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Prologue

March 2014

Claire pulled Amy into a tight embrace. Their bodies moulded together with the familiarity of long-time lovers, soft against soft. “Will you be home for lunch?”

A hint of mischief twinkled in Amy’s blue eyes. “Depends. Will I get a spanking if I’m late?”

Damn, Claire loved it when Amy acted like an innocent young girl. Something that had increased in frequency over the last year. Initially, Claire didn’t know if she wanted to explore age-play but she’d agreed for the sake of her lover to at least give it a try. At the end of the day, it simply added another layer to their roles of dominant and submissive. And it seemed like today was one of the days Amy wanted to act out.

Claire cupped Amy’s firm butt-cheeks, eliciting a low moan when she dug her fingernails in. “I expect you home by one.” She released her grip and tapped the end of Amy’s nose. “Don’t be late.”

Standing on her tippy-toes, Amy planted a warm wet kiss on Claire’s lips. “Or what?”

Claire chuckled at Amy’s bratty behaviour and gave her backside a playful swat. “Get. Work first, then we play.”

Sunlight glimmered off the gold dish on top of the wooden cabinet Amy fished around in for her car keys. She turned back to Claire. “Oh goodie, I can’t wait.”

The dazzling smile and enthusiastic tone of Amy’s voice sent a surge of love and desire zinging through Claire’s veins. After five years together, she still found her lover as sexy as the day they’d met. 

Alone in the house, Claire set about trying to pass the next few hours constructively. No easy feat with the delicious throb of arousal pulsing between her legs. Determined not to take matters into her own hands and seek some quick relief, she filed some bills and cleaned up the computer desk.

When the power icon on the laptop glowed blue, she figured Amy must’ve forgotten to log off before being called into work unexpectedly. With the intention of turning the computer off, Claire lifted the lid. Curiosity got the better of her when she noticed the web-browser open on a porn-site. Claire was aware of how often Amy took so-called sneak peeks at porn. Not bothered in the slightest, she chose to turn a blind eye.

She plopped into the swivel chair and clicked the link to a lesbian movie. The image of a girl over a woman’s knee having her bare bottom spanked made Claire’s pulse race. She sucked in a breath, eager to get her hands, or paddle, on Amy’s backside.

Off to the side of the video, a movie titled ‘Punish me, Miss’ caught Claire’s eye. She clicked the highlighted link, heart pounding as the new clip loaded. A brunette with a mask concealing most of her face came into view. Plush, pale-green carpet cushioned her knees. A beautiful oak coffee table sat to the left and a gorgeous wine cabinet to the right. 

The imagery made Claire’s heart trip into a gallop. She leaned back in the chair and stared at the scene, unable to look away and hoping against hope she was wrong. The girl’s Mistress emerged from the left. Chestnut hair framed a heart-shaped face, brown eyes, and a small straight nose. White thigh-high nylons, attached to a familiar body-hugging soft pink corset, showcased long athletic thighs.

It was like watching a movie filmed in her own living room. The woman turned and Claire stared in stunned horror at the rose vine tattoo spanning the width of her shoulder blades. Fuck. It was a movie filmed in her own living room, with her and Amy centre stage. A sickening mixture of disbelief, hurt, and betrayal churned in Claire’s belly. She swallowed down the bile rising in her throat. How could Amy abuse her trust in such an atrocious way?

She didn’t want to see anymore yet needed to know the extent of betrayal. Maybe it’d been a one off posting, something done on a whim. Although in her heart, Claire knew better. All the masks Amy insisted on wearing during a scene now made sense. Even though Amy professed they helped her to slip into the role of submissive, the reality was she’d gone to lengths to conceal her identity.

Above the movie currently playing, Claire clicked on the profile name ‘Little Miss Aimee’. A page loaded with clip after clip featuring her and Amy’s make-out sessions. The angle suggested the camera would be on the wall behind her. Claire swivelled around in the chair so fast her head spun. Shell-shocked, she stood on shaky legs and stared at a large oil painting. Amy had bought it as a gift, stating she saw the beautiful scenery of an old vineyard and knew Claire would love it. And she had.

As the initial shock wore off, anger took its place. With a strength fuelled by the adrenaline pumping through her veins, Claire clasped the gold frame and hefted the picture off the wall as if it weighed nothing. Her worse fears were confirmed when she spotted a small camera taped to the back; the lens strategically positioned through a small hole so it blended in with a bunch of purple grapes. She placed the painting face down on the coffee table, ripped the camera off, then hung the picture back on the wall. Pain tore through Claire’s chest as she slumped down on the sofa.

How the hell did someone deal with such a blatant act of betrayal? She had less than an hour to decide. And frankly, right then she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to forgive Amy.

***

True to her word, Amy arrived home shortly after one. She breezed in the door as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

“Hey, babe, did you miss me?” The familiar scent of Fire and Ice, Amy’s favourite perfume, wafted over Claire as Amy brushed a kiss across her lips.

Not bothering to reply, and taking advantage of the fact Amy was five minutes late, Claire fell into the role of dominant. She pursed her lips and tapped her wristwatch. “You broke curfew, young lady. What do you have to say for yourself?”

A flash of excitement sparkled in Amy’s eyes. She dropped her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, Mummy.” 

Keeping her mask of dominance in place, because right then that’s all it was, a mask, Claire held up a hand and spoke in a stern voice. “I don’t want to hear it, Missy. Go to your room and wait until your father gets home.”

Amy bit her lip and lowered her gaze. “Oh no, please don’t tell Daddy. I promise to be a good girl.”

If Claire didn’t know better, she would’ve thought the quiver of fear in Amy’s voice was genuine, but she now knew it was all part of a game. Even so, she could almost hear the cogs churning in Amy’s head. Claire had never played daddy, and she hardly ever dominated Amy in the bedroom. Under Amy’s insistence, most of their D/S sessions took place in the living room, which now made sense. In fact, when they were in the bedroom Amy wasn’t so compliant. Well, if she wanted to play, Claire would play. No masks or blindfolds. No acting for the camera.

Claire pointed to the open hall door. “Go. Clothes off and kneel on the bed, back to the headboard.” 

Amy’s shoulders slumped and her lip trembled. “Yes, Mummy.”

Relief washed over Claire when instead of asking why they hadn’t discussed the scenario ahead of time, something they normally did when introducing a new kink, Amy trotted out of the room playing her part of a forlorn child. As soon as Amy was out of view, Claire slipped her skirt off and stepped into the strap-on harness she’d hidden behind the sofa, when she came up with her idea of a fitting punishment.

When Claire stepped into the bedroom, Amy’s eyes went wide, her gaze fixated on the pink phallus jutting out at the apex of Claire’s thighs. Nervous anticipation made Claire’s pulse race. She tapped Amy on the shoulder. “Look at me.” The words sounded foreign to her own ears, but she had no intention of letting Amy hide behind a mask or blindfold today. She wanted to see every expression on her face; to look into her eyes and see deep into her soul. “You’ve been a naughty girl.”

A glimmer of desire shone in Amy’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Mummy.” Amy reached up to undo the top button on Claire’s white blouse.

Under any other circumstances, Claire would’ve welcomed the attention. It normally turned her on the way Amy peppered kisses over every inch of her flesh as she undressed and worshipped Claire’s body. But today the gleam of desire shining in Amy’s eyes sent a cold shiver up her spine.

When Claire smacked her hand away, Amy flinched. The confused look in her eyes made it clear the sharp sting hadn’t caused her reaction. Claire shook her head and lowered the tenor of her voice so she’d sound more masculine. “Today you have to answer to Daddy, understood?”

“Yes.” Amy’s warm breath tickled Claire’s neck when Claire reached behind her and cuffed her wrists together.

Claire slid her hand along the length of the silicone phallus. “Yes, what?”

Amy licked her lips. “Yes, Daddy.”

Steeling her resolve to punish Amy, Claire grabbed her chin. “Open up, little girl.”

The look of trust in Amy’s eyes when she complied, red lips parting and forming into a perfect O without question, tugged at Claire’s conscience but she soldiered on.

As soon as Amy’s lips closed around the phallus, Claire grabbed a fistful of her long locks and thrust in and out a few times before pulling out again. “Do you want my cock?”

Amy nodded, face flushed and nipples standing to attention. “Yes, Daddy. Please fuck me.”

That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Amy needed to be taught a lesson. Claire twisted Amy’s rock-hard nipples eliciting a yelp followed by a low moan as Amy breathed through the pain. She bent down until her lips brushed the top of Amy’s ear and spoke in a low voice. “Repeat after me in a nice loud voice, ‘Amy Timmons is a very bad girl and needs to be punished’.” Claire released Amy’s nipples and folded her arms under her breasts. She didn’t want to make her next move without Amy’s verbal consent.

