorry, what was your name?” 
  “Simone, Simone Emmett, CEO of KB Incorporated. Oh, and I’d appreciate it if this call stays between us. I don’t want Helen to get too comfortable and to think she can start gabbing to me all night.” 
  “I understand.” 
  Happy she’d done what she could, Simone said good-bye and ended the call. Only time would tell if it was enough. When the enormity of what she’d done hit her, she shook her head in wonder. 
  Who would’ve thought she’d be sitting there defending the cleaner, a woman she could barely say two words to only a few weeks ago. 
  God, she’d been such a bitch. Perhaps Alex wasn’t far off the mark accusing her of having a stick up her arse. Not that Simone would ever admit that out loud. 
  Was it five o’clock yet? 
  On impulse, she punched out a text to Nadia. What are you doing tonight? 
  After a minute of staring at her phone, the screen lit up. Why? 
  She bit back a smile. Don’t answer a question with a question. 
  Don’t be sassy. 
  Simone’s grin grew wider. What are you going to do about it? 
  Are you five or begging for five lashes? 
  Does that mean you’re free? 
  When her office line rang she nearly leapt out of her chair. Clutching her chest, she picked up. “Hello, you’re speaking with Simone.” 
  “It’s me,” Hamish’s chipper voice came down the line. “You coming to happy hour?” 
  “Not sure.” 
  “Come on, you have to, we’ve got dibs on you kicking arse at darts.” 
  “I might have to take a rain-check.” 
  “You’re not going to forget us for your girl, are you?” 
  “Not at all, in fact, I can’t wait for you to meet her.” That much was true, but tonight wasn’t that night. 
  “I’m happy for you, Simone,” his voice exuded warmth. 
  “Me too, now get back to work.” 
  “Yes, Ma’am.” 
  “Hamish, why didn’t you just come up and see me?” 
  “Because I’m working.” Laughter echoed down the line. He could be such a goof at times, but a loveable goof, and a damned good employee. 
  The ping of her cell phone made Simone dive for it. Nadia’s text made her heart sink. 
  Busy tonight, sorry. Helen needs me. 
  “So do I,” Simone muttered under her breath, feeling disappointed and selfish all at once. 
  Reminding herself Helen had been through a hell of an ordeal and that Nadia clearly loved those kids as if they were her own, Simone punched out a reply. 
  Okay, call me tomorrow. 
  At least Simone would get a good night’s sleep, and she wouldn’t be tempted to cancel her walking date with Leah. Yeah, friends were important. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 19 


 
 Simone 


  Saturday morning after bowing out of Friday night drinks, Simone awoke feeling rested, and, for the first time in longer than she could remember, lonely. 
  Rather than wallow, she had a quick scrub, chowed down on a banana, and was out the door well before she was due to meet Leah. 
  She rapped on the door and was greeted by Brad’s smiling face. “Hey. Come in.” 
  “Thanks.” She bent to untie her laces and caught a whiff of lavender carpet cleaner. 
  “Don’t worry about your shoes, I’m about to vacuum.” He pointed to the patches of white powder dotting the carpet. 
  “No wonder Leah snapped you up. Who doesn’t love a man who knows how to do housework?” 
  “No kidding.” He winked. “And I’ve been told I look pretty hot in my black-and-white maid’s outfit.” 
  “He’s kidding.” Leah walked up behind him and cracked him across the arse. 
  “You mean he doesn’t clean?” Simone bit back a smile. 
  “I meant he was kidding about looking hot in the maid’s outfit. Hairy legs in stockings aren’t exactly sexy, but he refuses to shave them. Don’t you, babe.” Leah pecked him on the cheek. 
  Having no idea if she was joking or not, Simone held her tongue. If he liked to be feminised who was she to judge? 
  “You ready?” Simone asked. 
  “As I’ll ever be.” Leah bounded down the stairs wearing shorts and a T-shirt. 
  After doing up her shoelace, Simone followed her to the car. Ten minutes later, Leah turned into Ruakiwi Road and pulled to a stop at Hamilton Lake Walkway. 
  “For the record, Brad doesn’t wear a maid’s outfit.” 
  “Not my business.” Simone cracked open the passenger’s door. 
  “Fine, but your love life is my business. So spill. I want to hear all about this woman who’s stolen my best friend’s heart.” 
  “Who says she’s stolen my heart?” Simone asked as they made their way over to the 3.8km track. 
  “Your face. You look like a lovesick puppy.” 
  “You look like a dog with a bone.” 
  “Did you just call me a dog?” 
  “A lovable one.” 
  A cacophony of geese honking and ducks quacking cut into their conversation. 
  “Look.” Leah pointed as a pukeko disappeared into the bushes. 
  The native bird was beautiful with its purplish-blue neck, black back, orange legs, and bright red bill. 
  “Stunning. Like Nadia,” Simone said wistfully. 
  “Please tell me you finally know what she was doing at your work.” 
  “I do.” They rounded a corner. “She was helping out a friend, filling in for her.” 
  “And hit on you?” 
  “Is that so hard to believe?” 
  “Not at all, gorgeous.” Leah made kissy sounds. 
  A couple heading in the other direction did a double-take and then continued on their way. 
  “I had an interesting night, Thursday, actually.” 
  “Oh.” Leah rubbed her hands together. “Are you going to cough up the details? You know my inner lesbian lives vicariously through you.” 
  “That’s what Brad said to me.” 
  “Really?” Leah scowled. 
  “He’s never been disrespectful to me, so don’t get your panties in a bunch.” 
  “Good to know. Go on.” 
  “We had a date. Her friend’s son got sick, and we had to rush to her place. Said friend, Helen, is our regular cleaner.” 
  “Why would you have to rush to someone’s place because their kid got sick? Does she have an aversion to vomit or something?” 
  “No.” Simone bounded over a puddle on the path. Huh, it must have rained last night and she didn’t hear a thing. “Her friend was at work. Her babysitter freaked and phoned Nadia. Last time he got sick, Nadia filled in for her so she could stay home with her kids.” 
  “Wow, hell of a way to find out what she was doing there.” 
  “That’s what I said. It was terrifying.” Simone puffed out a breath. “Can we slow down?” It was almost impossible to walk and talk at the pace Leah set. 
  “Sure, but tell me more.” 
  “Blake, he must be all of two, his lips were blue, and he was gasping for breath.” 
  “Like you,” Leah joked, but Simone didn’t smile. 
  The memory of seeing him in so much distress chilled her to the bone. 
  “No, like he’d die if he couldn’t catch his next breath. All this time, Helen thought he had croup, but after being admitted to A&E for hours upon hours, it turns out he’s asthmatic.” 
  “Poor kid.” 
  “Yeah, but at least now they know, it can be controlled.” 
  “True. So, when do I get to meet this woman?” 
  “This woman has a name.” 
  “Nar-dee-ah. Lar-dee-dah,” Leah said in a singsong voice. 
  “Just for that, you can wait.” In truth, Simone wasn’t ready to share her yet. Not because she wasn’t dying to introduce her to Leah, but for selfish reasons. For the time being, she wanted every stolen moment she could get with Nadia all to herself. 
  “The name just sounds posh. So I wondered if she is.” 
  “She dresses smartly, she runs a boutique, but she’s also very grounded. She doesn’t speak with a plum in her mouth or look down at others.” 
  Leah’s grin grew wider. Was she being mocked? Simone narrowed her eyes in warning, which was a stupid move. She tripped on a rut in the track and almost face planted. 
  “Whoa.” Leah righted her. “I wasn’t laughing at you. I’m happy for you, honestly. I wish you could see the way your face lights up when you talk about her.” 
  Appeased, Simone lowered her defences. “Maybe we could swing by tonight if she’s free.” 
  “You mean to say you haven’t already planned the next big date?” 
  “No. Her friend needs her support right now, and what are friends for if they can’t be there for you in your time of need?” 
  “True. Speaking of, sorry, but if you need me tonight, you’ll have to tag along with us to an engagement party.” 
  “I’ll pass,” Simone said, hoping more than ever Nadia didn’t have any plans. She longed for a night of passion. To submit to her like she’d wanted to do from the moment their lips met in the confines of her office. 
  “How about next Sunday? Come over for lunch, Brad can fire up the barbecue.” 
  “Sounds good.” She had no doubt they’d get along like a house on fire. 
  *** 
  At two o’clock that afternoon, Simone looked heavenward and thanked whatever deity was listening. 
  Fit to burst with happiness, she read the text message again. 
  Got the place to myself, Darrin not home this weekend. Pack an overnight bag. 
  Nadia’s confidence was intoxicating. No would you like to? Just do it. And it was exactly what Simone needed. Not all the time, but when it came to Nadia, her commands were so subtle they were like a drug, tempting her with the promise of a high. 
  Will do. What time suits? 
  She jumped when her phone rang. It was Nadia. “Do you have plans for dinner?” 
  “Oh, I don’t know. Depends what’s on offer.” 
  “Me, on the table. Naked. You on your knees, no utensils required.” 
  A jolt of lust shot straight between Simone’s legs. Her hand dipped between her thighs. If she didn’t get some quick relief, she would combust before she made it across town. 
  “Do not touch yourself.” 
  The snap of Nadia’s voice sent her hand flying back to her side. “I wasn—” It was pointless lying. “How did you know?” 
  “Your breath hitched.” 
  “And you’re barking orders already.” 
  “I thought we were past that.” 
  “What?” Simone ran her hands across her pubic mound, absently toying with the small patch of hair. 
  “Calling me a dog.” 
  Unlike the first time she called her a bitch, Simone didn’t have the slightest desire to call her one, even in jest. “I like your bark.” 
  “What about my bite?” 
  “I’ll have to get back to you on that one.” Thoughts of Nadia nipping her flesh made her throb. Her fingers dipped lower. God, how was she wet already? 
  “If you don’t remove your hand from inside your knickers right now, you won’t sit for a week, and when you do you’ll feel my teeth marks.” 
  Her hand flew away, and she had no clue why. Yes, she did. She yearned to please Nadia. “Done.” 
  “Good girl, and no more touching. The next time you climax it will be at my hand, my command.” 
  “And after you.” 
  “Of course, and since I’m not a total bitch, I’ll let you cook for me first.” 
  Simone pictured the huge smile on Nadia’s face, blue eyes twinkling, expecting a sassy comeback, but the prospect of cooking in her retro kitchen, already had Simone salivating for an entirely different reason. 
  Shrimp cocktail, followed by a warm lamb salad, washed down with a bottle of Cloudy Bay Sauvignon Blanc. 
  “You there?” 
  “Oh, sorry, I was just planning what to cook.” 
  “Great, text me a list of ingredients.” 
  “No, I’d like to do this for you, for us.” 
  “That would be lovely.” 
  Taken aback, Simone pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at the screen. Yep, same call, same person on the other end. Why she had expected Nadia to protest, she had no clue. Then it hit her how pleasant it was not to argue about such a trivial thing. 
  She offered. Nadia accepted. Easy. 
  “So, I guess it’s a date.” 
  “It is, and I promise to make up for Thursday night.” 
  “That wasn’t your fault,” Simone said softly. 
  “I know, but you realise what else it means?” 
  “What?” 
  “You have a week of infractions to pay for.” 
  “What infractions?” Simone harrumphed. They’d barely talked in the last few days, and most of their text messages had been about Blake. 
  “Hey, tramp. How many boobs have you sized up today?” 
  Simone smiled despite herself. “That was a joke.” She’d sent the text message while on a break, and come to think of it, a reply never came. 
  “Ah, oh well, everything is open to interpretation, and it came across as offensive.” 
  Unsure if Nadia was having her on or not, Simone gaped. 
  “See you at five, lover.” The smile in her voice seeped into Simone, immediately easing her worries. The click of the phone made her clench her teeth. 
  Damn infuriating woman. 
  They needed to talk about Nadia’s aversion to saying goodbye. Although, the more Simone thought about it, Nadia kind of had. 
  Rather than ponder the enigma that was Nadia, a puzzle she doubted she’d ever solve, Simone went in search of a notepad. 
  She had a meal to create and a lover to impress. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 20 


 
 Nadia 


  At seven that night, Nadia exhaled a contented sigh. She leaned back in her chair as Simone bustled around, clearing dishes off the table. The meal had been absolutely delicious, the company every bit as enticing. 
  Simone wore a short black skirt, tight white blouse, and black high heels. Even without the frilly apron, she closely resembled a French maid. 
  Sated, Nadia drained the last of her wine. “Are you sure you don’t want any help?” She had to admit Simone looked perfectly at home in her kitchen. 
  “Positive.” Simone dropped the tea towel, covered her mouth with an oops and bent to retrieve it. 
  Her skirt rode up, revealing sheer white panties. Damn, she had a fine arse. Firm and round. 
  Quiet as a mouse, Nadia dropped to all fours and crept up behind Simone. A squeal tore from her when Nadia sunk her teeth in, biting down on her left butt cheek. Firm enough to make an impression, but not hard enough to break skin. 
  “Shit.” Simone clutched her chest. “You’re lucky I didn’t drop a plate.” 
  “You’re lucky I didn’t spank your arse for cussing.” 
  Desire flashed in Simone’s eyes. “Sorry, Miss.” 
  “Are you?” 
  “No.” Simone’s lips curled into a cheeky smile. 
  Nadia lunged for the spatula hanging on a hook and cracked it across her backside. Another squeal tore from Simone, thighs banging against the cupboard. 
  “Stick your backside out,” Nadia commanded. 
  Simone didn’t move. 
  It’d been a while since Nadia had played with a brat, but she knew how to deal with one. Squaring her shoulders, she cracked the spatula on the benchtop, sending vibrations up her arm. “Now.” 
  Jumping to attention, Simone gripped the lip of the sink and thrust her backside out. No resistance, just obedience. 
  Nadia hiked up her skirt and lowered her panties, exposing all that smooth, creamy flesh. 
  Thankfully, the kitchen window overlooked the backyard, so the only one watching them was a lone bird in the tree. 
  “Beautiful.” She ran her hand across Simone’s exposed skin before pulling her arm back. 
  The first crack landed, and Simone exhaled a sigh, eyes sliding closed. 
  “Pardon me?” Nadia asked. 
  “Thank you, Miss.” 
  “Would you like another?” 
  “Yes, please, Miss.” 
  “What’s your crime?” Nadia delivered little taps, watching the flesh ripple. 
  “I touched myself after you told me not to.” 
  The revelation thrilled Nadia. Whether Simone had disobeyed a direct order or not didn’t matter. She’d as good as said she wanted to be punished. 
  The spatula clattered to the floor at the same time as Nadia dropped to her knees. She cupped Simone’s backside, nipping and biting until Simone was moaning and writhing above her. 
  Pushing to her feet, she slid a hand between Simone’s legs. She was hot and wet. “Is this what you did to yourself?” 
  “No, Miss, you do that to me.” 
  Nadia pulled Simone’s arms behind her back. She gripped her chin from behind and spoke into her ear, her voice low and menacing. “You didn’t finish clearing the table, Emmett.” 
  “Sorry, not sorry.” Simone’s lip kicked up. 
  Unable to help herself, Nadia chuckled. “You’re impossible.” Anyone watching would tell her she needed to hand in her domme badge, but then again she’d never been a harsh top. Playful, yes. Cruel, never. 
  Regaining control, Nadia marched her over to the kitchen table. “Sit.” She pushed Simone into a chair. 
  She landed with a thud, back ramrod straight, arms at her side. 
  “Don’t move, and I mean it. If you do, all play will stop.” 
  All traces of sass gone, Simone nodded. 
  Unable to resist the pull of her lips, Nadia stole a quick kiss before dashing to her room. She fished around in her top drawer and retrieved the same handcuffs she’d used to bind Simone to the headboard. 
  When she returned to the kitchen, Simone hadn’t moved a muscle. She looked submissive and proud all at once. The combination was intoxicating. 
  Nadia made quick work of securing her wrists before straddling her lap. She gripped the back of the kitchen chair, her face so close their noses were almost touching. “How do you feel?” 
  “Like we’re back in my office.” 
  Unsure if that was good or bad, Nadia searched Simone’s eyes. Desire and yearning shined back at her. So much need it took Nadia’s breath away. 
  And like the night in question, she captured Simone’s lips in a passionate kiss. She tasted like wine and lust; a potent cocktail. 
  The chain on the wrist cuffs rattled against the back of the chair. Simone moaned. Deepening the kiss, Nadia fisted Simone’s long, auburn hair, tugging gently on the roots. Simone tipped her head back, lips parting, tongue duelling with Nadia’s. 
  They danced the dance of lovers until they were both breathing hard. 
  When she could take it no more, Nadia broke the kiss. Simone’s chest heaved, cheeks flushed, lips swollen. 
  “Fuck, you’re gorgeous.” Nadia’s voice was thick with need. One kiss, one glance at this woman and she was a hot, wet mess. 
 