Amy’s mouth formed into a pout. “Amy Timmons is a naughty girl. Please punish me, Daddy.”

The fact she didn’t repeat the line word for word didn’t matter. All that mattered was she was stupid enough to consent without bothering to ask what she was consenting to. Claire thrust the phallus in Amy’s face. She swallowed the lump in her throat as she waited for Amy to latch on. The minute she did, Claire grabbed the back of her head and plunged forward until she met resistance.

The impact vibrated through Claire’s groin when the toy hit the back of Amy’s throat and her nose smacked against the leather harness.

Surprise flashed in Amy’s eyes before she started to work the toy with vigour. Astounded by Amy’s ability to deep throat, Claire twisted her hips and angled her body slightly to the side so Amy could see herself in the mirror attached to the dresser. Amy’s blue eyes took on the glazed appearance of arousal, tinged with a hint of uncertainty.

The image reflected back at Claire hit her with such force it was like a slap across the face. What the fuck was she doing? She was acting like a woman scorned, which wasn’t far from her reality. Disgusted with herself for stooping so low, even though she saw it as a necessary evil, Claire pulled out and unclipped the harness. It landed on the floor with a dull thud.

The sound of Amy sucking in air made the hair on Claire’s neck stand on end. She reached around and released the wrist-cuffs. Feeling generous, or perhaps because she couldn’t stand to look at Amy’s naked body for a minute longer, she tossed a T-shirt at her.

A confused face disappeared for a second then popped out the neckline. “What was that about? You could’ve clued me in first. You know? Safe, sane and consensual?”

The words were thrown about so casually, anyone listening in would think they were discussing the weather.

Amy was perfectly safe. The only thing Claire had hurt was her ego. As for sane, Claire’s sanity all but fled about an hour ago. However, hearing Amy spout off the word consensual made her blood boil. “How fucking dare you talk to me about consent.”

Spurred on by righteous indignation, Claire reached up and pulled the camera down off the top of the wall-mounted television. The time had come to give her soon to be ex-fiancée a taste of her own medicine. “You abused my trust in the most heinous way possible. But, now I have footage of you with no mask to hide behind.” Claire suppressed a sardonic smile.

Amy shook her head and scoffed. “Is that what’s got you all bent out of shape? Please, get over yourself.”

The way Amy dismissed Claire’s anguish felt like a punch to the gut. At a loss for words, she stared at Amy as if seeing her for the very first time, and she didn’t like what she saw. The conceited smile made her feel like vomiting.

When Amy held out her hand, Claire didn’t know if she expected her to hand over the camera or to take her hand in her own. Claire put both behind her back.

Amy lowered her hand and sat on the end of the bed. “Come on, babe. I did it for you, for us. How else do you think we could afford all of this?” She swept her arm in a semi-circle.

Claire took in her surroundings, the new four-poster bed and matching bedroom furniture. How could she have been so naïve as to think Amy’s salary as General Manager of a large retail store had paid for everything, including their three-bedroom home.

Pain tore through Claire’s chest as she asked the question she already knew the answer to. “You got money for those videos?”

Amy shrugged. “Of course. People love you. The camera loves you. And, oh my God, the little girl/mummy clips sell like wildfire.” Her voice became increasingly animated. She bounced her feet up and down as she sat perched on the end of the bed, still half-naked. “We won’t become millionaires, but if we play the market right, we’ll be far from poor.”    

The stupid bitch thought she was a genius. Claire almost felt sorry for her, but the pain filling her heart left no room for pity or forgiveness. Claire swiped away a tear. “You don’t get it do you? It’s over, Amy. I don’t know if I can ever forgive you, let alone trust you again.”

The smile fell from Amy’s face as the words penetrated her thick skull. “You can’t mean that. Come on. We can work it out.” She stood and took a tentative step toward Claire. “Let’s talk about it when you’re feeling less emotional.”

The condescending tone of her voice pissed Claire off no-end. It took every bit of self-control not to grab Amy by the shoulders and shake some sense into her. She swatted Amy’s arm away.

At least her arrogance made it easier for Claire to stick to her guns. “I want half of everything. You can pay me out for my share of the house.” She’d never call the place home again. Amy could live in it and stew in her own juices. “If you ever come near me again,” she held up the camera, “this video, with your face clearly on display and you stating your name, will go viral. Free for all.” It was an idle threat, one she hoped would scare Amy enough to heed good advice and stay the hell away from her.

Amy’s gaze flicked from the camera to Claire. The blank expression on her face gave away nothing. It could’ve been from shock, being resigned to her fate, or for all Claire knew, Amy could’ve been plotting her next move.

Claire’s mind raced, and a fresh wave of hurt washed over her. Had Amy ever really loved her, or had the five years they’d spent together been one big game to her lover? “I’m going to my parents. I’ll be back to get my things in the morning.” Claire slipped on a respectable knee-length skirt.

“Okay.” Amy smiled. “We’ll talk more then. Things won’t seem so bad after a good night’s sleep.”

Something in Claire snapped. “Did you not hear me, Amy? It’s over!” She yanked her engagement ring off and tossed it across the room. The sun glistened off the white-gold band as it flew through the air and smacked Amy in the chest. Claire’s head pounded and her vision blurred. The walls of the room seemed to close in on her. She had to get out of the house before she lost her shit. “Goodbye, Amy,” she called over her shoulder as she hightailed it down the hallway, through the kitchen, and out the back door.

After firing up the car, she backed down the driveway, then stopped to check for traffic. While waiting for a blue sedan to pass, Claire glanced up at the house. Wrong thing to do. Amy stood in the bedroom window, white net curtains framing her face like a wedding veil. She brought her hand to her mouth, blew a kiss to Claire, and mouthed the words love you
.

Even though she doubted the sincerity of Amy’s words, knowing she’d never hear them uttered again shattered Claire’s fragile heart. Her throat constricted, and she swallowed down a painful lump.

Dragging her gaze from the window back to the road, Claire hit the gas and sped down the street. She didn’t even make it as far as the first intersection before she had to pull over. Parked on the side of the road, she let the tears flow. She hugged herself and rocked back and forth in the seat, grieving for what could’ve been yet never would.

When she had no more tears to shed, she started to laugh at Amy’s insistence they talk about it when Claire was less emotional. “Well, how’s that for emotional, Amy?”



Chapter 1

May 2015

After a day of pulling weeds and tying back vines, the last thing Claire felt like doing was cooking a meal. She locked up the modest cottage, overlooking acres of vines held up on wires over bare dirt, then bounded down the porch steps and jumped into her car.

Even though she had months of hard work ahead of her, it didn’t lessen the sense of pride she felt over being the proud owner of a vineyard. More than a year after life with Amy, Claire finally had something to smile about. Sometimes dreams did come true. She looked to the heavens and mouthed a silent thank you.

The sun was low in the sky as she made the short trip to Taradale. Sheep grazed in the paddocks, their fleeces thick with winter fast approaching.

Her stomach let out a grumble when the golden arches came into view. After manoeuvring her small car into a parallel park in front of McDonalds, Claire climbed out and strolled inside.

The familiar aroma of fries and burgers made her mouth water. Opting to dine in, rather than have to wait until she returned home again to eat, she ordered a Double Cheese Burger combo then glanced around for an empty table. Noticing a large group of rowdy boys eyeing her up and down, she questioned the wisdom of her choice to dine in, alone.

A young woman sitting at a table tucked in the corner, with a huge backpack leaning against the wall, glanced in Claire’s direction. She had long brown wavy hair, a friendly face, and wore a pair of faded blue jeans and a hoody.

The only items on the table were a mug of coffee and what appeared to be an iPad. As if sensing Claire’s dilemma, the woman gave her a shy smile and shifted her things to the side.

Drawn like a stranded woman to a lifeline, Claire headed in her direction, ignoring the catcalls behind her. At six-thirty on a Friday night, the young men were probably lining their stomachs before hitting the bars and trying to score. No wonder she wasn’t a pubbing and clubbing kind of gal.

The plastic tray in Claire’s hand suddenly felt like a lead weight attached to the end of her work-weary arms. “Mind if I have a seat?” 

The woman glanced in the direction of the boys leering at them. “Not at all. Please, do. I’d like that.”

Claire slumped into the plastic seat, trying to place the accent. “Thanks. I take it you’re not from around here?”

“Nope. I’m from Calgary.” She paused for a second then added, “Canada.”

The red and white flag with a maple leaf stitched into the top of the woman’s pack should’ve clued Claire in.

After folding the wrapper back, Claire took a huge bite of her burger. She closed her eyes in bliss when juicy beef, melted cheese, and tangy mustard assailed her taste buds. While fast-food might not be the healthiest choice, it tasted a hell of a lot better than the crap she barely managed to cook.