 *** 


  Simone 
  Being bound to a chair was equally exhilarating and frustrating. She yearned to touch, to stroke Nadia’s cheek, to touch her own kiss-swollen lips. But all she could do was sit there, and she revelled in it. 
  In a sense, Simone was a conundrum too. When it came to every other aspect of her life, she liked to be in control. 
  Yet when it came to sex, she wouldn’t know where to start. The idea of ordering someone to their knees was as foreign to her as finding a snake in New Zealand. 
  Ludicrous. 
  Somehow, Nadia had seen right through Simone from the first time they laid eyes on each other. And now, here they were. 
  “Ready for dessert, Emmett?” Nadia’s smile was wicked. 
  “Depends what’s on offer.” Simone bit her lip. 
  “Don’t play dumb, Emmett.” Nadia shimmied backward and stood. Simone immediately missed the warmth of her body. Snippets of their earlier conversation came back to her. 
  Me, on the table. Naked. 
  Her heart pounded and her mouth went dry. 
  Perched on the edge of the table, Nadia shimmied her lacy G-string down to just below the knee and leaned back, resting on her elbows. 
  “Don’t make me spoon feed you. If you want dessert—” 
  She didn’t have to say the rest. Simone wasn’t stupid even though Nadia made it hard to think at times. 
  She leaned forward as far as the restraints would allow and snagged one side of her G-string between her teeth. 
  Moving left to right, she kept at it until she worked them down to her ankles. Nadia lifted one foot, then the other, and Simone dropped the scant piece of material to the floor. 
  The scent of Nadia’s arousal flooded her senses. Her mouth watered, desperate to taste. 
  “That’s one lash, and I don’t mean of my pussy.” 
  “Huh?” Simone frowned. What had she done wrong? 
  “That’s two.” 
  “What for?” Simone asked, not bothering to hide her irritation. She didn’t mind when Nadia manufactured reasons to punish her, reasons Simone often played up to, but this was something else. 
  “One for dropping them on the floor, two for brooding.” 
  There was no point saying she wasn’t, it would just give Nadia another reason to call her a brat. On second thought, if the shoe fits… 
  “Did you expect me to fold them with my teeth, Miss?” Simone snapped her teeth like a rabid dog. 
  Nadia quirked an eyebrow, arms folded across her chest. “Are you inferring I’m a bitch?” 
  God, how did she do that? Construe something Simone had meant as a joke into a punishable crime? 
  Because she’s a genius. 
  “Sorry, Miss.” In hindsight, she easily could’ve leaned forward and dropped the briefs on the table. 
  “How sorry?” Nadia grabbed her by the back of the head and shoved her face between her legs. 
  The forceful move ramped up Simone’s excitement. She inhaled deeply, learning her scent, her taste. Musky and sweet. 
  When her tongue dipped inside, Nadia’s hand tightened in her hair, dragging her higher, until her mouth was hovering above her clit. 
  Following her lead, Simone focused her attention on the cluster of nerves, flicking her tongue over it and then sucking the swollen flesh between her lips. 
  The table creaked. Nadia’s breaths came faster. Tiny moans filled the room. The world outside ceased to exist as Simone lavished attention on her exposed centre. Toying with her flesh, licking the length of her slit, then back to her clit. 
  “God, Emmett, you’re killing me.” Nadia tightened her grip. 
  Simone’s scalp prickled, and she relished the burn. Nadia’s legs wrapped around her neck, ankles digging into her nape as she urged her forward, holding her captive. She felt like she was flying high, drunk on pheromones. 
  Nadia’s hips bucked. Simone swirled her tongue around her clit and drew it between her lips. 
  “Oh, yes, yes, like that.” 
  Nadia held her head, and Simone let her take control. It was freeing, liberating. For a small part of her day, she didn’t have to worry if she was getting it right. All she had to do was bask in Nadia’s scent and taste while she took care of the rest. 
  Her libido kicked up along with Nadia’s ragged breaths. With one final thrust of her pelvis, Nadia cried out her release. 
  As she came down, Simone peppered kisses along her inner thighs. For the first time since they’d met, she noticed a tiny mole mid-thigh. She kissed it softly and met Nadia’s gaze. 
  Her eyelids were heavy, pupils dilated, blue eyes almost black. She smiled—a radiant smile that made Simone’s heart sing. 
  Without a word, she slid off the table and released Simone’s wrists. As soon as her hands were free, Simone adjusted her briefs. They were sopping wet and sticking to her. 
  Nadia’s grin was wicked. “I’m not done with you yet.” 
  
 
 
 Chapter 21 


 
 Simone 


  What did Nadia mean she wasn’t done with her yet? Did she plan on tying Simone’s hands in front of her? Then what? Anxious to know but not bold enough to ask, Simone held her tongue. 
  “Up.” Nadia yanked her out of the chair, her grip iron-tight on Simone’s bicep. “Pull the drapes and dim the lights.” 
  Sure, ma’am, and you can just have a holiday. 
  Simone swallowed the words, mesmerised by what Nadia was doing. She climbed on a chair and undid what Simone assumed to be a smoke detector. Then, her gaze landed on another smoke detector above the kitchen table. Why the need for two in such close proximity? Had Nadia been the victim of a house fire? 
  Shaking off the morbid thought, she closed the living room drapes and put the lights on low. 
  When Nadia jumped off the chair, Simone glanced up. The ceiling light gleamed off a metal hook. 
  “A hook?” she asked, confused. 
  In response, Nadia reached under the sofa and pulled out a wooden bar with cuffs dangling from each end. 
  A spreader bar. Her clit throbbed. 
  “If you want to use your word, use it now.” 
  Watching with rapt attention, Simone shook her head, mouth clamped shut. This would be new to her, but the thought of standing spread eagle, her front and rear fully exposed and accessible ignited her blood. 
  With an approving look in her lustrous blue eyes, Nadia climbed back on the chair and clipped the bar to the hook, revealed by the faux smoke detector. Something that was genius in and of itself. 
  “Strip.” 
  The snap of Nadia’s voice undid Simone. She didn’t defy her, she couldn't. Her clothes hit the floor in the time it took Nadia to close the distance between them. 
  The instant their lips met, Simone was ready to explode. She moaned, subconsciously pressing into Nadia, loving the feel of her dress, soft as satin caressing her skin. 
  Nadia probed the seam of her lips. Simone opened, allowing her entrance. Her tongue snaked inside, possessive and demanding. 
  When Nadia finally broke the kiss, they were both breathing hard. She stepped back and glanced up at the bar hanging above them. 
  “Rather than bind you, I’ll let you grip the cuffs. But if you let go, all play will stop.” 
  The scar on Simone’s wrist itched, and she resisted the urge to scratch it. She was safe, Nadia would never hurt her. 
  “Cuff me,” Simone said with conviction. 
  After a brief hesitation, Nadia bound Simone, checking the wrist restraints weren’t too tight. 
  “Safeword?” 
  “Nads.” 
  Nadia shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips. “Spread your legs, feet in line with your shoulders.” 
  “Careful,” Simone said when the toe of Nadia’s shoe connected with the delicate instep of Simone’s bare foot. 
  Quick as a flash, Nadia’s hand shot out. She gripped Simone’s chin, eyes boring into her. “Pardon me? Do you want a spreader bar for your legs as well?” 
  “No, Miss.” Simone moved her feet apart until she was sure she resembled an X. 
  With a nod of approval, Nadia retrieved something from under a sofa cushion. Just like when she’d been masquerading as a cleaner, her dress barely covered her backside. It also showcased every delicious curve; her narrow waist, and the flare of her hips. 
  When she turned back around, a blindfold dangled from her fingers. Without a word, she slid the band behind Simone’s head, eyepatches resting on her forehead as she searched Simone’s eyes. 
  If she thought she’d find apprehension there, she was mistaken. Seemingly happy with what she saw, the eyepatches slid lower and Simone was plummeted into darkness. 
  With her vision gone, her senses heightened. Nadia’s scent wrapped around her. A puff of air ghosted across her lips. 
  Nadia kissed her, controlling every movement. She bit and pulled away, teasing her with small nips and licks until Simone moved forward, seeking more. 
  “Greedy girl.” A chuckle. 
  Footfalls padded away. Something clicked. A lock? Had she stashed her bag of tricks under the sofa, out of Simone’s prying eyes? Probably. 
  Images of the toys she’d glimpsed on a night that seemed so long ago played through her mind. 
  Startled, she flinched when she felt Nadia’s hands on her waist. She kissed her full on the mouth, then moved lower, cupping her breasts, pushing them together, lavishing kisses on both. 
  Simone tipped her head back, moans of pleasure escaping her lips as glorious sensations shot from her nipples to her core. Nadia had barely even touched her and Simone was pulsing with need. 
  A groan of frustration tore from her chest when Nadia released her nipples. Cool air hit the stiff peaks, making them painfully erect. 
  “Beautiful.” Nadia squeezed one between her fingers, the pleasure-pain making Simone rise up on her toes. She gritted her teeth, breathing through the delicious ache. 
  “You like that?” She squeezed her other nipple. 
  “Yes, Miss.” 
  “Well, we can’t have that. You need to be punished. Let’s see…” 
  A crack echoed around the room. Had Nadia just smacked Nelly against her palm? Thoughts of the paddle connecting with her backside sent a fresh wave of arousal straight between Simone’s legs. She was wet, so very wet. 
  Crack. 
  A blow landed. 
  “That’s one for being sassy.” Nadia ran her hand over Simone’s buttocks and trailed a finger up her spine. 
  Goosebumps erupted on her flesh sending a shiver through her body. 
  “Did you touch yourself after I told you not to?” Nadia nipped her collarbone. 
  “Yes, Miss. I couldn’t help it.” She hadn’t, but she yearned to feel the burn of Nelly again. 
  “Did you come?” Nadia asked, the husky tone of her voice making Simone shiver. 
  “No, Miss. I saved that all for you.” 
  “Liar.” 
  The accusation stung. Simone clenched her jaw. “I didn’t come.” 
  “You didn’t touch yourself either, did you?” 
  Ugh, damn her. Simone didn’t need her sight to see the triumphant grin spreading across Nadia’s face. She could hear it in her voice. 
  “No, Miss. I obeyed your order.” 
  “Good girl.” Simone flinched, taken by surprise when Nadia tugged on a nipple. One minute she was behind her, the next in front. “But you still lied.” Something sharp clamped down on her nipple. 
  “Consider yourself lucky I’m not putting these on your lying tongue.” Another clamp bit down on her other nipple. 
  Breathing through the burn, Simone’s eyes slid closed behind the blindfold. 
  A second later, a hot mouth and wet tongue probed at her centre. Nadia cupped her backside, pulling her close, devouring her. 
  An involuntary whimper escaped Simone, her knees sagged, the restraints keeping her upright, feet shoulder-width apart. 
  She was strung up like a puppet, and there was nowhere else in the world she’d rather be. 
  She might have a problem relinquishing control outside of the bedroom, but when it came to sex? She craved it, responded to it. 
  A groan tore from her chest, body quivering, thighs trembling, when Nadia sucked her clit into her mouth, nipping gently. She was close. Oh, so close. 
  Even though Nadia was on her knees, face buried between Simone’s thighs, there was no doubt who was in control. 
  “You want to come for me?” 
  “Yes, please. Please let me come for you,” she pleaded. 
  “You want me to fuck you?” 
  “Please.” It sounded like a plea. It was. 
  “So polite.” Nadia entered her, thumbing her clit. “Come for me, Emmett.” She curled her fingers forward, massaging Simone’s G-spot, and that was all it took. 
  She cried out, head tipped back, toes curling, as an intense orgasm claimed her. As her breathing slowed, she felt Nadia’s body slide up the length of hers. 
  Nadia lifted the blindfold and smacked her lips together. 
  “Damn, you’re sexy when you come.” 
  “Thank you, Miss,” Simone said, suddenly feeling shy. 
  “I want to see you come again.” 
  Before Simone could protest—she needed time to recover—Nadia was back between her legs, long blonde hair tickling her thighs. 
  When she kissed Simone’s clit, Simone jerked back, too sensitive. “I can’t…” she moaned when Nadia did it again. 
  “You can.” Her voice was soft, her words powerful. “You’re beautiful, Simone. Your surrender’s a magnificent gift. You will fall apart for me, and I’ll catch you.” 
  “I can’t,” Simone whimpered. 
  “I’ve warned you about lying, Emmett,” Nadia growled. 
  The slap on Simone’s arse sent shockwaves through her body. She gasped, pelvis thrust forward. 
  “You like the feel of my palm on your backside.” It was a statement. 
  When Nadia entered her, thumbing her clit, she was back on the edge within seconds. She needed to come. Desperately. She felt delirious, consumed by a haze of ecstasy she couldn’t wrap her mind around. 
  Nadia worked her clit, tongue circling then retreating, keeping her on the edge of glorious release. When she dragged her wetness backward, running her fingers up the crease of Simone’s backside, she clenched—an involuntary reaction. 
  “Relax,” Nadia ordered. “I promise I won’t penetrate.” 
  She might have added the word ‘tonight’ to that statement but Simone was too far gone to care. 
  Nadia circled the rim of her anus. “Anticipation is half the fun. It might not happen tonight, but make no mistake about it, it will happen.” 
  Nadia gripped the back of Simone’s thighs and yanked her forward. The shock of her teeth when she nipped Simone’s clit dragged a scream from her. Her head spun, whirling with pleasure, and she couldn’t hold back. 
  Nadia delivered another slap and that was all it took. A second orgasm tore through Simone, robbing her of breath. Her shoulders sagged. Her knees buckled. She felt like she would fall. 
  Nadia’s arm went around her waist. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.” She held Simone as she freed her arms. They fell to her sides, heavy as lead weights. 
  “Sit.” Nadia guided her to the floor, placing a sofa cushion beneath her. Footfalls padded away, but Simone was too spent to turn around. 
  “Drink.” A glass of water appeared in her hand. 
  “My arms feel dead.” 
  “I know.” Nadia’s smile was warm. She lifted the glass to Simone’s lips. She gulped greedily, surprised by her sudden thirst. 
  Once the glass was empty, Nadia helped her to her feet and led her over to the sofa. Sitting behind her, she massaged Simone’s shoulders, her scent wrapping around Simone like a comfort blanket. 
  “Thank you for trusting me.” She kissed the nape of her neck. 
  Overwhelmed and suddenly exhausted, Simone let Nadia take care of her, revelling in the aftershocks still pulsing through her body. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 22 