“What brings you to New Zealand?” Claire asked after swallowing her mouthful of food.

The pretty Canadian exhaled a tired sigh. “My partner wanted to visit. The more we looked into employment and accommodation options, while working our way around the Island, the more I warmed to the idea. And here I am.”

And where was her partner now? Claire didn’t ask.

Feeling rude, with a mouthful of food, while the young woman before her had nothing but a cup of coffee, Claire held the half empty red cardboard box between them. “Chip?”

A cute crease formed between hazel eyes. “Huh?”

“Would you like a chip? Some fries?”

“Oh right. I’m still getting used to the lingo around here.” The woman managed a small smile. “Thank you, but I’m not hungry.”

“Already eaten?” Claire pressed on, hating herself for doing so but loving the woman’s accent.

She stopped browsing her iPad and folded her hands in her lap. “Between trying to find a job and a roof over my head, my appetite has taken a vacation.”

“Holiday.”

“Right, holiday.”

The question Claire wanted to ask earlier burst forth. “What about your partner?”

She received a half-hearted shrug. “Sam and I broke up.”

The fact she appeared to have been left to her own devices, pissed Claire off. It didn’t say much for this Sam character. “Well you’re probably better off without him.”

The sad smile she received in response made Claire feel like an inconsiderate idiot. She stuffed the rest of her burger in her mouth before she could stick her other foot in. How many times had she heard those same words when she’d broken up with Amy? Even though people had meant well it did little to lessen the pain. Pain only time could ease.  

The young woman went back to scrolling through her iPad and an uncomfortable silence settled between them. Claire chugged down the last of her Coke and stood to leave. “Good luck, I hope you enjoy your time in New Zealand.”

“Thank you. And the name’s Zoe.” She extended a delicate hand.

Claire felt inexplicably self-conscious when her work hardened palm connected with Zoe’s soft warm flesh. “I’m Claire.” She released Zoe’s grip, spun on her heel, and made a hasty exit. 

A sense of unease hit Claire at the same time as the crisp night air. Once in the car, she turned the heater on low but didn’t pull away from the curb. Instead, she watched Zoe through the window. The woman, who appeared to be in her early twenties, cupped her hand over her mouth as if holding back a sob.

Compassion flooded Claire’s heart. She could only imagine how terrifying it would be to find herself alone in a foreign country. What the fuck did Zoe mean she was looking for a roof over her head? Surely her partner hadn’t kicked her to the curb like the burger wrapper blowing in the gutter. 

Acting on autopilot, she shut off the engine and strode back inside. Her sneakers slapped against the floor as she rounded tables, paying no attention to squabbling children, her sights set on one person.

“Hey.” Claire spoke in a low voice hoping not to startle Zoe, but she failed miserably.

Zoe’s hand flew to her chest and as Claire had feared, her eyes brimmed with unshed tears.

“Sorry, I was miles away.” Zoe lowered her gaze and peered under the table. “Did you lose something?”

Although Claire felt like saying she might have lost her mind, she didn’t. “Can you cook?”

“Yes.”

“Clean?”

“Of course.”

“I need help on my vineyard. The pay’s crap but you can have free food and board in exchange for cooking and keeping house.” Two things Claire despised.

Information she kept to herself for fear of sounding like a lazy slob. Claire hoped she didn’t live to regret the split second decision to extend an invitation to a person she knew next to nothing about. “It’s not very flash, but it’s homely. I have a spare room collecting dust.” So much for not sounding like a slob.

A single tear slid down Zoe’s cheek. It took every bit of Claire’s self-restraint not to wipe it away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.” Neither did she need an emotional houseguest, she’d only just mended her own heart. “I’ll leave you to it.”

A look of despair flashed across Zoe’s face. “No.” She shot out of the booth and hefted her backpack up off the floor. “I mean yes, I accept.” A huge smile turned sad eyes into beautiful hazel eyes full of gratitude.

A little disconcerted by how fast Zoe had jumped at the offer, Claire took the opportunity to tease her. “I could be an axe murderer.”

Unfazed, Zoe quirked an eyebrow. “Are you?”

Claire chuckled. “No. Come on, let’s get you home.”

The word slammed into Claire. Home, wow. Thirty-minutes ago she’d hopped into her car in search of a burger, now here she was about to return home with a full belly and a housemate.


Chapter 2

Zoe couldn’t believe her luck. Just when she’d been spiralling on the tip of despair, a chance encounter had her in a car heading to the promise of food, and a roof over her head. She’d probably come across as too trusting, but she didn’t sense any ill intent. The saying, better the devil you know than the one you don’t, hadn’t worked out too well for her. No doubt, Sam expected her to tuck tail and run home to her parents, as did everyone else who said she wouldn’t last three months without her family nearby. Well she’d show them.

However, no way did she want to spend another night at the cheap backpackers in town. While the place had been comfortable, the guests, many of whom didn’t speak English, made her feel uneasy. She was a petite girl who by all intents and purposes appeared to be travelling on her own, and therefore an easy target for any would be thieves. If her travellers’ cheques or passport got stolen, she’d be more screwed than she already was.

The fact Claire couldn’t pay her didn’t matter. The job she’d had picking apples barely paid enough to cover her share of rent, food and utilities in the small flat she and Sam had shared with four others for the last month.

“So, where to?” Claire looked at her as if waiting for directions.

The confusion Zoe felt must’ve shown all over her face, illuminated by a streetlight.

“Where’s all your gear? Do you need to let Sam know you’re okay?” Claire turned the key in the ignition, the low hum of the engine filling the car. 

“The sum of everything I own is in my backpack, safely stowed in the trunk.”

Claire chuckled. “No elephants around here, doll.” 

The endearment took Zoe by surprise. However, relieved she’d dodged the question about Sam, Zoe didn’t dwell on it. Familiar with the kiwi word for trunk, she threw the cheek right back. “I’d like to see you try to fit my pack in your boot.”

A hearty laugh shook Claire’s body. She pointed a finger at Zoe. “I’ll let you have that one.” Still grinning, she shoved the car in gear.

Suddenly the world and Zoe’s predicament didn’t seem so bad. She was happier than she’d been in days. Or more accurately, since she’d arrived in New Zealand and Sam started treating her like a possession, and not one of value or respect. Another good reason to get the hell out of Taradale. Zoe didn’t know if she believed in fate but Claire had been like a Godsend, offering exactly what she needed, at a time she needed it most.

After checking for traffic, Claire pulled into the street.

Even though the silence in the car was comfortable, Zoe wanted to know more about the woman taking her to…to where? A fleeting sense of worry rippled through Zoe. She had no clue where they were going. “Do you live far out of town?” Zoe squinted against the glare of the headlights reflected off a white road sign with 100 stamped across the middle in big black numbers.

The car sped up as Claire hit the gas. “Just over twenty kilometres. I have no clue what that is in miles, but it’s about a fifteen-minute drive on a good day. Don’t worry, it’s not so far you can’t walk back to town if I work you to the bone and you want to run away.”

Enjoying the friendly banter, Zoe put her shyness in the backseat and continued to chatter. “You have an unusual name.”

“Really?” Claire sounded surprised. “You’ve never heard the name before?”

“I’ve heard of Cleopatra. And you look like her. Well, you would if you dyed your hair black. Not that I think you should dye your hair black. The reddish brown compliments your eyes.” Not normally so outspoken, Zoe could hardly believe the words tumbling out of her mouth.

She narrowed her eyes against the bright lights of a car heading in the opposite direction. “So, is Clea short for Cleopatra?”

The corner of Claire’s mouth kicked up in a smile. She glanced at Zoe, then turned her gaze back on the road. “You’re adorable. I wish I could say yes, but no, we have a lazy way of speaking in New Zealand. We often drop letters or don’t enunciate them correctly. “Let me spell it out. C.L.A.I.R.E.”

“Oh, right, Claire as in clear.”

For the rest of the car ride, Zoe remained quiet. She didn’t want to push her luck and drive her saviour insane with stupid questions before their first night together was out. Even though she’d been in the country for a few months, she still had a lot to learn about the people and the countryside. Not that she thought she’d be seeing much more of the North Island anytime soon. Nor did it matter. Right now she was safe, had a new friend, and a place to call home, she hoped, until she felt the tug to move on.

The car slowed and Claire flicked on the indicator. “Almost there.”

Headlight beams cut through clouds of dust as they inched up a long winding driveway. The surrounding area was blanketed in darkness, eerily so. Before Zoe could freak out about the pitch black, two floodlights flared to life, lighting up the drive ahead of them and a quaint cottage. She couldn’t wait to get a look at the place in the light of day. “Don’t you get scared living out here on your own?”

The car came to a stop parallel to a set of steps leading up to a wooden door with leadlight windows. Claire shut off the engine and undid her seatbelt. “I grew up on a farm, so no, I don’t get scared.” Claire offered a reassuring smile. “Don’t look so worried. You’ll get used to it. Crime rate in rural areas is next to non-existent. In fact, I hated living in town. It took me ages to get used to the constant drone of traffic, and we had to have heavy-duty curtains in the bedroom to keep the streetlight out, otherwise I couldn’t sleep.”

One word stuck in Zoe’s mind. “We?” The word tumbled from her lips before she could sensor herself. “Sorry, it was rude of me to ask.” When the interior light came on, Zoe squirmed in her seat, feeling like she was under a spotlight.

Cold air crept in through the gap in the driver’s door when Claire opened it. “My ex. Don’t sweat it, we all have them.” With that, Claire shoved the door the rest of the way open and climbed out of the vehicle.

Not wanting to catch a chill, Zoe dragged her backside out of the warm seat. She rounded the rear of the car as Claire hauled her pack out.

Zoe held out her hand. “Here, I’ll take that.” A jolt of static electricity sparked when their hands brushed together. They both jumped and shook out their fingers.

Claire chuckled. “It’s the car, I swear. I’m surprised I didn’t get a jolt when I got out.” She paused, looking thoughtful. “It’s nothing compared to a zap off an electric fence. You’d do well to keep away from those.”

The beep of the key fob made Zoe jump, again. God, she must look like a frightened little kitten.

In awe of the quiet surroundings, Zoe followed Claire toward the cottage. The crunch of gravel underfoot changed to rubber soles slapping across concrete, and the eventual creaks and groans of old wood as they ascended the porch steps.

After unlocking the door, Claire flicked the lights on bathing the quaint cottage in a golden glow. Zoe stepped inside and Claire closed the door behind her.

The clunk of metal on metal echoed throughout the open living area when Claire’s car keys landed in a metal dish. Then she toed off her shoes, strode across the open living area, yanked open the door to a wood burner and threw a log on the fire. Wood sparked and flames burst to life behind the glass door. A square slab of dark tiles spanned out around the freestanding fireplace atop short stylish legs, similar to legs on a claw-foot bath.

A fragrant aroma Zoe couldn’t place permeated the room. “What’s that smell?”

“Um.” Claire pursed her lips. “Could be my socks.” She plopped down onto the sofa, pulled her foot up to her nose and sniffed. “Nope, they’re fine.”

Amused by Claire’s flexibility, Zoe laughed. “Sorry, I wasn’t very clear.” As soon as the words left her mouth, her heart skipped a beat. The last thing she wanted was for Claire to think she was making fun of her name. “It’s a sweet woodsy aroma.” Zoe inhaled.

“Ah, that my friend…” Claire’s big brown eyes lit up, “is Manuka, a native wood to New Zealand. It smells great and burns well.”

A large rectangular coffee table dominated the middle of the living room. Claire stood and ran her hand over the polished surface, studying it as though the table held sentimental value to her. “This baby is made out of Rimu, another native wood.”

Still standing by the door, backpack at her feet, Zoe admired her surroundings. Wood panels lined the living room and kitchen walls. The ceiling was open-beamed with exposed rafters, the wood a slightly darker brown than the walls. Huge rugs covered the majority of a hardwood floor that looked like it had seen better days. To the left was a small kitchen with a breakfast bar. And beyond it, a door which no doubt led to the bathroom and bedrooms.

Claire strode over to the door, long toned legs eating up the space. She grabbed the brass handle. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

The first thing Zoe noticed when she stepped into the hallway was the drop in temperature. A tiny shiver rippled through her body. It wasn’t cold, but crisp compared to the living room.

As if sensing her concerns, Claire put Zoe’s mind at ease. “I close the hall door during the day, and open it around eight to take the chill off the rest of the house. I’m still working on insulating the cottage.” She pushed open a door to the left. “Toilet.”

Blue and white tiles covered the floor. The walls had the same wood panel appearance as the living room, only they were painted a soft blue. A porcelain toilet with a wooden seat faced the door. A wooden box with a gold chain attached was mounted on the wall high above. Zoe felt like she’d taken a step back in time. “How old is this place?”

“I’m not entirely sure. Don’t worry, the loo’s new.” Claire grinned. “My brother’s a plumber. He helped me renovate the room without losing the splendour of the era. He’ll probably turn up at some stage over the weekend.” She flicked off the light and shut the door.

When they reached the end of the hallway, Claire pushed a door open. The small room had a queen sized bed with a royal red bedspread that reached to the floor. To the left of the door stood a tall dresser with balled-feet, metal handles and a swivel mirror. Other than a layer of dust, there wasn’t much else. Too polite to ask, Zoe wrinkled her nose, trying to place the odd smell.

The windows appeared to be black, except for the quarter moon and stars twinkling in the distance.

Claire walked around her and pulled down navy blinds, covering the two glass panes. “It’s highly unlikely you’ll find any peeping Tom’s out here, but I’m sure you’ll feel more secure with them down.”

How thoughtful, and very astute. “Thank you.”

Claire turned to face her. “Sorry about the sickly-sweet smell. It’s from the mothballs. I managed to locate most but the smell still lingers in some rooms.” She ran her hand over the dresser, looking at Zoe in the reflection of the mirror. “This beautiful dresser was full of them. It came with the house and I couldn’t bring myself to part with it.”

A sudden thought made Zoe shiver like someone had walked over her grave. “Did someone die in this place?”

A gentle smile, almost reminiscent, tilted Claire’s lips. “No. Least not that I’m aware of.” She made for the bedroom door. “I’ll get some clean sheets and let you get unpacked. Take your time.”

After unpacking, Zoe sent a quick email to her parents to let them know she was okay. Eventually she’d have to tell them she’d broken up with Sam, but she couldn’t face doing so right then, the pain was still too raw. Besides, they’d only worry if she told them she’d moved in with a stranger who lived in the sticks.

As soon as Zoe stepped back into the living room, her host tossed aside the magazine she’d been reading and headed to the kitchen. “Can I get you something to drink? Red or white wine?”

An irrational moment of panic clutched at Zoe’s chest. “No.” She forced herself to smile. “Thank you.”

Claire quirked an eyebrow. “Brandy?”

Telling herself to throw caution to the wind and have a damn drink, frustrated that she couldn’t, Zoe bit her lip and warred with the internal battle in her mind.

A second later, Claire held up a plastic container with dark granules. “Coffee?” She revealed another container with brown granules. “Milo?” Finally, she slapped a packet of teabags next to the containers. “Tea?”

The fact Claire hadn’t lost her patience, even though she must’ve felt exasperated, put Zoe at ease. “Tea would be great, thank you. But I don’t want to trouble you.”

A broad grin lit up Claire’s face. “Fair enough. I was simply showing you where everything is. Fill your boots.” With that, she poured herself a glass of wine, strode across the living room and slumped into her chair.

Even though Zoe had been told to help herself, the entire helping herself as a guest in someone else’s home was foreign to her. For a brief minute she wondered if it was a ‘kiwi’ thing, but then she remembered their agreement. Claire had invited Zoe into her home to help out around the place not to be waited on hand and foot.

The kitchen tap coughed and sputtered when Zoe turned it on to fill the electric kettle. “I think you’ve got air in your pipes.”

Claire snorted. “That’s not always a bad thing.”

“Huh? How so?”

“Never mind, bad joke.” Claire shook her head, rich brown eyes full of warmth. “I’m not sure if I lucked in or out taking in a teetotaller to help out around a vineyard. At least I won’t have to worry about you drinking the profits once this place is back on its feet.”

Certain she’d be long gone before the first batch made it out of oak barrels and into bottles, Zoe didn’t want to lie by omission. “I love wine. I’m just taking a break from drinking. Watching my pennies.” She wasn’t willing to admit the entire truth of the matter. Zoe was still too busy kicking herself, and going over all the ‘what if’ scenarios whenever she thought about the horrifying events of her last night with Sam. If she’d had all her faculties about her, things could’ve been so much different. The memory of throwing her things in her pack, fleeing with tears streaming down her face, disillusioned and probably scarred for life, made her want to cry like a baby.

Thankfully, Claire changed the topic. “So, how long have you been in the land of the long white cloud?”

Gosh how long had it been? Zoe did the mental calculations. “Three months. We arrived at the end of February.” The aroma of chamomile tea wafting from Zoe’s cup had a calming effect on her. She finally let herself relax, soft sofa cushions moulding around her like a comfort blanket. “We spent a month in Auckland.”

The chair squeaked as Claire leaned forward to put her glass on the coffee table. “I visited once, and that was more than enough to last me a lifetime. I couldn’t stand the rat-race. Did you do the touristy thing?”