 
 Nadia 


  Over the next few weeks, life kept getting better and better. Nadia could no longer deny that for the first time in her life, she’d fallen hard and fast. It was thrilling and terrifying. All day, every day, Simone was never far from her mind. 
  It was too soon to suggest moving in together, but Nadia couldn’t say the thought hadn’t crossed her mind. Who would move where? If she moved in with Simone, she would have to find someone to rent her place. Someone she trusted. Darrin and Rose would be ideal, but Nadia doubted they could afford the mortgage anyway. 
  If Simone moved in with her, she would have the same issue. Although, perhaps Simone was only renting. That would make things so much easier when the time came. 
  A courier driver knocked on the front door, dragging Nadia out of her head. She really needed to keep her mind on the job or the next thing she knew she’d be planning her own wedding. 
  Boy, she had it bad. 
  Nadia unlocked the front doors. “Morning, Murray.” 
  “Morning, Ma’am.” He handed over the handheld device and Nadia signed for the goods. 
  “Have a good day.” 
  “You too.” She watched him jog back to his van and speed away. She’d just opened the box when Shelley hustled in the back door. 
  “Sorry I’m late.” 
  “You’re not.” She was ten minutes early, although by Shelley’s standards that was late. 
  “I know, but I like to make sure we’re ready to roll before the first customer of the day arrives.” She hung her bag up and joined Nadia at the counter. 
  “What have we got here?” She plucked a leopard-print baby doll set out of the cardboard box. “Oh, wow. Cute.” Shelley held it in the air and damned if it didn’t have Simone’s name all over it. 
  “What else did you order?” Nadia asked. Shelley had worked for her for five years, and Nadia relied on her to make sure they had the latest designs and stock levels were kept at an optimum. 
  “These.” She fished out a burgundy G-String. 
  Together, they priced and tagged each item before moving them to the new arrivals stand, with the exception of the baby doll set Nadia had put aside. She couldn’t wait to see Simone model it for her. 
  Later that morning, Nadia’s mind flicked to Helen. She picked up her phone and fired off a quick text. 
  You doing okay, chick? 
  Helen’s reply was instantaneous. Fabulous. What you up2 Saturday night? 
  Hopefully spending it with Simone, but if Helen needed her, she’d be there for her. Rather than say as much, Nadia answered the question with a question. Why? 
  Folks taking the kids for the night, wanna catch up? Helen’s text was accompanied by clinking wine glasses and a smiling emoji. 
  Sure, drinks at my place. My treat. She hoped Helen was humble enough to accept the offer. 
  It went without saying she couldn’t afford a night on the town. If they had a night in, Nadia could invite Simone over too. Win-win. 
  Nadia’s phone pinged and she read Helen’s text. It’s a date. 
  Yep. You, me, and Simone. Nadia hoped Helen wouldn’t feel like a third wheel. 
  Oh, Kinky. 
  She laughed. There wouldn’t be anything kinky about the night, well, not when it came to Helen anyway. But the comment had her mind running riot. 
  See you Saturday. And behave. 
  Of course. I wouldn’t want to upset Miss Proper. 
  Be nice. 
  Her phone blew up with smiling emojis from Helen. 
  Grinning, Nadia tossed her phone aside then snatched it back up and tapped out a quick message to Simone. 
 
 *** 


  Simone 


  After a busy Saturday, Simone threw a change of clothes into an overnight bag. Since Nadia had texted and invited her over, she hadn’t been able to think about much else. 
  She couldn’t wait to spend the night together, even if it meant having to share Nadia with her best friend for a while. 
  The plan, according to Nadia, was to drink wine, eat pizza, and pretty much hang out like teenagers enjoying a sleepover. Except Helen wouldn’t be sleeping over, and Simone doubted she’d be getting much sleep. 
  No matter how frantic or gentle their lovemaking was, it always took Simone a while to fall asleep afterwards. She loved to watch Nadia sleeping, long lashes fluttering as she dreamed about who knew what. 
  Shortly after four p.m., she arrived at Nadia’s. Just being there made her insides light up with joy. She drove through the open gates and parked. 
  Nadia came bounding down the porch steps, yellow sundress billowing around her thighs, blonde hair pulled into a messy ponytail. 
  “Hey, gorgeous.” She wrapped her arms around Simone’s waist. 
  The sparkle in her eyes warmed Simone more than the afternoon sun. The low murmur of voices from neighbouring houses filtered over the fence, but right then Simone felt like they were the only two people in the world. 
  “Hey,” she said softly. 
  For what felt like forever, they gazed into each other’s eyes. If it was possible to say ‘I’ve fallen for you’ with your eyes only, Simone hoped Nadia was receiving the message loud and clear. 
  A dog barked next door, breaking the spell. Simone pulled out of her arms and retrieved her overnight bag. 
  Inside, her gaze landed on an empty can of reduced cream and a packet of onion soup. 
  “Wow, you’re a remarkable cook. Open a tin, rip open a packet, stir, and ta-da. Gourmet dip! Amazing.” 
  Grinning, Nadia pulled her into a hug. Simone squealed when fingernails dug into her backside. 
  “Ow.” She swatted at Nadia’s hand, but her grip was relentless. 
  “Brat.” She finally let go. “Take a look under there.” She nodded toward the kitchen table. 
  A fabric dome covered a large plate, the contents hidden beneath. Half expecting something to jump out at her, Simone tentatively lifted the cover. Her mouth watered when her gaze landed on a childhood favourite. Lamingtons. 
  She closed her eyes, imagining the squares of sponge cake coated in chocolate and sprinkled with shaved coconut sliding down her throat. 
  “You’re drooling.” Nadia grinned. 
  “Did you fill them with cream?” 
  “Almost, then I put the bowl in the fridge, figuring it would be more fun to use later on.” 
  Food play? That was new to Simone, but she wasn’t opposed to it. 
  “Where’s Darrin?” 
  “Gone to an engagement party. He won’t be home until the wee hours of the morning.” 
  “Good to know.” Simone put her worries aside and picked up her bag. “I’ll put this in the bedroom before Helen arrives.” 
  Nadia followed her up the hallway. “Great. I can give you your present before she gets here.” 
  That was unexpected. What was the occasion? Simone put her bag on the floor and perched on the edge of the bed. 
  “On your feet.” Nadia’s tone broke no argument. 
  “Yes, Miss.” Simone stood, her gaze on the gift in Nadia’s hand. It was rectangular in shape and wrapped in bright blue paper. 
  “For you.” She handed the parcel over like a sacred gift. 
  Nerves and excitement warred within Simone as she lifted the sticky tape and peeled back the paper. 
  “It’s a panty vibe,” Nadia stated the obvious. 
  “I can see that.” Simone pointed to the words on the box. 
  “You’re going to wear it tonight.” 
  “What?” Stunned, Simone gaped. “Helen’s coming over.” 
  “So? She doesn’t have to know. Just keep your ice queen expression in place. Easy.” 
  Rather than harrumph like she wanted to, Simone straightened her spine. She could do this. Her poker face had got her out of more than one jam. 
  She ripped open the box and pulled out the vibe. 
  Nadia held out a hand. “I’ll have that.” 
  Without having to ask what, Simone handed over the remote. 
  “Put it in your panties.” 
  Spurred on by the approving look thrown her way, Simone hiked up her skirt, pulled on the waistband of her briefs, and slid the toy home. 
  It was smooth and cool against her recently waxed skin and felt wickedly naughty. 
  “Shit!” She jumped, clutching her chest when the toy buzzed to life. 
  The tiny vibrations felt exquisite. She let out a low moan that turned into a groan when the vibrations stopped. 
  She popped her eyes open to see Nadia shaking her head in disapproval. 
  “Let’s try that again.” 
  Simone frowned in confusion. What was she supposed to do? Act indifferent? Oh, shit, that was it. 
  Nadia nodded as if she could read her mind. 
  The toy buzzed to life again, and Simone fought the urge to close her eyes and absorb the sensations. She held Nadia’s gaze and gave her the iciest glare she could muster. 
  “No wonder Helen was scared of you.” Nadia flicked off the remote, but she didn’t need to, the comment wiped the smile off Simone’s face. 
  “She was scared of me?” The thought was depressing. She made a mental note to apologise to Helen for making her feel uncomfortable. 
  “Not of you per se, she just said she always felt like she had to tiptoe around you.” 
  An image of Nadia tiptoeing into her office the first night they’d met came back to her. “Hence you tiptoeing around me?” 
  “Yeah, but unlike Helen, your icy demeanour called to me.” She gripped Simone’s jaw and kissed her hard, devouring her mouth with her lips and tongue. 
  Simone moaned into the kiss, unable to get enough of Nadia. 
  After a beat, Nadia broke the heated exchange. “I could see the warm, loving woman beneath.” 
  The vibe pulsed to life making Simone jump. 
  Nadia grinned, and Simone glared. It was going to be a long night. 
 
 *** 


  By ten p.m., all three were slightly buzzed. Well, Simone was the only one who’d been literally buzzed on and off all night, but they were all feeling the effects of plenty of wine. 
  “Were you really scared of me?” Simone asked hating that she’d made Helen feel like she had to tread carefully around her. Although, that was exactly what she’d done. 
  The vibe pulsed to life making her eyes bug out before she quickly regained her composure. Thankfully, the music playing was loud enough to drown out the buzzing. 
  “No, not of you. Just scared to make a peep.” She grinned. “Peep-peep.” 
  Nadia tossed a peanut at Helen. “You should’ve said squeak, you timid little mouse.” 
  “Pfft, whatever. Last week, someone rang work and sung my praises. Said I was the best cleaner they’d had.” She dusted her knuckles on her chest. “Saved my arse actually. The boss was going to fire me for going AWOL, but his wife, our receptionist, said we might lose a good client.” 
  The buzzing stopped and as odd as it felt to thank someone while she was pulsing with need, Simone did what she should’ve done long ago. 
  “I really should thank you.” She smiled at Helen before reaching for Nadia’s free hand. The one not tucked in her pocket fiddling with the remote to the vibe. 
  “If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t be together.” 
  “I know, right!” Helen’s expression was animated, eyes wide, strawberry locks bouncing around flushed cheeks. “I didn’t think she’d go along with it, but Nads never could resist a challenge.” 
  What the fuck? 
  The wine Simone had consumed turned to ice in her stomach. The glare Nadia shot Helen didn’t help. 
  “What do you mean?” Simone asked. 
  After downing the last of her drink, Helen wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “The dare.” 
  Feeling sick, Simone narrowed her eyes. “What dare?” 
  “It was nothing.” Nadia shot Helen a warning look. 
  “Oh, please.” Helen laughed, oblivious to the mounting tension. “If I hadn’t dared you to kiss her, you two wouldn’t be together. Simone thanked me, and you should too.” 
  A potent cocktail of humiliation, hurt, and anger slammed into Simone. Her cheeks blazed. Her mind raced. How had she been so gullible? Right from the start, she felt like she’d been set up, and here she was. 
  Fuming, she ripped the vibe out of her briefs and threw it in Nadia’s face, literally. It smacked her in the cheek and landed in her lap. “I was a fucking dare? Well guess what? I’m not a toy you can play with.” She stabbed herself in the chest. “I have feelings!” Her voice cracked right alongside her heart. 
  Helen let out a nervous giggle. When neither of them paid her any attention, she jumped to her feet and disappeared. 
  Loose lips sink ships, ran through Simone’s mind. 
  But Helen wasn’t the one at fault here. Nadia was a grown woman with a mind of her own. And a shrewd businesswoman who made make or break decisions every day. 
  “I can’t believe you,” Simone said around the lump of emotion clogging her throat. 
  “It wasn’t like that. I—” 
  Not wanting to hear it, she cut Nadia off. “Did she, or did she not, dare you to kiss me?” 
  “Yes.” Nadia looked crestfallen. “But—” 
  “Don’t.” Simone held up a hand. Nadia reached for it, but Simone smacked her hand away. “Don’t touch me.” She jumped to her feet. 
  “Where are you going?” 
  “Home.” 
  “You’re not driving. You’ve had too much to drink.” 
  “Since when did you care?” Simone stamped her foot, fists clenched at her sides. 
  “Since the day I first laid eyes on you,” Nadia said softly. 
  Her expression was so sincere, Simone wanted to believe her, but she wasn’t that gullible. Once bitten, twice shy. 
  “Tell it to someone who cares. Like your best friend.” Where was Helen anyway? 
  As though her thoughts alone were enough to summon her, Helen waltzed back into the room. “I called a cab.” 
  “Thank you,” Simone said. 
  Helen frowned. “What for?” 
  “Calling a cab.” 
  “I called it for me.” Helen looked wasted and confused. 
  Too bad. 
  Simone wasn’t spending another minute in Nadia’s home. “I’ll tell them to send another.” 
  After a tense standoff, headlights cut across the drapes. The taxi was here. 
  Without so much as a backward glance, Simone grabbed her handbag off the coat rack and quietly let herself out. 
  As tempting as it was to slam the door, she wouldn’t give Nadia the satisfaction. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 23 