Pleasant memories flooded Zoe’s mind. “Yep, went up the Sky Tower.” Not that anyone had been able to talk her into bungee jumping. “Kelly Tarlton's Sea Life Aquarium. Visited the War memorial museum.” Zoe paused to quench her throat with a sip of tea.

Claire mirrored her actions, taking a sip of wine. For some reason the reflected action made Zoe blush. It felt more intimate than it should.

After swallowing, hard, Zoe continued. “And I loved Waiheke Island. The place is stunning.” She anticipated Claire’s reply and wasn’t disappointed. 

“Waiheke, known as the island of wine.” The corner of Claire’s mouth quirked up. “So you drank your way down to the Bay and now need to give your liver a rest?”

The excuse suited her for the time being so she played along. “Something like that.” 

By nine-thirty they’d lapsed into a companionable silence and Zoe could barely keep her eyes open. With some difficulty, she managed to pull herself away from the warmth of the fire. She washed her cup and put it back in the cupboard. There didn’t appear to be a dishwasher. “Mind if I go to bed?”

The television was on but neither of them had paid much attention to it. Claire glanced up from her Kindle. “You don’t have to ask. Actually, I’m surprised you’re still awake. Your head started doing the nod thing around half-an-hour ago.”

“Why didn’t you tell me to go to bed?” Zoe wondered.

“I’m not your mother.”

The snap of Claire’s voice made Zoe cringe. She hadn’t meant to utter the words out loud and despite Claire’s statement, she felt like a little girl scolded by her mother. Slumping her shoulders, she picked up her iPad and tiptoed toward the hall door.

A soft voice came from behind her. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t called for.”

No it wasn’t but Zoe didn’t know her well enough to call her on it. “I’m sorry too. Goodnight, Claire. And thank you for everything.”


Chapter 3

Claire watched the petite brunette disappear through the hall door. She cursed herself for her shitty behaviour. She’d effectively managed to turn a relaxing evening into an uncomfortable one by projecting her own shit on Zoe. The slightest hint of being referred to as a mother had her reacting like a bull to a red flag.

And what’s more, it was one thing to have a houseguest, and another to be sharing her sanctuary with someone who evoked so many emotions in her. The young woman was as skittish as a newborn foal and brought out every protective instinct in Claire.

The tug of attraction that had hit her the minute they returned home took Claire by surprise, and scared the crap out of her. She had no plans to put her heart on the line, especially not for someone she’d just met. The safest thing to do would be to keep her distance.

Hell, Zoe had just broken up with her boyfriend. The last thing she needed was to discover she lived with a lesbian, least of all a woman who got off on dominance and submission. Claire chuckled when an image of a naked Zoe literally running for the hills came to mind. A totally inappropriate image. Yep, she definitely needed to keep her distance.

Still musing about the long and very unpredictable day, Claire stoked the fire, turned out the lights and headed to bed. The door to Zoe’s room was shut tight. For a minute, Claire considered knocking and telling her to leave it open at least a few inches. If temperatures dropped to five degrees Celsius, as forecasted, her room wouldn’t be much warmer than that come morning. But a wise woman not long ago uttered the words, “I’m not your mother.”

After changing into her favourite flannelette pyjamas, pink with black and white woolly sheep, Claire climbed into bed. As soon as her head hit the pillow, she went out like a light. Exhausted after the long day, she fell into a dreamless sleep until a strange noise woke her.

Where had the sound come from? Her heart hammered in her chest as she shot up in bed.

‘No, no… please don’t. Help…get off.’

It took a moment for Claire to shake off the fog of sleep and remember she had a houseguest. She grabbed the baseball bat out from under her bed and crept into the hallway, hoping like hell no one had broken in.

The door to Zoe’s room was still shut tight. Claire stood stock still, listening.

Soft whimpers. ‘Let go. Dark so dark… please, stop… no.’ A choked sob.

Her guest was obviously having a nightmare. Claire didn’t know what to do. She wavered between going to Zoe and retreating back to bed, where she could pull the blankets over her head, and pretend she hadn’t heard a thing. God knew she’d had to deal with her own share of bad dreams for the first few months after discovering Amy’s deceit. Something that went much deeper than she ever could’ve imagined.

Life had been a walking bad dream until she’d moved into the cottage. Claire couldn’t look anyone in the face without wondering if they’d seen her playing mummy or flogging her submissive. The day she’d returned to get her belongings, she’d made Amy delete all the clips she’d posted. At least the ones Claire knew about, and of course she had no way of deleting videos already paid for and downloaded. 

A loud gasp made Claire jerk her head to the left, just before a sliver of light appeared at the bottom of the bedroom door. Deciding to let Zoe deal with her own demons, Claire went back to bed.

For the next two hours, she barely slept. Zoe’s cries played over and over in her head. Don’t. Please… stop.


As soon as six rolled around, Claire slipped her dressing gown on and headed to the kitchen in search of coffee. Black and strong.

Not long after, a blurry eyed Zoe stumbled into the living room dressed in the same blue jeans and hoody she’d had on the previous day. Claire seriously hoped she hadn’t slept in them. More than likely she’d climbed out of bed and slipped the first thing on she found. Zoe pushed the hall door closed behind her, then cut a fast track to the fireplace and crossed her arms under her breasts.

“Did you sleep well?” Claire asked, her tone light and conversational.

“Yes, thank you.” Zoe had the good grace to look at the floor rather than lie to Claire’s face.

“Really?” Claire tried again, resisting the urge to stare at Zoe’s heaving chest.

Troubled eyes met Claire’s and tenderness flooded her heart. How could it not? She knew the pain of a failed relationship.

“Did I keep you awake?” Zoe chewed on her bottom lip.

“Not at all.” Claire lied, wanting to spare her any embarrassment. “But I’m surprised you didn’t freeze your tits off.” Tits Claire wouldn’t mind keeping warm for her.

A cute blush coloured Zoe’s cheeks and she giggled. The sweet sound made Claire want to jump for joy, and also thankful Zoe couldn’t read her mind. “It’s not too cold at the moment, but you probably should leave the bedroom door ajar at night. At least until I get a wall heater installed in the room.”

“Okay.”

Recalling some of Zoe’s frantic pleas, Claire opened a kitchen drawer, pulled out a flashlight and handed it to Zoe. “I forgot you’re unaccustomed to the pitch black. I should’ve given you this.”

She also filed a mental note to buy a nightlight for the hallway when next in town. She’d kicked a toe often enough stumbling to the loo in the dead of night. It certainly wouldn’t go astray.


Chapter 4

Even though the nightmare that had plagued Zoe left her feeling shaken, she did her best to put it out of her mind. The chances of Sam finding her out here were second to none. Zoe took the proffered cup of coffee from Claire, and stood beside her at the kitchen sink.

The view through the window made Zoe’s breath catch in her throat. The early morning sun bathed the sky in reds and grey. Rolling green hills dotted with sheep spread out for as far as the eye could see. Crimson and yellow leaves coloured the grapevines and ground beneath.

“So it’s true what they say about New Zealand.” Zoe surmised out loud. 

“What’s that?” Claire kept her gaze locked on the colourful panorama laid out before them. “If you mean the sheep, yep, there’s more sheep than people.” She glanced up at the sky. “And we also live by the saying, Red sky at night; shepherds’ delight. Red sky in the morning; shepherds’ warning.”

Zoe screwed up her face recalling a similar saying. “Isn’t it sailors’ warning?”

“Maybe.” Claire shrugged, then crossed to the other side of the kitchen and plugged in the toaster. “But there ain’t no sailors around here. Although, I’ve been known to swear and drink like one at times.”

The cheeky wink Claire shot Zoe made her chuckle. “I can imagine.”

After setting a black and yellow screw top jar on the bench, Claire pointed a knife in the direction of the breakfast bar. “Sit.”

Zoe hitched her backside up on the padded top of the tall wooden seat with a low back and faced Claire over the counter top.

The toaster popped up and Claire threw two pieces of toast on a plate. “Take the weekend to settle in and find your way around. Monday will arrive soon enough.”

As much as Zoe wanted to protest about being waited on, she was fairly certain her argument would fall on deaf ears, so she swallowed down her pride and accepted the kind offer.

A very black piece of toast was pushed under her nose. “Eat, before it gets cold.” Claire smeared butter on the second slice.

Too polite to argue, and deciding it was time to sample this kiwi staple, Zoe took a tentative bite. A bitter salty tang exploded on her tongue. Rather than gag at the putrid taste, she screwed her eyes shut and swallowed the gooey lump. Relieved when her stomach didn’t revolt, Zoe peeled her eyes open.

An amused looking Claire stood watching her. “Vegemite not your thing?”

All Zoe could do was shake her head as she picked up her coffee and took a huge gulp to wash away the aftertaste.