 
 Nadia 


  The door clicked closed and Nadia felt like her heart had been cleaved in two. Half of it was in the room with her best friend, the other half with Simone. 
  None of it belonged to her, because right then she felt like the heartless bitch Simone clearly thought she was. 
  Experience had taught her trying to resolve a misunderstanding when alcohol was involved was often futile. As much as it pained her to let Simone go, knowing she had to come back for her car gave her hope not all was lost. 
  “I guess I fucked up,” Helen said. 
  “You weren’t to know I hadn’t told her.” Something Nadia kicked herself for now. More than once she’d considered telling Simone why she’d been so bold that night, but fear had stopped her. And now here she was, living that fear. 
  The front door opened and Nadia spun around so fast her head spun. The rush she expected to feel when she saw Simone shrivelled up and died. 
  “Oh, it’s you.” Nadia shoved her hands in the back pocket of her jeans. Her fingers landed on the vibe she’d stashed there after Simone biffed it at her, and she cursed herself all over again. 
  “Nice way to greet your cousin.” Darrin glanced from Nadia to Helen, his smile fading. “Who died?” 
  “I just fucked up.” Helen gave Nadia a sad smile. 
  “No, not my little hellion.” Darrin pulled her into a one-armed hug, ruffling her hair. He’d known Helen for as long as Nadia, and he cared about her just as much. “Tell Uncle Darrin.” 
  A breeze blew through the door at the same time as Rose. “I paid the cabbie, but he turned around and came back, said he has a pickup, which is really fucking weird because I could’ve sworn a cab pulled away from your place as we pulled up.” 
  Rose looked at Nadia and Helen, then did a double-take. “Where’s your missus? I thought she was coming over tonight. Girls night in.” 
  “She left,” Nadia said simply. She wasn’t in the mood to explain. 
  “Oh my God.” Darrin’s eyes went wide. “Let me guess.” He waggled a finger between Helen and Simone. “You two tried to convince her to have a threesome, and she—” 
  “Darrin,” all three women screeched. 
  “Call me tomorrow.” Helen gave Nadia a quick hug. “I really am sorry.” 
  “It’s not your fault.” Nadia was responsible for her own actions. 
  As teenagers, Helen had never been able to lead her astray, and that hadn’t changed now that she was pushing forty. 
  Once the door closed, Darrin looked at her expectantly, waggling his eyebrows. Nadia knew it was his way of trying to lighten the mood, because God knew hers had taken a nosedive. 
  “Wine anyone?” Nadia downed her glass, then filled it to the top again. She might as well drown her sorrows. 
  “Got any beer?” Darrin sank onto the sofa. 
  “Did you buy any?” Nadia said, her voice clipped. His room and board didn’t include booze. 
  “Yep.” Darrin nodded. “Rose, darling, hunny bun. Can you get me a beer?” 
  Rolling her eyes, Rose rummaged through the bag at her feet, pulled out a can, and tossed it to him. 
  Next, she pulled out a Vodka cruiser. That explained why her tongue was blue. 
  “BYO?” Nadia asked the obvious. 
  “Yep, Claire and Ben put on the food. It only seemed fair guests took their own drinks.” 
  Darrin tore open his can and held it in the air. “Here’s to summer and barbeques.” 
  Unable to muster any enthusiasm, Nadia stared into her glass. She didn’t want to spend another summer alone. 
  The sound of waves crashing against the shore always brought her a sense of peace, but going to the beach alone was never as exciting as going with a friend, or better yet, a lover. 
  Thoughts of rubbing sunscreen into Simone’s pale flesh, jumping through the waves together, laughing and holding hands filled her with warmth and despair. 
  Whether she got to experience those things remained to be seen. First thing tomorrow, she would go to Simone’s, and she wouldn’t leave until Simone heard her out. 
  “Wanna share?” Rose asked, compassion shining in her eyes. 
  “I fucked up.” 
  Darrin leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I thought Helen fucked up?” 
  “We both did,” Nadia said, gutted with herself. 
  “See…threesome.” A huge grin split his face. 
  If it’d been anyone else making the lewd comments, they would have been out on their ear. But Nadia had known Darrin for long enough to know his heart was in the right place. 
  Making jokes was like a defence mechanism when it came to women and their emotions. As infuriating as that could be, he was family and she loved him to bits. 
  Taking a deep breath, Nadia gave them the condensed version of how she met Simone, and how the night came to an abrupt end. 
  “Wow, a bet.” Darrin shook his head. “Don’t you think that’s a little childish?” 
  She glared and he returned her glare with a smirk; the lovable bugger. 
  “I don’t know her well,” Rose said, not bothering to spare Darrin a glance. “But I’ve got the perfect thing to help smooth the way.” 
  “A strap on!” Darrin said looking like he’d just come up with the best idea in the world. 
  Rose sighed, shaking her head. “Babe, I’d never share our toys, and um…” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t think you wanted anyone to know?” 
  Her smile was sugary sweet, and Nadia burst out laughing. “Wow, I didn’t peg you for the type.” 
  “Pegging is not my thing,” Darrin spluttered. “Not that I’m judging, but…just no. Tell her.” 
  Rose smirked, and Nadia found herself smiling too. 
  “Tell me about your plan.” 
  “Well, I don’t own a strap on, and I don’t believe sex is the way back into her knickers.” 
  “That doesn’t make sense, does it?” Darrin stared at the ceiling, scratching his chin. 
  Ignoring him, Rose launched into her plan. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 24 


  Simone 


  The cab pulled to a stop, and Simone thanked the driver, handing over her money. As she climbed out, she sent a text to Leah. I’m here. 
  The door flew open before she made it to the top step. 
  “Hi.” She gave Leah a watery smile. 
  “Oh my God, look at you.” Leah pulled her into her arms, and that’s all it took. The floodgates opened, ugly tears streaming down Simone’s cheeks. 
  “Shh.” Leah kicked the door closed behind them, stroking her hair. 
  Feeling like an idiot—she never should’ve been so trusting—Simone sniffed. “I’m okay.” 
  “Yeah, right.” Leah held her at arm’s length, wiggling her nose. “Did you soak in a wine keg?” 
  “It’s called a barrel.” Simone laugh-cried. “And wine sounds good.” 
  “No way.” Leah shook her head, brown hair swishing around her shoulders. “We don’t need a repeat of—” 
  She cut herself off, compassion shining in her eyes. Simone got it. When she broke up with Renee, she drank herself into a stupor. Leah had been there for her then, just like she was there for her now, but that didn’t mean she had to clean up the mess twice. 
  “Coffee would be good.” Simone followed Leah into the kitchen. “Where’s Brad?” 
  “In bed.” 
  It was only then that Simone noticed Leah had a robe on, red negligee peeking over the top. 
  “Please don’t tell me I interrupted something.” 
  “We’d finished.” 
  “Ugh.” Simone plugged her ears. 
  “I’m joking. He’s out. I went to bed.” 
  Guilt slammed into Simone. She should’ve spent the night with someone who deserved her time. “I’m such a bad friend. Can you ever forgive me?” She swiped at her eyes. 
  “Drink.” Leah put a steaming cup of coffee in front of her. “You always were an emotional drunk.” 
  “I’m not drunk,” Simone protested. Helen’s bomb had sobered her up pretty fast. 
  “Have you got your period?” 
  “What? No.” Come to think of it, it was due any day though. Great. What a shitty hat trick, single, inebriated, and hormonal. 
  “You were home all alone while I was hanging out with…with that bitch.” Venom practically dripped from the words. “I’m a terrible friend. I didn’t even ask what you were up to tonight.” 
  “Firstly, you’re my best friend, not my babysitter.” Leah tore open a packet of chocolate biscuits. “Secondly, how about you start by telling me what happened before you crucify the woman who stole your heart.” 
  “She didn’t steal my heart.” 
  Leah quirked an eyebrow, and Simone didn’t bother denying it a second time. 
  Tears pricked the back of her eyes. “I thought she was the one.” 
  “Come with me.” Leah led the way to the living room, turning on lights as they went. 
  “Where’s Brad?” Simone asked. 
  “Geez, woman, how much have you had to drink?” Leah flopped into a chair. 
  A bottle? Two? What did it matter? “You said he was out, not where.” 
  “At the pub with some mates. Pool competition.” 
  “Why didn’t you go?” 
  “I wanted a me night.” Leah lifted one shoulder. “And here we are.” 
  With her emotions all over the place, Simone abruptly got to her feet. “Fine, I’ll go then.” 
  “Sit your arse down, Emmett.” 
  “Now you sound like her.” She dropped onto the sofa, soft cushions moulding to her body. 
  “Tell me what happened, and let’s try to stay on track.” Leah gave her a small smile, and Simone was certain if they’d been sitting closer together, Leah would’ve patted her hand like a mother comforting a child. 
  “It was all a dare.” The admission made her cheeks flame. How had she been so gullible? 
  After a lengthy silence, Leah stared at her head-on. “Don’t make me pull teeth, and don’t for a minute think I’m judging you. I might punch your missus in the twat, but I need facts first.” 
  Her expression was so earnest, Simone cracked a smile. “I thought you said you’d slash her bras.” 
  “That too.” Leah made a V with her fingers and pointed to her eyes. “Focus.” 
  “Long story short. Her friend’s son got sick, Nadia filled in cleaning for her, so she wouldn’t lose her job.” 
  “Okay.” Leah nodded. “But you knew that, right?” 
  “Yeah.” She took a deep breath, humiliation burning a hole in her stomach. “What I didn’t know was those two had a good laugh about how uptight I am.” 
  “No!” Leah feigned horror, eyes wide, hand over her mouth. 
  Laughing, Simone tossed a pillow at her. 
  She caught it and put it behind her back. “Go on.” 
  “From what I can gather, they had some kind of bet over whether Nadia could crack my shell and steal a kiss.” 
  “And she did!” Leah looked delighted. 
  “Don’t you get it? It was all a fucking joke. I’m a fucking joke. They’re probably sitting there laughing their fucking heads off while I’m falling a-fucking-part,” Simone fumed; dropping the F-bomb like it was going out of fashion. 
  “Wow.” Leah grinned. “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” 
  Taking the comment literally, Simone let it all out. “Hurt, angry, and annoyed. I need comfort and now you’re laughing at me too.” Her shoulders sagged, body folding in on itself. She had nothing left to give. “I’m going home.” She said the words, but her legs refused to budge. 
  “You’re not going anywhere.” Leah joined her on the couch. She tucked a lock of hair behind Simone’s ear, her care and concern knocking the fight out of Simone. 
  “I’m sorry.” Simone scrubbed her face. “I didn’t mean to take it out on you.” 
  “I know,” Leah said. “And I didn’t mean to poke fun at you.” 
  “Then why did you?” 
  “Because I think you’re overreact—” 
  Simone cut her off. “Please don’t dismiss my feelings.” 
  “Okay, but hear me out.” Leah grabbed the packet of chocolate biscuits off the coffee table and offered them to Simone. 
  “Trying to sweeten me up?” 
  “No, you’re sweet enough, and Nadia thinks so too.” 
  “How would you know?” They were yet to meet. Another sign it wasn’t meant to be. 
  “Because I’ve seen the way you smile when you talk about her, the way you tore off through the park when you thought you saw her.” 
  “That’s called me being smitten, not her.” 
  “Oh, really.” Leah’s smile was all too knowing. “Did her friend dare her to wine and dine you, too?” 
  “Probably.” 
  “Bullshit!” Leah snapped. “And you know it, but you’re too proud to admit it. I bet Nadia’s just as upset as you are.” 
  “I’m not making any stupid bets,” Simone said, sounding like a child, but she couldn’t help herself. 
  She wasn’t willing to admit Leah might be onto something, and although her wine fog had abated, her emotions were still all over the place. 
  “Why are you defending her, you’re supposed to be on my side?” 
  “Because I don’t want you to blow the chance of something good. At least talk to her, but not tonight.” Leah grinned. “Not when you’re half-cut.” 
  “I’m not drunk,” Simone protested for a second time. 
  The front door banged open and two minutes later Brad wandered into the room, smelling like a brewery. 
  “Hey, ladies.” He puffed out his chest. “Guess who won the pool comp?” 
  “Oh, let me see.” Leah tapped her lip. “Thomas?” 
  “You wound me,” he swooned. “What are you two gas-bagging about?” 
  “Simone’s love life.” 
  “I just broke up with my girlfriend.” The words left a bad taste in her mouth. 
  “Oh, man. That sucks. But, hey, better you found out now than later, right?” 
  Glaring, Leah slashed a finger across her throat. 
  “Well, I’ll leave you ladies to it.” He slunk out of the room and Simone felt dreadful. She’d managed to ruin Leah’s alone time and piss Brad off in the process. 
  “I should go.” She pushed to her feet. “Thanks for the ear.” 
  “You don’t have to go.” 
  “Yeah, I do.” She had some thinking to do. 
  “Well, at least let me give you a lift home.” Leah threw her jacket on over top of her robe. “Brad, I’m taking Simone home. Back soon.” 
  “I’ll be waiting,” his flirty tone made Simone smile despite herself. At least someone would be getting laid. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 25 


  Simone 


  The following morning, a pounding in her head woke Simone. Groaning, she rolled over and massaged her temples. It didn’t help. The pounding became more insistent. 
  She snatched her glasses off the bedside table and shoved them on her face. Fuck. It was after ten, she was late for her weekly walk with Leah. 
  Halfway out of bed, her mind cleared. That was yesterday, and what a cluster-fuck of a day that had been. She wasn’t going anywhere, her car was still at Nadia’s. 
  When knuckles rapped on her bedroom window, Simone almost jumped out of her skin. “Fuck.” She cursed under her breath. 
  “Open up. I know you’re in there.” 
  Speak of the devil. Simone would know that husky, deceitful voice anywhere. It had lured her in like a willing victim, only, she wasn’t so willing anymore. 
  “Go away.” Simone pulled a pillow over her head. The ensuing silence was deafening. Disappointing, too. Pain stabbed holes in her chest. Was it really over? 
  “Open up.” 
  Simone pictured Nadia with her face pressed against the glass, hands cupped around her eyes, trying to peer through the drapes. 
  The humiliation she’d felt last night came crashing back to her, blinding in its intensity. “Fuck off!” 
  “No! Open up or I’ll smash the window.” 
  Fuming, Simone marched across the room and flung back the drapes. “You wouldn’t dare…Oh, wait, you like dares.” It was a low blow, but Simone was feeling pretty fuckin’ low. 
  The smile fell from Nadia’s face. She shook her head sadly. “Please, can we talk?” 
  “No.” Simone had heard all she needed to hear last night. “Leave, or I’ll call the cops.” 
  A ball flew over the fence. putting a temporary end to their standoff. Nadia chased after it and lobbed it back. 
  A head popped up, tiny hands gripping the top rail of the fence. “Thanks.” 
  Another head popped up. Danny waved. “Hi, Simone.” 
  Not wanting to be rude, they were good kids after all, Simone pushed the window open. A gust of warm air filtered into the room carrying with it the scent of dry grass. 
  She plastered on a smile and waved. “Hi, boys.” 
  Sebastian screwed up his face. “What are you doing?” 
  Why did kids have to be so damn inquisitive? 
  “Talking to my friend.” 
  “Why’s she outside?” Danny, the older of the two, asked. 
  “Because—” 
  Nadia cut her off. “You needed your ball, and now I’m going back inside.” She waved to the boys as she made her way back around the house. 
  Inquisitive? Innocent, too. There’s no way Nadia could’ve made it outside and lobbed the ball back within two seconds of it coming over the fence. 
  “Bye.” Two heads disappeared. 
  Fuming, Simone threw on a robe and marched down the hall. She yanked open the door and stared Nadia down, looking beyond the big blue eyes that had wooed her and into the calculating soul beneath. 
  “May I come in?” Nadia took a step closer as if Simone saying yes was a given. 
  Simone stood her ground, arms folded across her chest. “I dare ya.” 
  Incredulity flashed across Nadia’s face. “Seriously?” 
  “Why? That’s your game, isn’t it?” She tilted her head to the side, eyeballing Nadia. “Or did I get it wrong?” Even though she knew she was being childish, she couldn’t resist the jibe. 
  Nadia shook her head solemnly. “You have every right to be angry.” 
  “Wow, that makes me feel so much better.” Simone held her chin high. 
  “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Simone.” Nadia held her gaze. 
  What could she say to that? Not a lot. She was acting like a woman scorned, and even though she hadn’t been cheated on, she felt cheated. 
  “Please, just hear me out.” Nadia’s expression softened. “If you still hate me, I’ll leave and never bother you again.” 
  The thought of never seeing her again made Simone’s chest tight. Holding onto her last shred of dignity, she stepped aside. “You’ve got five minutes.” 
  “Thank you.” Nadia pushed past leaving her intoxicating scent in her wake. Simone inhaled deeply, hating herself for doing so. 
  On an exhale, she shut the door. She turned and was met by eyes full of remorse. She looked away, a pitiful attempt to protect her heart. Nadia had hurt her badly, yet she still wanted her. Wanted her warmth, the intimacy, the sheer presence that was Nadia. 
  Before she knew what was happening, her hand was in Nadia’s and she was being dragged across the living room. 
  “Sit.” Nadia pointed to the sofa. 
  “Do I have a choice?” Simone remained on her feet. 
  “Always. Do you want me to go?” 
  Too damn proud to admit she didn’t, Simone gritted her teeth. 
  “Didn’t think so.” Nadia pulled her down beside her. 
  “You’ve got two minutes,” Simone said, trying to regain some ground. 
  “Okay.” Nadia nodded. “As you know, Helen thought you were rather uptight.” 
  That was hardly news, and right then Simone wished she’d never crossed paths with Helen, and she wouldn’t be in this mess. She could’ve continued to live her very comfortable, very boring life. 
  “As you know,” Nadia continued, “Blake got sick, and I filled in for Helen to spare her from losing her job.” 
  “How noble.” Simone yanked her hand out of Nadia’s. “I could’ve laid a complaint and she could’ve lost it.” 
  “True, but you didn’t.” 
  “And you won your bet.” Simone huffed out an annoyed breath. 
  “It wasn’t like that.” 
  “Oh, really? What was it like? Just some harmless fun between friends?” 
  “Exactly—” 
  “It was a fucking joke!” Simone’s voice cracked but she refused to let the tears fall. “Just like I was. Was the toy a setup too?” At the same time as she said it, the reality of the situation punched Simone in the gut. “Oh my God. This entire fucked up situation has been one laugh after another for you, hasn’t it? Fuck.” Simone smacked her forehead. “I’m such an idiot.” 
  “No! Never.” Nadia shook her head adamantly, blonde hair flying around her face. “I’m the idiot. I never meant to hurt you.” 
  “Humiliate…” 
  “I’m sorry,” Nadia said softly. 
  “Are you done?” Simone asked, not willing to concede just yet. 
  “No.” Nadia reached for her hands and Simone tucked them behind her back. 
  “I deserved that.” 
  “And then some.” Simone stared her down. 
  “And then some.” Nadia’s lip kicked up. 
  Simone diverted her gaze, protecting her heart from that killer smile, from those deep blue eyes she’d lost herself in over and over again. 
  “Helen gave me a rundown of all the people I might come across,” Nadia continued, and Simone held her tongue. 
  If Nadia wanted to feed her some cock ‘n bull story, surely it couldn’t hurt to hear her out. 
  “She told me the woman at KB Incorporated, you”—Nadia smiled, and Simone fought the urge to return it—“often worked late, and didn’t like to be interrupted. She made a joke about lesbians being uptight. That was a dig at me, not you.” 
  Simone frowned. Until recently, she hadn’t exchanged more than five words with Helen. “How’d she know I was gay?” 
  It was a big assumption considering Simone was the epitome of femininity. Long hair, makeup done just so, wardrobe full of tailored suits. 
  “A friend of a friend of a friend, or something like that, went to Waikato University with you.” 
  The explanation was plausible. But what did it matter how Helen knew anyway? 
  “I joked that it was a secret language and us lesbo’s had to stick together. Helen laughed and said, ‘good luck thawing that one out.’ I was like, ‘I bet I could steal a kiss.’ She said, ‘you’re on.’” 
  Simone’s mouth fell open. She wanted to cry but she was too angry. “So I was the brunt of some terrible joke?” 
  “Exactly!” 
  Simone recoiled, head snapping back as if Nadia had just delivered the knockout blow. 
  “Way to kick a girl when she’s down.” 
  “I didn’t mean it like that,” Nadia pleaded. “Don’t you see? It was all a lark. I never intended to go through with it. There was no handshake or money at stake. It was us goofing around.” She cupped Simone’s cheek. “And then I saw you, and I knew.” 
  “Knew what?” Simone held her breath, heart pounding. 
  “I knew I had to have you.” 
  “You didn’t even know me,” Simone said. 
  “Or you me, but you felt it too, right?” 
  Simone couldn’t lie, but she wasn’t about to admit the truth of it. She’d fallen just as hard for Nadia as Nadia had for her…if Nadia was to be believed. 
  The disappointment she’d felt watching Nadia walk out of her life that night, dragging the squeaky vacuum cleaner behind her, came back to Simone. “You ran out on me.” 
  “I didn’t want to, but I had to. What I did was crazy on so many levels. Helen could’ve lost her job. You could’ve made a complaint. It could’ve impacted on my business. I cursed myself. Tried to put it behind me.” She paused. “But I couldn’t forget you. I came looking for you, remember? Sent you flowers, courted you. Nobody made me do those things. I did those things because I fell for you the minute I laid eyes on you.” 
  Simone managed a weak smile. “Laid eyes on my backside.” 
  “Yes. But more than that, I could see the loving woman beneath the tough exterior.” Nadia tapped Simone’s chest. 
  “You really hurt me,” Simone said softly. 
  “I know, and I can’t begin to explain how much pain that causes me,” Nadia said, the pain she professed to feel evident on her face. 
  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 
  “Because I was scared.” Nadia lowered her gaze. “Scared this would happen.” 
  It was the first crack in her armour Simone had ever seen. 
  “Your best friend must think I’m an idiot.” 
  A small smile danced across Nadia’s lips, “She’s kind of in awe of you.” 
  Confusion slammed into Simone, derailing her train of thought. Why would Helen be in awe of her? She’d been nothing but an ice-queen-come-drama-queen in her presence. 
  “Cast your mind back to your panties.” 
  Why? She’d worn her black high-cut briefs. She was still wearing them, actually. 
  Oh, shit! The penny dropped. The panty vibe. 
  The memory of the toy smacking Nadia in the face flashed through her mind, only this time she saw it through Helen’s eyes. 
  A chuckle bubbled up inside Simone. “Is it bad of me to laugh?” She gripped her sides, unable to hold back. “Oh my God, your face. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so shocked.” 
  Nadia returned her smile. “Not as shocked as Helen, and for different reasons, of course. I was stunned because I couldn’t believe the night had gone to shit in a handbasket. Helen, though, she hadn’t pegged you as the type.” Nadia finger quoted the word. “Always thought you were too conservative.” 
  “Oh, really,” Simone said, her defences going back up. Just how much had she told her best friend? 
  “I don’t discuss our sex life with Helen,” Nadia said as if she could read Simone’s mind. “She doesn’t know I get off on kink.” The corner of her mouth kicked up. “You let that cat out of the bag.” 
  She had to. Mortified, Simone covered her face, peering between her fingers. “God, how am I going to face her at work?” 
  “Are you saying you’re going to start staying late again?” Uncertainty flashed in Nadia’s eyes, and Simone was fairly sure she knew why. 
  Since she’d met Nadia, it was a rare occasion Simone put in overtime. If she said she intended to start staying late again, she was as good as saying their relationship was over, because God knew, Simone would need every distraction possible to keep her mind from drifting to Nadia. 
  But if she said no, that would let Nadia off the hook too easily. Sitting on the proverbial fence, Simone shrugged. “Not sure.” 
  Nadia got down on bended knee, and Simone’s heart leapt into her throat. 
  “I know I don’t deserve it, but please give me a second chance.” 
  Putting on her best boardroom face, Simone straightened her spine. “Give me one good reason why I should.” She couldn’t have sounded more business-like if she’d tried. 
  “So I can prove to you how much you mean to me. So I can spend the rest of my days making it up to you.” 
  “That was two reasons.” Simone chuckled, her heart melting ever so slightly. “And how do you propose to go about this?” she asked as if they were discussing a business merger. 
  “Let me show you.” Nadia jumped to her feet and raced to the door. 
  “Wait. Where are you going?” Simone ran after her, feeling like she was about to lose the woman she’d just got back. 
  Nadia pecked her on the lips. “Be right back.” 
  The door closed and Simone stared at the solid wood. The house was quiet. Her mind wasn’t. Turns out Leah was right. 
  No one had made Nadia date her, and if she thought about it, what Helen had said as a joke was something Leah would do. Come to think of it, there was this one time at school when Simone had dared Leah to ask a guy out, and Leah being Leah had totally gone through with it. 
  A thud on the door put an end to Simone’s trip down memory lane. 
  “For you.” Nadia held up a cardboard box. 
  Eyeing it dubiously, Simone peeked inside. She recoiled, then laughed, and then cooed when a furry little head popped out. 
  “Oh, come here, sweetheart.” She fished out the wee kitten. He meowed, and she nuzzled his fur. 
  “What’s his name?” 
  “Her, and it’s Precious.” 
  “Precious? Why?” 
  “Because she’s butt-ugly.” 
  “Don’t you listen to her.” Simone covered the kitten’s ears. Her face was ginger and grey with a black ring circling one eye. The rest of her body was a hodgepodge of colour, and one of her back paws was completely white. 
  “Where’d you get her?” 
  “The SPCA. Rose said I could take her back if you don’t want her. She was the last of a litter. The others were homed quickly.” 
  “Naw, you poor thing. Mama thinks your beautiful.” 
  Until that moment, Simone didn’t think she was ready for another cat, but she was already bonding with Precious. She nuzzled her fur. “Are you hungry, sweetie?” 
  Shit, she didn’t have any cat food. “We have to go shopping. Actually, can you?” Simone asked. 
  She still needed to retrieve her car and overnight bag from Nadia’s, but there would be time for that later. She wanted to get this wee girl settled first. 
  Smiling, Nadia exited the house and was back in a flash; kitten food, litter tray, and toys in hand. She dropped a tinkering ball on the floor. Precious looked down, struggling in Simone’s arms. 
  She set her on her feet, and she was off, chasing the ball around the kitchen. 
  “So…do I get another chance?” Nadia’s voice held a hint of uncertainty. 
  “Mm, let me see.” Simone thought about it for all of two seconds. “Okay.” 
  Nadia pulled her into her arms and their lips met. The kiss was long and languid, open-mouthed and evocative. It only ended when Precious meowed at Simone’s feet. 
  Nadia scooped her up, nuzzling her fur. “Hey, it’s not too late to take you back.” 
  “You wouldn’t da—” Simone cut herself off. “Never mind.” 
  “You’re going to have to get past that word.” 
  “It was a figure of speech,” Simone said in her defence. 
  Nadia tickled Precious under the chin, talking in a sing-song voice, “We know that, don’t we? Not every dare’s meant literally, is it? No, no, no.” She tapped her little nose. 
  Point taken. 
  And whether the dare had been meant literally or not, the outcome had been spectacular. With that thought, Simone took the chip off her shoulder and focused on the here and now. A fresh start with Nadia and getting to know her new fur baby. 
  “I’ll need to buy her a scratching post.” 
  “Here.” Nadia handed over Precious, her little motorbike purring loudly. “I got one of those, too, but I ran out of hands.” 
  If Simone’s heart melted anymore, it would turn to liquid in her chest. “You thought of everything.” 
  “As much as I’d love to take all the credit, I have to admit, Rose helped.” 
  “Please tell her I said thank you.” 
  “I will. She likes you.” 
  Simone liked Rose too. And it was good to know she would see both Rose and Darrin again. They were good people. 
  *** 
  An hour later, Simone brewed a long overdue coffee. Precious was sound asleep in a basket, having worn herself out exploring her new environment. 
  “Can I help?” Nadia nuzzled Simone’s neck, hugging her from behind. 
  Coffee forgotten, Simone turned in her arms. They gazed longingly into each other’s eyes. 
  “Depends what you’re talking about.” Simone pulled her lip between her teeth. 
  Nadia twirled a lock of Simone’s auburn hair around her finger. “Well, there are certain things I’d like to do to make it up to you.” 
  “Yeah, like what?” 
  Simone’s eyes bugged out when she was abruptly shoved into the air. Her backside landed on the kitchen bench. Their eyes met, and the desperation she saw in Nadia’s eyes robbed her of breath. 
  Simone reached behind her and shoved the coffee cups aside as Nadia slid her backward until Simone’s back hit the wall. With her gaze locked on Simone, Nadia reached under her robe and tugged on her briefs. 
  The need to be taken flared hot and urgent between Simone’s thighs. She rocked her backside as Nadia slid her underwear down her legs and over her feet. 
  She put her hands on Simone’s knees. “Open for me.” Her voice was soft, tentative. 
  Unaccustomed to this softer side of Nadia, not that she was complaining, Simone studied her closely. “Not Emmett?” 
  “Nope, no games, no power exchange. This is just me wanting you. Needing you.” She parted Simone’s thighs, and with the first swipe of her tongue, Simone was lost to her. 
  Her body blazed to life as Nadia took her to the edge, putting the pieces of her heart back together with each loving caress. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 26 


 
 Nadia 


  Elated to have a second chance, over the next few weeks Nadia did everything within her power to make it up to Simone. Flowers, chocolates, dinner-dates, and play-dates. 
  October was nearing an end and summer was just around the corner. Nadia pulled to a stop in the carpark running along the back of her shop. She climbed out and waved to Trish, the manager of the neighbouring store. 
  Taking a minute to enjoy the sun on her face, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes. Her cell phone rang, interrupting the peaceful moment. 
  The working day had begun. “Hello, this is Nadia Jamison.” 
  “Did anyone ever tell you you should be a phone sex worker?” 
  The sound of Simone’s voice brought a smile to her lips. “I think they might’ve. And to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” 
  “Do I need a reason to phone my girlfriend?” 
  She loved the way the word girlfriend rolled off Simone’s tongue. “Of course not, but you didn’t want to know me two hours ago.” 
  At five-thirty, Nadia had bounded out of bed to make it to a cross-fit class by six. Simone had rolled over muttering something under her breath and pulled the pillow over her head. 
  “Well, I want to know you now.” 
  Pausing at the back door to her store, Nadia propped her phone on her shoulder and turned the key. She was greeted by the aroma of vanilla and spice drifting over from the reed diffuser. 
  “Hey, what are you up to this weekend?” Nadia asked on impulse. It was Labour Day on Monday which meant a long weekend. 
  Shutting up shop for three days would no doubt piss off a few diehard shoppers, but she refused to open on a long weekend. Her employees appreciated the time off, and happy staff were productive staff. 
  “I’m not sure,” Simone said. “Why, what did you have in mind?” 
  Nadia disabled the alarm and successfully dropped her phone in the process. 
  “Shit.” She retrieved her phone from the beige carpet. “Sorry about that.” 
  “What are you doing?” Simone asked. 
  Nadia kicked the door closed behind her. “Opening shop. Have you ever been to Hobbiton?” 
  “Nope, can’t say I have.” 
  “Me either, and it’s about time I checked out where The Lord of the Rings trilogy came to life.” When she was younger, Nadia had travelled overseas, but for some reason she was yet to visit many tourist spots in her own country. 
  “I’ve been meaning to go forever. Imagine exploring all those hobbit holes. I want to see where Frodo lived.” Simone’s excitement was palpable. 
  “Are you free this weekend?” 
  “I think I just might be.” 
  A wide grin broke out on Nadia’s face. “Great, I’ll book a hotel and pay for our tickets online. You don’t have to worry about a thing.” 
  “Oh.” Simone sounded worried. 
  Nadia recalled the look on Simone’s face when she’d offered to pay for her drink. Two words came to mind. Proud. Independent. 
  Letting Nadia treat her to a weekend away would be huge to her. 
  “I can claim most of it back as business expenses,” Nadia said. She could claim fuel and accommodation expenses anyway, but she couldn’t really justify a trip to Hobbiton as a business expense. 
  “It’s not that,” Simone said softly. 
  When she didn’t continue, Nadia grabbed the money out of the safe, waiting Simone out. 
  “I know this is going to sound lame,” Simone said. 
  “I like lame.” 
  “I don’t want to leave Precious alone for too long, she’s still so little.” 
  The door opened and Shelley breezed in; all smiles and finger waves. 
  “I’m sure Rose won’t mind cat sitting for a night. Please think about it.” 
  “For one night?” 
  “Deal, we’ll head up Saturday morning and be back Sunday afternoon.” Traffic permitting, which was likely to be heavy due to the long weekend, they would make it to Matamata in under an hour. 
  “Okay, I’ll come.” 
  “Of that, I have no doubt.” 
  The sharp intake of breath that sounded down the line pleased Nadia immensely. Keeping one eye on Shelley, she wandered toward the back of the store. “I’ll pack my strap-on.” 
  “How the hell am I supposed to concentrate on figures with a promise like that?” Simone asked. 
  “Think of mine.” 
  “Not helping.” 
  “Get back to work, Emmett.” Nadia disconnected the call. She imagined Simone scowling at her phone, eyebrows pinched. 
  A week ago, they’d had the talk. Nadia explained she hated hearing the word good-bye as much as she hated saying it. The last words she’d exchanged with her father. 
  She wasn’t a superstitious person, but it had bothered her ever since. Whenever she phoned the aged care facility to talk to her mum, she always said, see you tomorrow, or see you Sunday, never good-bye. 
 