“I guess it’s different when you’re raised eating the stuff. Not so long ago people were paying exorbitant prices for a jar when there was a shortage.”

The toaster popped up. “I’m sure you can butter your own.” Claire handed over a plate with two slices of toast. Then lined up jam, peanut butter, and honey. “Take your pick.” With her eyes fixed on Zoe, Claire plucked up the toast and vegemite, stuffed it in her mouth, and chewed around a huge grin.

The rest of the day flew by for Zoe. Claire gave her a grand tour of the property. Behind the cottage was a huge red and white barn in need of a fresh lick of paint and a glasshouse that could do with some tender loving care. Zoe hoped she’d get to put her green thumb to good use. 

Inside the barn, clothes wire had been hung across two heavy beams, presumably to dry laundry on wet days. Something that struck Zoe as a little odd. “Why don’t you just toss everything into the dryer?”

“Because it sends the electricity bill through the roof. And I like the fresh earthy smell of clothes dried in the open air.”

That explained Claire’s unique scent. The sound of claws scuttling across rafters sent a surge of dread through Zoe. “Please tell me you don’t have rats?” She ducked behind Claire.

A movement near the rooftop in the corner of the barn caught Zoe’s eye at the same time as Claire pointed. “Meet Molly.”

A black cat with white paws, perched on a rafter peered down at them, big yellow eyes full of suspicion.

“She lived here long before I arrived. I leave food out, but she still won’t let me get within five feet of her. One day she might come around.”

The barn doors creaked on their hinges when a breeze blew through the small gap. Zoe glanced at her watch, surprised it was almost six. Then, as if her stomach knew it was dinnertime, it let out a long low grumble that made her cheeks flare with heat. “Oh my goodness, how rude. Sorry.”

Claire spun on her booted heel, eyes fixed on Zoe’s belly. “Wow, who knew such a little thing like you could complain with such gusto. Come on, doll.” She flung an arm across Zoe’s shoulders and steered them back toward the house. “Let’s go and rustle up something for tea.”

The soft body bumping into Zoe’s, with each stride they took, was as disconcerting as it was comforting. Zoe became acutely aware of their height difference. Claire dwarfed her by a good six-inches. Her tall frame, shoot from the hip, take charge personality, made Zoe feel protected and safer than she had for weeks.

Another hunger pang gripped her stomach. “I think I need food before a cup of tea.” Zoe joked. She’d learned the kiwi-ism not long after arriving in New Zealand. When Claire removed her arm from around Zoe’s shoulders, she immediately missed the warmth.

Claire stepped in front of Zoe and walked backward through the grass. “We call the evening meal, teatime. Don’t ask me why.” She threw her hands in the air, grinning. “What can I say, we’re a strange breed.”

***

After politely chewing through a meal of fish cakes, which came out of a packet in the freezer, and macaroni cheese out of a box, Zoe insisted on doing the dishes. The view out of the window, of the sun dipping behind tall green hills, made clean up feel like a privilege rather than a chore.

In all honesty, Zoe couldn’t wait until she took over all kitchen duties, she loved to cook. Behind her, Claire let out an almighty belch. When she didn’t excuse herself, Zoe wondered if Claire had temporarily forgotten she no longer had the house to herself. Or perhaps the story she was reading had transported her somewhere else.

After hanging the wet tea towel on the oven door rail, Zoe ambled around the breakfast bar and into the living room. The glow of the fire and the flicker of the television emanated a homely atmosphere.

A pang of homesickness hit Zoe, she missed her family more than she’d expected to. She’d lived alone for a year, but living in an apartment a few blocks away from her parents was vastly different to residing halfway around the world. “Is it okay if I Skype my parents?”

A frown creased the middle of Claire’s forehead. “That’s fine. Just don’t expect me to appear on camera.”

The somewhat curt comment baffled Zoe, but it also spared her the trouble of having to politely ask Claire to stay in the background until she had a chance to tell her parents about her change in accommodation. “Thanks. I’ll be in my room.”

After a quick chat to her fifteen-year-old brother, Zoe updated her parents on life in New Zealand and reassured them she was safe. Not long before she ended the call, Claire wandered into the hallway, disappeared into her room for a few minutes, then headed back to the living room.

Two minutes later, Zoe reclined on the sofa. One glance at Claire and her happy mood fled. The woman looked like she was about to blow a gasket. Her expression was tight, normally warm eyes dark and foreboding. Zoe felt like she’d committed a cardinal sin. “Sorry.” She apologised even though she had no clue what for.

A spark crackled in the fire and Zoe jumped as though a gun had gone off.

Claire took a swig of red wine, scrutinizing Zoe over the top of the goblet. “It’s your parents you need to apologize to, not me.”

Who needed alcohol when Zoe’s host could scramble her brain with a single sentence. The comment shocked her. “Why?”

“You lied to them.” Claire stated as though she was judge, jury, and executioner.

The accusation stung. Being called a liar was one thing Zoe wouldn’t tolerate. “I did not.” She folded her arms under her breasts and held Claire’s accusing gaze.

“I heard you talking as if everything was peachy with you and Sam. Someone asked where Sam was, and you said at work.” Claire shot back.

A part of Zoe wanted to tell Claire it was none of her business and she shouldn’t listen in on other people’s conversations. Nothing good ever came out of eavesdropping. However, given Claire had been kind enough to offer Zoe a place to stay, she decided a simple explanation couldn’t hurt. “I didn’t lie. Sam works in hospitality so probably is
 working right now.”

“So you bent the truth?” At least this time, a smirk accompanied Claire’s accusation.

“You could say that. Look I’m going to level with you.” Zoe took a deep breath, feeling every bit as stupid as she should for not listening to sound advice. “I’d only known Sam for a few months before we came to New Zealand. I guess one could say it was a whirlwind romance.”

In truth, the sex had been a bigger draw. She’d been drawn to Sam’s dominance. Submitting had come easy; the bite of the crop like a drug she craved and Sam was her dealer.

Zoe continued. “My parents only met Sam a couple of times. Needless to say, they worried about me tripping around the globe with a person they barely knew. In fact, Mom pulled me aside one day and told me straight up, she didn’t trust Sam. She didn’t know why, just called it mother’s intuition. Considering myself all grown-up at the age of twenty-two, I told her she was being silly, and I’d be fine.” Thank goodness her mother wasn’t the type of person to say told you so.

“Regardless of her concerns, she took comfort in the fact Sam’s built like a line-backer and would hopefully protect me from harm. Anyway, turns out her concerns weren’t unfounded. If I’d told her we broke up, and I’m now living with a woman in the outback with no neighbours within a country mile, she’d think I’d lost my ever loving mind and have me on the first flight home.” Zoe wasn’t ready to go home, despite her predicament. “Sorry, for dumping all of that on you.” Even though she apologized, it surprised Zoe how good it felt to come clean about her current situation.

For a moment Claire said nothing, just looked at Zoe, her expression unreadable. After what felt like an eternity, Claire’s expression softened. “Thank you, for sharing that with me.”

“You’re welcome.” Zoe replied automatically.

A look of incredulity slid across Claire’s face. “Seriously? I just questioned your integrity and you say you’re welcome. You really are something else, doll.” She shook her head and chuckled. “What a day. Come on, let’s watch a movie.”


Chapter 5

June 2015

Over the next few weeks they fell into a comfortable routine. Claire loved the solitude of the long hours in the vineyard. Some days she was content to listen to the bleat of lambs in neighbouring paddocks, the whistle of the wind and the birds in the trees. Birds she’d eventually have to keep away from grapes waiting to be harvested. Other days, she listened to her iPod or an audio book.

Zoe seemed to be in her element scrubbing the interior of the house until it positively shined. Her culinary skills were to die for, many of the ingredients came directly from the vegetable garden they’d planted in the backyard. The aroma of freshly baked goods and homemade dinners often greeted Claire when she stepped inside.

At times, Claire worried it might seem as though she was taking advantage of Zoe. Yet time and time again Zoe assured her she couldn’t be happier just hanging out.

Tyler, Claire’s younger brother, had stopped by a few times to check on her. Although often overprotective of his sister, he’d given his nod of approval toward Zoe almost instantly. He’d had a quiet word in Claire’s ear, telling her it was good to see she was no longer living like a hermit. Even though he’d made light of the situation, she knew he worried about her every bit as much as their parents.

Claire glanced at the bedside clock, surprised it was after ten already. She’d woken at the usual hour of six, but instead of jumping up at the arse-crack of dawn, she’d burrowed down into the warm cocoon of her blankets and dozed back off.

Feeling extremely lazy, she dragged herself out of bed, showered, and dressed in jeans, a long sleeved shirt, and a woollen jersey. 

“Morning,” Zoe greeted as soon as Claire stepped foot in the living room.

The fireplace glowed a warm orange in the corner. Outside, dark grey clouds hovered high in the sky. The forecast was for a cool overcast day but rain was unlikely.

Zoe jumped up off the sofa and padded to the kitchen, dressed in stonewashed jeans and a pink sweater. “I hope I didn’t wake you. What would you like for breakfast?” Zoe glanced at the digital clock on the oven. “Or should I say brunch?”

Intent on making the only meal of the day she could, without disastrous results, Claire headed to the kitchen. “It’s the weekend, take it easy. I can get something myself.”

“I don’t mind,” Zoe insisted, her wavy brown hair bouncing around her shoulders.

Rather than argue, or continue to fantasise about grabbing a fistful of her long strands and ordering her to her knees, Claire made a show of opening and closing cupboard doors. Zoe had no other option than to move out of the way or confront her. She’d come to discover Zoe avoided confrontation like the plague.

“I’m perfectly capable of making toast and a cuppa.” Claire lifted the magnet on the fridge and handed a shopping list to Zoe. “Here, you can make a list of all the secret ingredients you’ll need to get us through the week.” Claire knew the basics, however herbs and spices that really brought a meal to life were beyond her. “We’ll head to the supermarket as soon as I’ve eaten.”

The kettle whistled and the toaster popped up at the same time. Zoe glanced between both. For a minute, Claire thought Zoe was going to argue. They locked eyes and Claire shook her head slowly from side to side, letting her know she needn’t bother. Zoe lowered her gaze and held her hand out for the notepad. 

“Good girl,” Claire praised, the words rolling off her tongue without conscious thought.

Zoe’s face lit up like a child applauded for a job well done. Not for the first time, Claire wondered what had gone wrong between Zoe and Sam. Most blokes would cherish a woman who appeared to be eager to please and happy in the kitchen.

Thirty minutes later they sat in a car that whined but refused to fire to life. Claire smacked the steering wheel. “Damn, I think the battery’s dead.”

Zoe quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, is it old?”

If Claire’s memory served her right, it’d been replaced around six months ago. “No, not really. I guess one of the doors must have been left ajar.” Claire pulled out her phone and hit speed dial.

Tyler answered on the second ring. “Hey sis, what’s up?”

Good old caller ID. “My car won’t start. I’m stuck at home. Do you have any jumper leads?”

“Yep, Paul and I are playing rugby in Waipawa so we can stop in on the way. Can you wait an hour?”

Unless she wanted to walk to town, Claire didn’t have a choice in the matter. Although, she knew if she told Tyler it was urgent he’d make a special trip. “Sounds perfect. See you then.”

Zoe turned in the passenger seat, looking expectantly at Claire. “He’ll be here in an hour. Come on, we might as well wait inside where it’s warm.”

As promised, an hour later, Tyler and Paul barrelled up the drive. A honk of the car horn announced their arrival. “Zoe.” Claire called up the hallway. “I’m ducking outside for a minute. The boys are here.”

Zoe poked her head out of the bedroom door. “Okay.”

Claire bounded down the porch steps and gave her brother a hug. At six-foot, a few inches taller than her, she fitted comfortably under his chin.

Tyler raked his knuckles over the top of her head, mussing up her hair. “Hey, sis.”

She shoved him away, rubbing her head.

He limped backward holding a hand up. “Hey, hey, careful.”

Paul emerged from the rear of the car, jumper leads in hand. He thumped Tyler on the back. “Poor boy strained his calf muscle at practice.” A brilliant smile showed off white teeth surrounded by a brassy coloured goatee, the same colour as Paul’s thick mane of hair. He nodded at Claire’s car. “Is the battery old?”

“Is there an echo around here?” Claire scuffed the toe of her boot through gravel.

“Huh?” Tyler and Paul chimed in unison, looking at her as if she’d spoken a foreign language.

“Never mind.” She didn’t want to explain Zoe had asked the same question. “I had a new battery fitted a few months ago. I think one of the doors might have been ajar, or maybe I left the radio on.”

Neither made sense though, she hadn’t noticed the interior light on, and the radio wouldn’t work without the key in the ignition. “Maybe it’s a dud. I’ll pop the bonnet so you can take a look.”

“No need.” Tyler pointed. “The catch is broken.” Both boys scanned under the bonnet. They looked to each other, frowned, played with a few wires, touched the engine cover, looked up then down again, then back to each other, speaking a silent language.

“What?” Claire snapped, feeling frustrated. Cars were not her thing, other than where the oil and water went, she knew little else about the mechanics.

Paul held up a thick red cable. “This lead connects to the positive battery terminal.”

Claire put her hand on her hip, reigning in her impatience. “And?”

The front door opened and Zoe stepped onto the porch. She waved, took one look at Claire’s stiff posture and, rather than approach, sat in the old wooden rocking chair beside the door. Claire turned back to Paul.

He continued to explain. “Somehow, this lead had come loose. Your battery’s probably fine. Get in.” Ever the gentleman, Paul held the car door open as Claire climbed in.

Less than a minute later, the little red Toyota fired to life. Claire fist-pumped the air and patted the dashboard. ‘I should’ve known you’d never let me down.’


Even though she had enough money for repairs or to upgrade if necessary, she loved her car. It was the first thing she’d bought with her half of the settlement from the split with Amy. She shut off the engine and climbed out.

“Come on. Come say hi to Zoe. You can use the bathroom to wash the grime off your hands.” She made a fist and shook her hand in the air. “God help you if you leave a mess.” Tyler and Paul smirked, neither of them taking the threat of bodily harm seriously. 

Bypassing Zoe with a quick hello, Paul took first dibs on the bathroom, which made sense given he was the only one who’d got his hands dirty. Tyler leaned against the counter, exchanging pleasantries with Zoe, supporting his weight on his uninjured leg.

When Paul came back into the room, Claire held a mug out to Tyler. “Here you go.”

He scowled at the cup as if it contained poison. “I don’t drink coffee. You should know that by now.”

Three sets of eyes locked on Claire. She smiled sweetly. “But, it’s just what the doctor ordered for your sore leg.” Unable to contain herself, she burst out laughing. “It’s cement.”

Paul punched Tyler in the shoulder. “Told you mate. Drink a cup of concrete and harden the hell up.”

An uncertain Zoe looked between them all like she wasn’t sure if she should laugh or not. Or perhaps she didn’t get the joke.

Anytime a friend complained about their aching body was a good excuse to tell them to drink a cup of cement and harden up.

Tyler flung his arm around her shoulders, dwarfing her tiny frame. “See what I had to deal with as a kid?” He clutched his chest. “My pride, constantly wounded.”

You could’ve knocked Claire over with a feather when Zoe took the empty mug out of her hand, thrust it under Tyler’s nose, and stated ‘drink up.’  

Zoe locked eyes with Claire, covered her mouth and let out a giggle.

The sweet sound was so infectious, all four burst out laughing.

“Why don’t you come to the game?” Tyler asked once he regained his composure.

“That’s a great idea.” Claire plucked up the shopping list and waved it in the air like a flag. “Off you go, Zoe. I can do the grocery shopping.”

“I meant both of you, sis.” Tyler pleaded, trying to catch her eye. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”

Claire hadn’t been to a game all season. It still freaked her out when anyone eyed her up and down, appraising her with a familiarity that made her want to run and hide. The first thought that came to mind was always the same. They’ve seen me online
. It was an irrational fear she fought with every day, because really so what if they had? Yet no matter how many times she gave herself that exact speech, she couldn’t get past it. “Like I said, I’ve got plenty to do around here.”

The look of despair in her brother’s eyes made her feel like a coward.

“How long are you going to let it rule your life?” There was no malice in the words, only genuine concern.

Sometimes life would be easier if he didn’t care so much. “Now’s not the time.”

Zoe stood chewing the skin on the side of her fingernail, looking totally ill at ease.

Claire attempted to lighten the mood. “Maybe another day you’ll be able to convince me it’s fun to watch grown men chase a leather ball around a field.”

An indignant looking Paul puffed out his broad chest. “I’ll have you know it takes skill to get that oval ball, with a mind of its own, over the try line.”

Tyler grinned, standing by the door with his arm draped across Zoe’s shoulders. Claire shot them a sly wink then turned back to Paul. “Remind me again what position you play? Is it open-side wanker or blindside wanker?”

Paul rolled his eyes. “It’s flanker, smarty pants.” He turned to Zoe and Tyler. “Let’s get out of here before I bust a nut laughing.” With a huge grin on his face, Paul strolled out the door.

“Go on kids, have fun.” Claire ushered the others outside.

“Yes, mum.” Tyler saluted.