 *** 


  Shortly after nine o’clock on Saturday morning, Nadia unlatched the wrought-iron gate and directed Simone to park on the front lawn. 
  Precious meowed softly in her carrier cage on the passenger’s seat. Simone cooed to her softly, missing her already. “It’s okay, sweetie. Rose will take good care of you.” 
  The driver’s door opened, and Simone was in Nadia’s arms before she could yank the keys out of the ignition. 
  “God, I’ve missed you.” She nuzzled Simone’s neck. 
  “It’s only been a night.” 
  Simone had put in an appearance at happy hour but didn’t stay late. There was nothing worse than travelling with a hangover. 
  “I know, but it feels like it’s been a week. And while you were out schmoozing, I gave these two a rundown on babysitting duty.” She hiked her thumb over her shoulder. Darrin was nowhere to be seen, but Rose stepped around Nadia. 
  She yanked open the passenger’s door and plucked Precious out of her cage. “Look at you, missy.” She rubbed her porky little tummy. “Someone’s been spoiling you.” 
  “Thank you, Rose.” Simone smiled. “I didn’t realise how much I missed having a cat until Nadia showed up with this adorable wee girl.” 
  “Spoken like a true mother.” Nadia grinned, the unspoken words loud and clear. Only a mother could love a face like that. 
  A short time later, they were on the way to Matamata; Nadia behind the wheel and Simone riding shotgun. 
  “It must be hard for Rose not to adopt all the homeless pets,” Simone mused out loud. 
  “It is, but she told me it’s also very rewarding seeing them going to good homes.” Nadia shot her a sideways look as they hit the open road. “I’m sure once she and Darrin move in together, they’ll have an entire brood of pets.” 
  “Do you like animals?” Simone asked. 
  “I like pussy.” 
  “Would you quit it.” Simone shook her head. 
  Cursing herself for forgetting her prescription sunglasses, she flicked down the sun-visor. 
  Nadia held out a hand. “Pass my sunnies out of the glovebox.” 
  Feeling like it was an order, Simone saluted. “Yes, Ma’am.” 
  The corner of Nadia’s mouth kicked up. “That’s one.” 
  “Oh my God. How’s that fair?” Simone slapped Nadia’s sunglasses in her hand. “You ordered me to do something. I obeyed.” 
  “It wasn’t an order.” Nadia chopped down a gear as they approached a tight S-bend. 
  “Well, there’s such a thing called manners.” 
  “Simone, sugar. Please pass me my sunglasses.” 
  Unable to keep a straight face, Simone replied, “Yes, munchkin.” 
  While the glovebox was still open, Simone fished around inside and plucked out a CD. 
  She popped it in and when Stevie Nicks started singing Rooms On Fire Simone didn’t miss the bemused look Nadia flashed her. 
  The irony wasn’t lost on her. There was definitely magic around her every time Nadia walked into a room. Not just the air of mystery, but the beauty that surrounded her. 
  “You know,” Simone said, “You kind of look like Stevie Nicks. 
  “Pfft.” Nadia flicked a lock of honey-blonde hair off her shoulder, looking every bit like a rock star. “I’ll have you know, this hair’s naturally straight, and I have four inches on that woman.” 
  “Well, excuse me,” Simone said in the most hoity voice she could muster. 
  “Oh, turn this up,” Nadia said as the next song came on. 
  The rest of the trip passed in comfortable silence, albeit stealing sly glances at each other, grinning like lovesick teenagers. 
  *** 
  Feeling like an excited child on her way to Disneyland, Simone jiggled in the passenger’s seat as they coasted past a sign welcoming them to Matamata. 
  “What time’s our tour?” she asked. 
  “Ten-thirty, and we’re having lunch at The Shire’s Rest™ Caf. Can you hang on until then?” 
  Although Simone knew Nadia was referring to food, the mention of holding on made her bladder perk up. Dammit. 
  “Can we check in to the motel first?” 
  “Check in’s not until two.” Nadia shot her a sideways glance. “Why? You want to get naked already?” 
  Simone chuckled to hide her anxiety. “No, I need to pee.” 
  “Oh, there’s probably a public restroom up ahead.” Nadia continued along Takitimu Drive. “Shout out if you see one.” 
  Like that was going to happen. The last time she’d used a public toilet was when she thought she saw Nadia and took off running like her pants were on fire. The memory made her smile. 
  “What are you smiling about?” Nadia asked. 
  “Remember when we first met?” Simone’s heart expanded in her chest. 
  “I’ll never forget it.” Her voice exuded warmth. 
  “Me either. I thought I saw you in the park. I sprinted to the toilet block, certain I’d seen you go inside.” 
  “But it wasn’t me.” 
  “No.” Simone shook her head sadly, the disappointment she felt that day coming back to her. 
  “What would’ve you said if it was?” Nadia asked. 
  “I really don’t know. I just knew I had to see you again.” 
  Nadia squeezed her thigh. “Me too. Oh, look.” She pointed to a service station packed with motorists fuelling up. “I could stop there. They’ll have a public loo.” 
  “Nah, I’ll hold on.” 
  “I can always stop on the side of the road.” Nadia grinned. 
  “I haven’t done that since I was a kid.” Simone remembered squatting between the passenger’s door and rear door of the car, her mother hurrying her up. “I’m fine, honestly.” 
  She could hold on. After years of avoiding public toilets, she’d trained her mind to ignore her bladder for far longer than was probably healthy. 
  Traffic had thinned out and a roadside sign informed them of a rest stop five-hundred metres ahead. If it was a typical rest stop, there would be a wooden table covered in bird poop and a rubbish bin. No toilet. 
  *** 
  Thankfully, her bladder didn’t burst before they got to Hobbiton, and like the rest of the twelve-acre venue, the bathrooms were pristine. 
  Fully enclosed stalls, no creepy eye staring at her through a gap. Simone shuddered, wondering how in the hell an encounter from twenty years ago still had the power to cripple her bladder. 
  She stepped out of the ladies and Nadia held out a hand. “Ready?” 
  “Ready.” She slid her hand into Nadia’s, loving the feel of her warm, strong grip. 
  The next three hours passed in a blur of awestruck wonder as they traversed the lush pastures of Hobbiton. The unequivocal beauty of the land, the mighty Kaimai Ranges towering in the distance, stole Simone’s breath away. 
  She barely exchanged a word with Nadia as they hung onto every word their guide had to say. It was fascinating learning how the movies came to life. 
  Outside the homes, Simone glimpsed everyday items from the lives of hobbits; cabbage gardens, honey pots, butterfly catchers, and hobbit-sized clothes hanging on lines. 
  Their guide pointed out the house of Bilbo Baggins and another where Samwise-Gamgee and Rosie Cotton lived. 
  Three hours later, they finally stopped to catch their breath. 
  “Amazing.” Nadia put her hands on her lower back and stretched. 
  “Breath-taking,” Simone said, breathing in the lush, green landscape. 
  “Thank you.” Nadia hip-bumped her. 
  “I meant the flowers, the hobbit holes, the sunshine, the ranges…” Simone paused. “And, of course, you.” 
  Nadia’s beaming smile was as breath-taking as the scenery. “I don’t remember ever feeling so content.” 
  “Me either, and we can’t leave without capturing the moment.” Simone held up her phone. “Question is, which door?” 
  Without hesitation, Nadia pointed to the red door cut into the landscape. A vine of colourful flowers sprouted from the grass rooftop and hung over the entranceway. “That one.” 
  “Let’s go.” 
  Hand in hand, they made their way over, waiting their turn while other tourists snapped away, talking excitedly. 
  There were people of all ethnicities and not a sad face to be seen. No one blinked an eye at two women holding hands. 
  Simone clutched Nadia’s arm, hugging it to her side. “Could the day get any better?” 
  “The best is yet to come.” 
  “You purposely drew out the last word.” Simone nudged her. 
  Looking genuinely surprised, Nadia gaped. “I did not! Geez, Emmett, get your mind out of the hobbit-hole.” 
  They looked at each other and burst out laughing. When they recovered, Nadia continued, “Wait until you see where we’re staying.” 
  “Oh?” Simone had done a quick Google search of hotels and motels in Matamata. There were a number of B&Bs but very few motels and hotels. 
  “Let me guess, Central Hotel?” 
  A tap on the shoulder interrupted their conversation. 
  “Are you going next?” 
  She turned and was met by a young Asian couple eyeing her expectantly. 
  “We are.” Simone smiled warmly. 
  “Do you mind?” Nadia handed over her phone. 
  “Not at all. Then you can take ours, yes?” the gentleman said. 
  “Sure thing.” 
  Photos taken, phones and cameras returned to their rightful owners, they were finally on their way back to the entranceway. 
  They rounded The Shire’s Rest™ Caf. Lunch had been a glorious affair of lamb burgers cooked to perfection, served with a large plate of fries. 
  “To answer your question,” Nadia said. 
  “Huh?” Simone eyed Nadia over the roof of the car. 
  “I’ve booked a room at Lake Karapiro Lodge.” 
  The name didn’t sound familiar. “In Matamata?” 
  “Twenty K’s out of it. A little over fifteen minutes from here.” 
  The key fob beeped and they both folded themselves into the car. It was like sitting in a sauna, only instead of the smell of hot coals, the odour of warm leather greeted them. 
  “Holy shit.” Simone punched the button to the electric window. 
  A warm breeze blew in and she fanned out her blouse trying to get some reprieve. The window whirred up again. 
  “The air con will kick in faster if you leave it up.” 
  “Oh, of course.” Simone shook her head wondering where it was at? The lodge, that’s where. 
  “Have you stayed at this place before?” The minute the question left her mouth, a pang of jealousy hit Simone. She didn’t want to think about Nadia wooing anybody else. She rubbed her sternum, feigning heartburn. 
  “Never.” 
  The pain in her chest let up as surely as if she’d burped. 
  “I hope it’s not a dive,” Simone joked. 
  “As if,” Nadia scoffed. “They have a heated pool and a spa pool.” 
  “In our room?” 
  “A swimming pool?” 
  “No.” Simone narrowed her eyes. 
  “Oh, you mean the spa pool,” Nadia said as if she hadn’t known. “It’s by the swimming pool. We can check out both later.” 
  Simone screwed up her face. “You can forget about the spa pool. I’m not getting in.” 
  “What’s the difference between a heated pool and a hot tub?” 
  “Is that a trick question?” 
  “Not at all.” Nadia turned left onto Buckland Road, leaving Hobbiton behind them. 
  “Because I’ve heard what people get up to in spa pools.” 
  Nadia shot her a cheeky look, eyebrows making an appearance above her sunglasses. “Oh, really. Like what?” 
  Biting back a smile, Simone huffed out a breath, arms folded across her chest. “Did anyone ever tell you you’re infuriating?” 
  “Did I tell you I’ve ordered room service and the wine should be chilled by the time we check-in?” Nadia’s grin was wicked. 
  Bursting with happiness, Simone leaned across the console and pecked Nadia on the cheek. “You’re amazing.” 
  “Amazingly infuriating.” 
  “Yes.” Simone chuckled, her heart full. 
  
 
 
 Chapter 27 


 
 Nadia 


  “Almost there.” Nadia turned into the driveway leading up to Lake Karapiro Lodge. She nodded toward a rustic building on their left. “I think that’s the barn loft.” 
  “Good guess, farmer Brown.” Simone grinned. 
  The comment had been rather obvious, so Nadia let it slide. 
  “Let me guess.” Simone pointed out the windscreen. “And that’s the lodge?” 
  The word lodge didn’t come to mind when looking at the imposing building. Well-tended flower gardens added to its beauty. The lower structure was red brick with mahogany window frames, and the upper level was dark stained wood with A-framed roofing. 
  From what Nadia had read online, a draft plan had been sketched based on a traditional English style home. 
  She did her best impersonation of an English woman. “Are you ready, lassie?” 
  “What accent is that?” 
  “British.” 
  “Really?” Simone scoffed. 
  “Keep up the sass, I packed Nelly too.” 
  “You didn’t?” 
  No, she hadn’t, but Simone didn’t need to know that. An open-handed slap could be just as effective. 
  “Get out.” 
  “Ah, there’s the bossy woman I fell in love with.” Simone bounded out of the car. 
  Gobsmacked, Nadia sat there, hands glued to the steering wheel. The declaration had thrown her off kilter. Was Simone really in love with her, or had it been nothing more than a figure of speech? Perhaps the country air and romantic setting had got the best of her. 
  “You coming, Nads?” Simone’s grin was…what? Infuriating? No, that was her word for Nadia. 
  Galling? Yes, that was it. And let’s not forget, provocative and sexy as hell, especially standing there twirling a lock of auburn hair around her finger, looking like butter wouldn’t melt. 
  If Simone was ever open to roleplay, the first outfit Nadia would buy her was a schoolgirl uniform. She could practically hear the slap of a ruler as she cracked it across Simone’s backside. 
  Putting her erotic daydream in the back seat, Nadia climbed out. She breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of evergreens and perennials. 
  “We can always go for a walk through the gardens later if we get bored.” Something she doubted, but it seemed only fair to offer while they were there. 
  “Are you kidding?” Simone’s eyes went as wide as her glasses. “We’ve spent the last three hours walking around twelve-hundred acres of picturesque beauty and you want to go smell the roses?” 
  “I don’t think they have roses,” Nadia deadpanned, delighted Simone wasn’t interested in going walkabout. 
  Simone folded her arms across her chest. “You insult me.” 
  That was unexpected. “How so?” 
  “Do I bore you?” 
  “Not at all.” Nadia wondered where the comment had come from. 
  “You suggested we might get bored.” Her expression morphed into a wide smile. 
  After a quick check to make sure they were alone, Nadia grabbed a handful of her left butt cheek and dug her fingers in. 
  “Ow, ow, ow.” Simone rose up on the balls of her feet. “Stop it. Someone might see.” She shoved at Nadia’s hand. 
  The front door to the lodge swung open and a gentleman bounded along the white pavers. 
  “Hello, ladies.” 
  “One of us is,” Simone muttered under her breath. 
  Ignoring her, even though she was smiling on the inside, Nadia held out a hand to their host. “Hi, I’m Nadia, and this is Simone, my lady.” Two could play that game. 
  “Nice to meet you. I’m Glen.” He released Nadia’s hand and shook Simone’s. 
  “It’s beautiful up here.” Simone glanced around the complex. 
  “Thank you. If you’d like to follow me, we can get you checked-in.” 
  “Is my car okay where it is?” Nadia pointed to her car beside a Kowhai tree, yellow flowers starting to bloom. 
  “It’s fine.” 
  Deciding to leave their bags until after they checked-in, Nadia fell into step behind their host towing Simone behind her. 
  *** 
  Ten minutes later, she turned the key in the lock to their room hoping it was as opulent as the pictures on the website suggested. 
  Ideally, they’d be on the second floor, but she couldn’t justify spending $900 on one room for one night. As it was, it’d hit her pocket hard paying for one of the two lavish ground floor suites. 
  But the look of wonder lighting up Simone’s face was more than worth it. 
  To be honest, Nadia was just as taken aback. Timber panelling, ornate plaster ceilings, and silk drapes captured the charm of yesteryear with the modern conveniences of today. 
  With a look of awestruck wonder lighting up her features, Simone wandered from the living area into the bedroom. “Wow.” 
  Nadia joined her by the door but didn’t dare step through. She didn’t trust herself not to throw Simone on the king-size bed. 
  “Who has a lounge chair and ottoman in their bedroom?” Simone ran her hand over the fabric. 
  “Oh, I don’t know,” Nadia said, “It could be fun.” An image of Simone bent over the chair danced through her mind, closely followed by the toys she’d packed. Which, reminded her, they were still in the car. 
  Nadia pushed off the doorjamb. “I’ll go and get our bags.” 
  “What’s the hurry?” Simone asked as she strolled across the living room, hips swaying like a seductress. 
  The knowing smile reflected back at Nadia in the tall, glass windows told her Simone knew exactly what effect she was having on her. 
  The view beyond was just as spectacular. Lake Karapiro and Mount Maungatautari stretched out for as far as the eye could see. 
  “Check out the bathroom while I’m gone.” Nadia pivoted on her heel. 
  Simone sniffed her armpits. “Are you saying I need a shower?” 
  That hadn’t been what Nadia meant, but thoughts of Simone freshly showered and wearing nothing but a smile had her mind running amuck. 
  She paused, hand on the doorknob. “I can’t wait to get you naked, and mark my words that will happen, but you have a choice.” 
  “Always.” The warmth in Simone’s eyes wrapped around Nadia’s chest and squeezed tight. 
  “We either check out the rest of the complex when I get back, or we can do so later.” 
  “And what will we do in the meantime?” Simone’s cool-blue eyes twinkled with mischief. 
  “Choose, Emmett,” Nadia said, trying to maintain some semblance of control. 
  “I’ll let you know when you get back.” 
  *** 
 
 Simone 


  The second Nadia left the room, Simone’s stomach tightened with anticipation. She dragged her gaze off the magnificent view before her and raced for the bathroom she’d spotted off the bedroom. 
  She was ready, ready to completely submit to Nadia. Whatever she’d packed in her bag of tricks, she could bring it on. 
  Nadia was like a whirlpool, sucking Simone in deeper and deeper, until she was spiralling out of control, powerless against the undertow. 
  Question was, would she come out alive? 
  The shower was divine, powerful jets revitalising her body. She wanted to linger but needed to hurry. After shutting off the faucet, Simone quickly dried off. The towel was soft as cotton and fragranced with lavender. 
  She stepped from the en suite bathroom into the bedroom. Everything about the room screamed of money. From the silk drapes to the plush throw rugs. The reds and golds reminded her of flashing dollar signs. 
  As tempting as it was, Simone made a vow not to google Lake Karapiro Lodge when she got home. She didn’t need to know how much the night away cost Nadia, and somehow finding out would cheapen the experience. 
  There was nothing worse than giving someone a gift only to be asked how much it cost. Or worse, discovering they’d taken it upon themselves to find out. 
  The door clicked open, and Simone’s heart rate spiked. She tossed the towel on the bed and dropped to her knees. 
  “I’m back.” Nadia’s step faltered, desire lighting up her beautiful features. Her appreciative gaze raked over Simone’s body. “Your choice pleases me.” 
  “Thank you, Miss. 
  Nadia sauntered into the room, overnight bags flung over her shoulder. She stopped when she reached Simone’s side. “Close your eyes, Emmett. Forget about the world outside.” Her voice was soft, soothing. “Breathe deeply. In through your nose.” 
  Simone obeyed, her lungs slowly expanding. 
  “Out through your mouth.” 
  Feeling like she was in a trance, Simone slowly exhaled. Her body relaxed and her mind cleared. 
  “Well done.” Nadia’s hand brushed the top of her head. “Keep your eyes closed until I return. If you move or open them, my toys would’ve come for the ride only.” 
  It was on the tip of Simone’s tongue to ask how she would know, but she was too far gone to care. She had no doubt Nadia would see right through her if she disobeyed, anyway. 
  “Yes, Miss.” Simone inhaled. Slow and steady. In through her nose, out through her mouth. Time passed, every sound amplified. 
  The rustling of clothes. What was Nadia looking for? What had she brought to wear? The shower turned on. Sometime later, it turned off. After a painfully long minute, footfalls preceded the delicate touch of a hand on her shoulder. 
  “Open your eyes.” 
  Simone complied. Her vision cleared, and her throat went dry. She ran her tongue over her teeth, working up enough saliva to speak. “Beautiful.” 
  A fishnet bodysuit clung to every delectable curve of Nadia’s body. 
  “Would you like to please me?” Nadia asked, towering over Simone. 
  Her imposing figure made Simone feel like a maid about to serve the lady of the house. The thought took her back to when their host had greeted them, and Simone had quipped only one of them was a lady. 
  “Something funny, Emmett?” Nadia grabbed her chin, squeezing until Simone expected to hear her jaw pop. 
  “No.” The word was a strangled garble. 
  “Then I suggest you put that cheeky mouth of yours to better use.” She grabbed Simone by the back of her head and shoved it between her legs. 
  Instinctively, Simone braced her hands against Nadia’s thighs when she toppled forward. 
  “Uh-uh.” She stepped back, out of reach but agonisingly close. “Did I give you permission to touch?” 
  “No, Miss.” Simone shook her head, cursing herself. 
  She felt bereft, like a child granted a single lick of their favourite treat only to have it snatched away, leaving her with a craving for more. 
  With a wicked gleam in her eye, Nadia crooked a finger. “Come.” She walked backwards, and Simone followed, crawling across the bedroom floor until they reached the overstuffed armchair in the corner. Nadia kicked the ottoman aside, sat, and spread her thighs. 
  The crotchless bodysuit gave Simone a bird’s eye view of the place she longed to be. Nadia’s taste from moments before lingered on her lips, and she wanted more. Much more. 
  But she wouldn’t break her position until she was granted permission. 
  Nadia ran her stocking clad feet up Simone’s arms, soles caressing her like hands. A shiver ran through Simone’s body, and her eyes slid closed. 
  They flew open again when Nadia flung her legs over her shoulders. She crossed her ankles behind Simone’s neck and pulled her forward. 
  A command didn’t come, not verbally anyway. The powerful thighs holding her captive broke no argument. She wasn’t going anywhere until her Mistress released her. And that was fine by Simone. 
  Hands behind her back, gripping her elbows, she leaned forward. The rich, heady scent of Nadia flooded her nostrils. With one final look at her prize, she shut her eyes and closed the gap between them. 
  The second Simone’s tongue made contact, Nadia gasped. She took her time; tasting, sucking, exploring. 
  “So good.” Nadia’s hand snaked through her hair, and Simone stilled. Experience had taught her, it didn’t take long before Nadia took control of her own pleasure. 
  “Did I tell you to stop?” 
  “Ah, um…” Simone faltered. 
  “Show me what you’ve got. Fingers, tongue, mouth.” 
  Unsure what was going on, Simone’s mind raced. Was Nadia asking her to take control? Surely not. “You want me to take charge?” 
  A wicked smile curved Nadia’s lips. She absently ran a hand between her legs, toying with the swollen flesh. 
  “Wanna try getting to your feet, Emmett? Try ordering me around?” 
  “No.” Simone shook her head emphatically. She couldn’t think of anything worse. 
  “Good. Get to it, then.” 
  Making the most of the offer presented to her, Simone flexed her fingers. She gripped Nadia’s arse and pulled her forward. God, it was like steel wrapped in padding. Unyielding yet soft. 
  “Easy, tiger.” Nadia chuckled, and Simone loosened her grip. 
  Nestled between her thighs, Simone ran the tip of her nose across Nadia’s clit and dipped lower. 
  A groan of approval sounded deep within Nadia’s chest. Taking it as an encouraging sign, Simone entered her for the first time. Heat and wetness engulfed her fingers. She chanced a glance up. 
  The sight that greeted her robbed her of breath. The look of rapture playing across Nadia’s face was exquisite; eyes closed, cheeks flushed, head tipped back, blonde hair fanned out across the top of the chair. 
  Lowering her gaze before she got caught staring, Simone went down on her, swirling a tongue around her clit. Moisture flooded her mouth, and with a murmur of appreciation, Nadia parted her legs further. 
  Taking her cue, Simone added a third finger to the first two. She pushed forward; slowly advancing, waiting, listening. The only sound that greeted her was Nadia’s low murmur, “More.” 
  She pushed in further, until she was buried deep. Tamping down her own arousal, Simone concentrated on bringing Nadia to climax, driving her fingers in and out. 
  “Oh, yes, like that.” Her hand tightened in Simone’s hair, but unlike every other time they’d made out, Nadia didn’t try to guide her movements. 
  It was both freeing and disconcerting. Keeping up the same rhythm that had Nadia writhing with pleasure, Simone fucked her with everything she had. She fucked her with her mind. She fucked her with her body. She fucked her with her soul. 
  She’d never felt so connected to another human being. Emotionally, physically, and spiritually. 
  Nadia’s thighs tightened around Simone’s shoulders. Her ankles dug into Simone’s nape, body tensing as if preparing for launch. 
  And lift off she did. With a guttural cry, and a final thrust of her pelvis, over she went, walls contracting, juices flooding Simone’s mouth. 
  Simone lapped at her greedily, unable to get enough. When Nadia shifted her pelvis, Simone moved to her inner thighs, planting soft kisses as her breathing evened out. 
  After a minute, Nadia’s feet dropped from around her neck and came to rest on the floor, body sagging in the chair, the afterglow of an explosive orgasm colouring her cheeks. 
  Knowing she’d put that blissed-out look on her face was undeniably empowering, despite being the one on her knees. 
  Nadia’s eyes slowly opened. “Fuck, I haven’t come that hard in…ever.” She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. Their lips met. She kissed Simone with a hunger that spoke louder than words. 
  They broke apart and she leaned back, chest heaving. An amused smile spread across her face. “You are fucking incredible.” 
  Feeling self-conscious, Simone grabbed the nearby towel and covered up. “Are you laughing at me?” 
  “Not at all.” She shook her head adamantly. “I meant it. You blow my mind. I’m supposed to be the dominant one here, yet you make me wonder who’s really in charge.” 
  Placated, Simone took a chance and threw Nadia’s words back at her. “Want to try being on your knees? Let me order you around?” 
  “Go for it,” Nadia said, her gaze full of challenge. Damn her. 
  “Nah, I’m all good.” Simone sat back on her heels. 
  “Good girl. And you know what good girls get?” It was a rhetorical question. “On your feet, Emmett, and ditch the towel.” 
  
 
 
 Chapter 28 


 
 Simone 


  Excitement flooded her veins like a shot of espresso. She didn’t realise how wet she was until she got to her feet. She was warm and slick between her thighs, and it must’ve shown. 
  Nadia stood before her, so close her fishnet bodysuit brushed Simone’s nipples, teasing them into hard peaks. 
  She cupped Simone’s mound and leaned in close, her breath warm on Simone’s neck. She pushed inside. “Good, you’re ready for me.” 
  She removed her finger and sucked it clean. Simone almost came on the spot. It was the hottest fucking thing she’d ever seen. 
  “On the chair, on your knees. Do not turn around unless I tell you too.” 
  Trepidation rooted Simone to the spot. Why couldn’t she turn around? What did Nadia plan to do to her? 
  “What’s your word, Emmett?” 
  “Nads.” 
  Nadia stroked her cheek, her eyes full of warmth. “Do you trust me?” 
  Unable to find her voice, Simone nodded, the thrill of the unknown replacing her apprehension from moments before. 
  “Good.” Nadia pointed to the chair again. “Get in position or get dressed.” 
  Always a choice. 
  Without another seconds hesitation, Simone complied; knees on the edge of the chair, elbows on the backrest, arse in the air for all the world to see. 
  Thank goodness Nadia had the foresight to close the bedroom drapes. Simone didn’t want to freak out any guests that happened to pass by. Now that’d be something to write home about. 
  Never mind Hobbiton, you should see how New Zealanders eat out. 
  The thud of something hitting the floor banished the ridiculous thought. The temptation to glance over her shoulder was all-consuming. Simone’s neck twitched, and she fought the impulse to look back. She stared at the top of the chair until red, gold, and silver, blurred into a hazy hue. 
  A hand rested on her lower back, warm and soft, and Simone bowed her spine. 
  Nadia dragged a finger through Simone’s wetness, gathering up moisture. Simone moaned, pressing into the touch, needing more. A slap landed and she relished the burn. 
  Before she could draw her next breath, Nadia appeared before her, standing at the back of the chair. 
  Holy fucking hotness. 
  Simone’s mouth went dry, her gaze locked on the phallus proudly jutting out between Nadia’s legs. Hot didn’t even begin to describe how she looked. Sexy. Provocative. In control. Sex appeal oozed from every pore of her body as if she’d bathed in it. 
  With a proud swish of her hips, Nadia turned sideways. “You like?” 
  The phallus was pink, slightly curved, and the perfect size for Simone. About six inches and not too thick. Simone wanted it in her—yesterday. 
  How long had it been since she’d been fucked? Longer than she could remember. Thou who shall not be named had refused to wear one, stating if Simone wanted cock, she could find a man. 
  Nadia gripped her by the chin. “I asked you a question.” 
  “Yes, Miss. I like it…very much. I was just thinking about how badly I want it inside me.” 
  “How badly?” Nadia released her jaw and absently stroked the phallus. 
  “So bad, Miss. Please…please fuck me,” Simone pleaded, not in the least bit embarrassed how desperate she sounded. 
  Without another word, Nadia stepped around the side of the chair. Simone watched her out of her peripheral vision, until she disappeared completely from view. Doing her damnedest not to look over her shoulder, Simone locked her gaze on a gold fleck in the wallpaper. 
  Her hips bucked, spine arching, when Nadia licked her from clit to hole, dragging her tongue higher. 
  Grimacing, Simone screwed her eyes shut. Please don’t lick my arse. Please don’t lick my— 
  “Relax, Emmett. I’m not going to lick your arsehole…not without a dental dam.” 
  Simone’s eyes flew open. How the hell did Nadia know what she was thinking? 
  “It’s my job,” Nadia said. 
  Oh my God. She just did it again. 
  “You tense up, I reassure you. The rest is up to you. Trust me to push your limits or use your word.” 
  That sounded like a promise, a scary and arousing promise. “Are you going to test my limits?” 
  “I am…unless you have something to say about that.” 
  Having no intention of using her safeword—not yet anyway—she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and put her trust in Nadia’s hands. 
  “Good girl.” Nadia swept Simone’s hair aside, kissing the nape of her neck. 
  Gooseflesh erupted on her flesh. The phallus grazed her centre, and the promise of what was to come made her throb. 
  Rather than seek entrance, Nadia kissed her way down her spine…and lower. All the way until her face was nestled between Simone’s legs. 
  She nuzzled Simone’s clit, sending a delicious shiver up her spine. Gripping her hips, Nadia probed her entrance with the tip of her tongue. 
  Simone groaned, pushing back, fingers digging into the top of the chair, knees sinking into the padded seat. Nadia ventured farther inside, rocking Simone’s hips back and forth, fucking her with her tongue, driving her closer and closer to the edge. 
  Her breaths came in short, sharp pants, chest heaving, body pulsing. “Fuck.” 
  Nadia got to her feet. “I intend to.” 
  The thought of her sliding home sent a surge of heat racing from Simone’s chest to her belly, settling in her core. She was hot, swollen, and beyond ready. 
  “I’ll just get some lube.” 
  “I don’t need any,” Simone said. She was dripping wet. 
  A slap landed, and her backside smarted. 
  “How quickly you forget your place.” 
  There wasn’t much she could say to that, unless she wanted another whack. Now there’s a thought. 
  A dollop of lube landed, and any would-be retort fled. She shivered. “Fuck, that’s cold.” 
  “Not for long.” Nadia spread the lube around and pushed a finger inside. “So tight, are you sure you can take my cock?” 
  The husky timbre of her voice held the hint of a challenge. A challenge Simone was more than up for. 
  “Positive.” Now please fuck me already. She wanted to leap for joy when her silent plea was granted. 
  Slowly, ever so slowly, Nadia breached her entrance. She pushed forward, filling her, inch by slow inch, until she was buried to the hilt, leather harness flush against Simone’s backside. 
  “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” Nadia gripped her shoulders, thrusting in and out. 
  “Thank you, Miss.” Simone’s voice was thick with need. She rocked her pelvis, moving in time to the rhythm Nadia set. 
  There was a brief pause in movement, and just when Simone thought she’d done something wrong, the toy fired to life, vibrating deep inside her. 
  Her entire body tingled, from the tips of her ears to the tips of her toes hanging off the edge of the chair. 
  When Nadia worked her clit, Simone gasped, teetering on the edge of climax in record time. Oh, how she loved a good fucking. Bent over a chair, ridden hard from behind. 
  Nadia’s pace slowed until she was barely moving. Frustrated, Simone clamped her mouth shut. She wanted to tell Nadia she didn’t need to treat her with kiddie-gloves, but she was too horny to risk being denied an orgasm. 
  Another dollop of lube hit her backside and trickled between her cheeks. Confusion clouded Simone’s mind. What was with all the lube? 
  The feel of something cold and solid against her puckered hole made her clench. Her eyes bugged out. The anal vibe? 
  “Relax, Emmett.” Nadia put a hand on the small of her back. 
  Her words from earlier came back to Simone. Trust me or use your word. Or something like that. 
  She could do this. Give it a shot anyway. 
  “Breathe,” Nadia said. 
  Oh, shit, yeah, that would help. Simone sucked in a lungful of air, unaware she’d been holding her breath. 
  The toy circled her rim, tiny vibrations mapping uncharted territory. She cleared her mind of every thought, every noise, the gentle breeze blowing into the bedroom from the living area, and honed her senses in on that one forbidden place. 
  To her astonishment, the duel sensations of the vibrator seated inside her and the one seeking permission was a heady combination. She felt like a wanton hussy. It was freeing, liberating. 
  Something she’d once viewed as dirty now seemed erotic, titillating, somehow. 
  Because you opened your mind to it, now open your body. 
  “You ready for more, Emmett? You want me to fill you…completely?” Nadia circled her rim. “You ever been taken here?” 
  She hadn’t, and Nadia knew that, but if she wanted to hear it, that was fine by Simone. “No, miss. Never. Please pop my cherry.” 
  That earned her a crack across the arse. “Brat.” 
  The smile in Nadia’s voice made Simone fall a little bit harder. She loved submitting to Nadia. It was easy to do knowing she was safe, and that she wouldn’t be severely punished for cracking a joke to ease her nerves. 
  “Push back,” Nadia said. 
  She complied, rocking her hips slowly until she felt the vibe breach her entrance. 
  Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod. 
  She held her breath waiting for the burn that didn’t come. 
  “Breathe.” Another dollop of lube landed on her crack. 
  She sucked in a breath and blew it out. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead and dripped onto her hands. 
  Relaxing her posture, She inched back a little more. 
  “Good girl.” Nadia slid in deeper, seating herself to the hilt, hand working the toy, and then—it was in! 
  Holy shit! 
  She’d done it. And why the hell was she so excited she wanted to jump out of her skin? 
  Nadia worked her like a puppeteer, sliding the toys in and out in perfect synchrony. Delirious with desire, Simone’s entire body was a quivering mess. 
  The friction of the toys, with nothing but a thin piece of skin separating them, sizzled up and down her spine. 
  “You like my cock in you?” Nadia’s movements picked up the pace. “My finger vibe in your arse?” 
  How the hell did she make something dirty sound so hot? Simone was poised on the edge, ready to explode. 
  Without thought, she reached between her legs and thrummed her clit. 
  “Come.” The snap of Nadia’s voice sent a jolt of pleasure straight between her legs. 
  An ache spread outward, curling through her body and exploding in her core. She came harder than she ever had before. 
  Was it possible to have an anal orgasm? It had to be. Her entire body was alive with sensation. Nerves pinging, muscles contracting, lungs squeezing in on themselves. 
  Air, she needed air. Simone sucked in a deep breath, forehead resting on the back of the chair. 
  She had no idea how long she stayed in that position, basking in the aftermath of having her body destroyed in the most glorious way, but when Nadia appeared before her, gently lifting her chin, she felt like she’d woken from a deep sleep. 
  “Did I drift off?” 
  “No.” Nadia tucked a lock of hair behind Simone’s ear. 
  “Was it a dream?” 
  “No.” Nadia smiled warmly. “Well, it kind of was. You were perfect. Thank you for trusting me. Sit for a minute. I’ll get you something to drink.” 
  Simone flipped over, backside landing on a towel. When Nadia had put it down was anyone’s guess. Her legs felt like jelly, and her brain didn’t feel much better. It felt like mush. A good kind of mush—soft and gooey make your heart sing mush. 
  Nadia walked back into the room, all smiles and luscious curves. Damn, she was sexy. 
  She handed a glass of water to Simone. “Drink.” 
  Suddenly drier than the Sahara desert, Simone gulped greedily. “Thank you.” She handed back the empty glass. 
  “You’re welcome.” Nadia put it down and slipped out of the harness. 
  Hoping her legs would hold her up, Simone pushed out of the chair. And there she stood, naked and vulnerable. Not only physically, but mentally too. Her coat of armour was nowhere to be seen. Nadia had shattered it; blown it to smithereens. 
  The time for sex and power exchange was over. It was just her and Nadia. Two women in their thirties. Two women with businesses to run and an image to portray to the rest of the world. But right here, right now, it was just the two of them. No image to live up to. No one to impress. 
  Smiling, Nadia shimmied out of the fishnet bodysuit and pulled Simone into an embrace. There was nothing sexual about it, just the two of them connecting, no barriers between them. 
  “I heart you, Simone Emmett.” 
  Unfamiliar with the term, Simone chuckled. “What does that mean?” 
  “It’s when you love someone, but it might be too soon to say.” 
  “Really?” Simone narrowed her eyes, unsure if Nadia was joking. 
  “I have no idea, but you’ve worked your way in here.” She tapped her chest. 
  “Well, you hold my heart in your hands.” Simone entwined their fingers. “Please don’t clap.” 
  It was meant as a joke, but at the same time, Simone hoped Nadia never broke her heart. 
  “Very clever.” Nadia kissed her softly. “I will cherish all of you forever.” 
  “Forever’s a long time,” Simone said, hating how insecure she sounded. 
  “It is, now let me take care of you.” Nadia led the way to the bathroom. 
  After washing and slipping into robes, they stepped through the French doors to their own private patio. 
  “To us.” Nadia held her glass of wine in the air. 
  “To us.” Simone clinked glasses. 
  And there they sat, basking in the tranquillity of their surroundings, watching the sunset, and dreaming of a long, happy future together. 
  
 
 
 Epilogue 


  Eight months later… 
   
  Simone backed out of the driveway of the house she’d once called home, feeling like she’d never lived there. The tenants she’d selected, a young couple with a baby girl, had come with great references. 
  They dreamed of buying their own home one day, but with house prices through the roof, they simply couldn’t afford it right now. 
  They were welcome to rent Simone’s place for as long as they wanted. She didn’t need it anymore. 
  Back at the place she now called home, Simone twirled the combination lock and swung the gate open. 
  The day was overcast but relatively mild for the middle of June. By the end of the month, once winter was fully upon them, that would change. 
  Nadia came bounding down the porch steps, blue jeans clinging to her hips, long-sleeved T-shirt showing off her assets. Assets Simone had first glimpsed bulging out of a smock a size too small for her. 
  “I could’ve got it for you,” Nadia said, opening the gate the rest of the way. 
  “I don’t mind,” Simone reassured her. 
  From the day she’d moved in three months ago, the neighbour’s dog had become a Harry Houdini, escaping his fenced-in yard and terrorising Precious. He’d become such a pest they now kept the gate closed at all times. 
  Glancing around, Nadia let out a shrill whistle. Precious came bolting around the side of the house and raced toward them. What kind of cat came to a whistle? Simone had no clue how she’d done it, but within a month of living together, Nadia had trained Precious to do just that. 
  Simone picked up her beloved cat and nuzzled her fur. “It’s not your fault the big, bad dog wants a piece of your sexy arse, is it?” 
  Nadia snorted, staring pointedly at the ring of fur making Precious look like she had a permanent black eye. 
  “Don’t look at her.” Smiling, Simone dumped Precious on the passenger’s seat and climbed back behind the wheel. 
  The fact Precious had no fear of cars was both amusing and alarming. The sight of her with her paws on the open window, head hanging out like a dog, never failed to amuse Simone. 
  She drove through the open gate, and Nadia swung it shut behind her. Once Precious leapt out, she hit the auto-button and wound up the windows. 
  As soon as Simone stepped inside, Nadia pulled her into an embrace, her familiar scent—white roses—teasing Simone’s senses. 
  “Missed you.” 
  “I was gone for all of an hour,” Simone smiled into her eyes. 
  “Two.” 
  Really? It hadn’t seemed that long, but it never did when you were busy. 
  Nadia pecked her on the lips. “How’d the inspection go?” 
  “Great.” Simone exhaled a contented sigh. “The house looks fantastic. Lived in, if that makes sense.” 
  “It does.” Nadia’s face lit up. “A bit like how this one feels now.” 
  “Didn’t it feel like that when Darrin lived here?” 
  “Not really.” The corner of Nadia’s mouth kicked up. “It had this funny smell.” She wriggled her nose. “Like…men and dirty socks.” She nuzzled Simone’s neck. “Now, it smells like women and panties.” 
  “Strap-ons and lube.” 
  “Velcro and leather.” 
  “Crops and paddles.” 
  Nadia laughed and Simone joined in. 
  Rather than be resentful when he’d had to find somewhere else to live, Darrin had thanked Simone and informed her it gave him the kick up the arse he needed to find a flat that suited him and Rose. 
  After hanging up her handbag and keys, Simone made her way into the kitchen. Precious wove between her feet, looking at her expectantly. 
  “Sorry, sweetie, it’s not dinner time yet.” Gone was the wee kitten Simone had been given all those months ago, but Precious still had a porky wee belly. 
  Nadia pulled open the fridge and grabbed a bottle of wine. It was a little early in the day to be drinking, but she was old enough to make her own decisions. 
  Other than when Simone was submitting, Nadia never told her what to do, and Simone afforded her the same respect. She’d offered to go with Simone to the house inspection, but Simone had been happy to go alone and that had been that; no hard feelings. 
  If Nadia cooked and Simone didn’t feel like eating, the leftovers went in the fridge and vice-versa. 
  In fact, co-existing had been ridiculously easy. 
  Nadia retrieved two glasses and set them next to the bottle of wine. After staring at them for half a minute, she picked up all three and put them down again, her face a mask of concentration. 
  Amused, Simone shook her head. “What the hell are you doing, woman?” 
  Nadia wrung her hands together, her expression unreadable. “We need to talk.” 
  A slither of worry skidded up Simone’s spine. She pulled out one of the high-back chairs at the kitchen table and sat. “What’s going on?” 
  It wasn’t like Nadia to beat around the bush, and that fact alone made Simone’s stomach tight. 
  Remaining on her feet, Nadia shoved her hands in her back pockets. “You know how we’ve talked about metal cuffs?” 
  Simone nodded. 
  “Well, I bought some…” Nadia shook her head as if to clear it. “I mean one.” 
  If she was worried Simone would freak out, her worries were unfounded. Simone no longer feared metal cuffs, not when it came to Nadia, anyway. “If you plan on restraining me, you might need two.” 
  “What about binding you? To me. Forever.” 
  When Nadia dropped to one knee, Simone’s hand flew to her mouth. Was Nadia asking what she thought she was? Was it too soon to hope? 
  She’d dreamed of this moment, but with the house inspection occupying her thoughts all morning, it’d been the furthest thing from her mind today. 
  “Simone Emmett, Marry me.” Nadia made it sound like a statement, a question, and a proposal all at once. 
  Fighting to keep a lid on her excitement, Simone bit her lip. “Please.” 
  Nadia slid the small box onto the table. “Simone Emmett, will you please marry me?” 
  “Yes, yes, yes.” Simone jumped to her feet. 
  Grinning like idiots, Nadia spun them in a circle. The second she set Simone back on her feet, Nadia handed her the box. 
  With shaking hands, Simone pulled the ring from the lining and held it between her thumb and forefinger, studying the silver band and small cluster of diamonds. 
  “It’s perfect.” 
  Nadia nodded, her gaze on the ring. “Try it on.” 
  “You do it.” Simone handed it over. 
  She felt dizzy, high, over the fuckin’ moon ecstatic. 
  Married. They were going to be married! The mere thought of it made her head spin. 
  Nadia slid the ring into place and held Simone’s gaze. “It matches your glasses.” 
  “Is that why you didn’t buy gold?” 
  “It is gold, white gold. And, no, that’s not why,” Nadia said. “All your jewellery’s silver. Your car’s silver. Most of your shoes are silver.” She pulled Simone closer. 
  Simone melted into the warmth of her body, transfixed by the love reflected at her. 
  “But more than those things.” Nadia tucked a lock of auburn hair behind Simone’s ear. “The night we met, you were wearing a silver dress, and the cutest silver stud earrings.” 
  The declaration took Simone by surprise. “You remember what I was wearing?” 
  “I’ll never forget.” 
  “What was on my feet?” she asked, certain Nadia wouldn’t remember. 
  “Cream high heels that contrasted beautifully with your gold watch.” 
  A watch Simone no longer wore. She’d traded it out for a smaller watch with a thin, silver strap. It didn’t cover her scar as well, but she no longer felt like it was a dirty little secret she had to hide. 
  “Wow, you were paying attention.” Simone was genuinely surprised, although she shouldn’t have been. She would never forget the sight of Nadia that night. “You were wearing a gaudy blue smock, lace-top stockings, and strappy high heels. Who does that?” 
  “Hey...” Nadia nudged her playfully. “I was seducing the CEO.” 
  Love and lust exploded in Simone’s chest. Not literally, but Goddammit, that’s what it felt like. Her heart was beating so hard it was doing its best to crack a rib. 
  They were getting married. A happy tear ran down Simone’s cheek, and Nadia wiped it away with the pad of her thumb. 
  For the first time in Simone’s life, the thought of waking up and going to bed with the same woman, day in and day out, filled her with nothing but joy. 
  “When were you thinking?” 
  “Labour Day weekend?” 
  Simone appreciated Nadia phrased it as a question, and she approved of the date. It would signal a year since they spent an awe-inspiring weekend at Hobbiton. 
  “Sounds perfect.” Simone shook her head to clear it. “Wait a minute, that’s only a few months away, or do you mean next year?” 
  “Nope, this year.” 
  Anxiety overshadowed Simone’s elation. “But there’s so much to arrange. Flowers, caterers, guest list, celebrant, venue. Oh, Leah loves artsy-fartsy stuff. I’m sure she’ll be happy to do the invites, and—” 
  “Simone.” Nadia’s eyes twinkled with mirth. 
  “What?” 
  “Shut up and kiss me.” 
  “Is that an order?” Simone grinned, her nerves taking a leave of absence. 
  “It’s a dare.” 
  Happiness exploded in Simone’s chest. Who knew what had started as a dare would end in a marriage proposal? 
  Their lips met, and just like the very first time they kissed, Simone was lost to Nadia; her lover, her friend, her wife-to-be. 
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