Zoe’s eyes went wide as if she expected Claire to go bat-shit crazy because he’d called her mum. Which made Claire feel like crap.

She forced herself to smile. “You can tell me all about the great rugby experience when you get back.” She smirked at her brother. “If Tyler doesn’t ruin it by complaining about his sore leg.”

The way Zoe looked at Tyler, all dreamy-eyed, didn’t go unnoticed by Claire. All of her friends had lusted after her brother at some time or another. She’d come to accept it and expect it. Normally it rolled off her like water off a duck’s back. Not today though. Today, a foreign and unwelcome feeling settled low in her belly – jealousy. She wanted the adoring look in Zoe’s gaze directed at her. 


Chapter 6

The rugby game was a blast. Zoe had watched the sport on TV, but it couldn’t compare to the exhilaration of having a front row seat, the raw brutality of thick set men slamming into each other and tackled to the ground. When Tyler’s team had won the game, he’d hollered a yeah baby
, picked Zoe up in his arms and spun her in a circle, wincing when he remembered his strained muscle. He was one of the most charismatic men she’d ever met. He would make an excellent brother-in-law. Wow, where did that thought come from?


When they arrived back at the vineyard, Claire was full of smiles, glad you had a great time, until later in the evening when Zoe uploaded a couple of pictures taken of her with Tyler and some of his teammates. 

Claire nodded at the iPad in Zoe’s lap. “Does Tyler know you’re posting those pictures?”

The question confused Zoe. “Um, I’m not sure. Why, is there a problem?” The derisive snort Claire huffed out frustrated and pissed Zoe off.

“Not everyone wants their life posted all over Facebook,” Claire retorted.

Zoe’s fingers froze on the keypad. What the hell was that about? Everyone posted on Facebook. A few keystrokes and her entire family and friends could see how much fun she was having.

Irritation prickled under Zoe’s skin. “Sorry, I should have asked for his permission first. Do you have his phone number? I’ll give him a call.” She knew she sounded bitchy but honestly couldn’t see the problem. Come to think of it, the Hawke’s Bay Rangers probably had a club team page.

“Gasp.” Claire clutched her chest. “You mean you two didn’t exchange numbers? I’m shocked.” Sarcasm turned Claire’s gorgeous face into something far less attractive.

Even though it never came easy for Zoe to stand up for herself, she refused to feel bad when she’d done nothing wrong.

“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” Zoe confronted Claire. “You practically shoved me out the door with your brother, and now you’re acting all hostile. If you’re pissed about something, just come out with it.”

The room fell silent. Claire sat back in the recliner, placed her right ankle on her left knee, and stared into space.

For a minute, Zoe wondered if she’d pushed her luck, and would be tossed out. Despite not understanding Claire’s hot and cold moods, she didn’t want to go. She had nowhere to go. And, even though they were miles from town, she felt safe.

“Sorry,” they chirped in unison.

Claire chuckled, dispelling some of the tension in the room. “I was just teasing.” She headed to the kitchen and put the kettle on.

The look of reproach Claire had given her negated any sense of the words said in jest. As much as Zoe wanted to defend her case, she accepted the apology, pleased to be back on even footing.

Claire held up the jar of Milo, a chocolaty drink Zoe had come to love. “Want one?”

“Mmm, yes please.”

After placing two mugs on the kitchen bench, Claire looked at Zoe over the top of the breakfast bar, the cold expression from moments earlier completely gone. “I don’t have Facebook, so I don’t get it.” She shrugged. “People post pictures saying they’re private, and then a friend, of a friend, of a friend, shows another friend. And well really, nothing’s private.”

Anyone listening in would think Claire was closer to sixty than thirty, and didn’t want to get up with the times. Maybe she didn’t and it was a reason she liked living in such an isolated spot. All of a sudden, Tyler’s pleas when Claire didn’t want to accompany them to the game slammed into Zoe like a freight train. “How long are you going to let it rule your life?”


It would appear Zoe wasn’t the only one happy to keep a low profile, but why?


Chapter 7

July 2015

Since confronting Zoe about posting pictures online without the other person’s knowledge, Claire headed outdoors as often as possible. But for some reason, sooner or later Zoe joined her. Two months after arriving at the cottage, she didn’t appear to be in any hurry to move on. Zoe didn’t pry into Claire’s past so Claire afforded her the same courtesy.

A chilly breeze blew Claire’s hair across her face. She cursed herself for not putting a beanie on before heading outside to prune a row of vines. The remains of an early morning frost lingered on the ground and Claire’s breath came out in white puffs, even though the weather was still relatively mild for July. No doubt, temperatures would plummet during August.

The fact Zoe stood hunched over, trembling like a dog left out in the cold, worried and confused Claire. “I thought the temperature would seem mild to you. Doesn’t it snow where you come from?”

Zoe crouched as if she thought the almost barren grapevines would offer her shelter. “Sure, but you wouldn’t find me pruning vines in the middle of winter either. And, if by some small chance you did, I’d be better prepared for the weather. From memory, Google said the Hawke’s Bay region had almost tropical weather.”

True enough; summers were often long and hot. However, during winter it wasn’t uncommon for temperatures to drop to zero degrees. Not overly cold for someone more accustomed to freezing temperatures, surely. “Did you bring thermals with you?”

“No.” Zoe gave her a shy smile. “I didn’t think I’d need them.” 

The pale tinge to Zoe’s lips freaked Claire out. She held out her hand, palm up. “Give me the secateurs and get inside before you freeze your backside off.”

“But, I want to help.” Zoe’s tone was soft, not challenging. “Please.”

She wasn’t going to be of much help to Claire if she ended up catching a chill. “Okay, but I don’t need you dying of cold.” An idea struck Claire. She could do with a day off and it would be a good opportunity to show this little lady more of the region. “Let’s go shopping.”

“We don’t have to do that.” Zoe crossed her arms and rubbed her hands up and down her biceps as if the action would help warm her. “I have some tights I could wear under my jeans. I could put an extra shirt on, too.”

Why couldn’t Zoe accept the offer, just this once, without a counteractive comment? Fighting back her frustration, Claire took a deep breath. “I know we don’t have to. I want to. Let me show you the sights. Have you been to Napier, the Art Deco centre of New Zealand?”

Finally, Zoe’s mood lifted. “I’ve only seen what’s posted online. It looks beautiful.”

“It’s a date then, let’s go.” Claire looped her arm through Zoe’s and dragged her toward the cottage, giggling like schoolgirls. It’d be an honour to share the history of the region with Zoe and see the place anew through the eyes of another.

An hour later, driving through the streets of Napier, Claire pointed out numerous Art Deco buildings, typically characterized by decorative motifs such as sunbursts, fountains, and plants. Glancing at the magnificent structures, she felt proud to be able to call the place home.

“This area was rebuilt in the early 30’s after a massive Earthquake flattened it.” Claire informed Zoe, her eyes full of wonder as she snapped picture after picture.

“It’s beautiful. Sam would…” She trailed off. “Never mind. I don’t want to ruin the day. Please, continue.” Zoe lowered her gaze and fiddled with her camera in her lap.

Not giving Zoe a chance to get all melancholy, Claire quickly continued. “Fires broke out after the quake, destroying most of the commercial heart of the city.”

Empathy flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “Oh no.” Her hand flew to her mouth. “That’s dreadful.”

Claire nodded. “Agreed, any disaster is tragic. But, by the end of the decade, Napier was the newest city on the globe. The beauty remains today. There’s nowhere else in New Zealand you can see such a variety of buildings in the styles of the 1930s.” God, now she sounded like a tour guide. At least her sole charge had a beaming smile on her adorable face.

After locating a parking spot, Claire grabbed her handbag out from between the front seats and slung the strap over her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s find somewhere to get a bite to eat.” She rounded the car and stepped up onto the pavement.

Zoe huddled into her jacket, bouncing on her feet. Temperatures on the Marine Parade were cooler with the breeze blowing in off the ocean. It would be slightly warmer once they had the shops as a barrier between them.

“Here?” Claire hip bumped Zoe to get her attention, then handed her a $2 coin. “Feed the meter. Two hours should be more than enough time to shop and eat.”

Zoe’s chilly fingers brushed Claire’s as she took the money. “You know; we do have these in Canada?”

Not wanting to admit she thought the old grey meters on a pole with a coin slot were unique to the region, Claire covered her ignorance with a joke. “I just wanted to make you feel useful.”

Zoe grinned and Claire laughed

***

After ordering a coffee and a mince and cheese pie, Claire’s treat, they took a seat in a booth at the back of the downtown café. Claire sat with her back to the door so Zoe could people watch. Claire was content with watching Zoe, something she didn’t think she’d ever tire off. Hell, the sparkle in her hazel eyes, her long hair and sexy accent, had made their way into Claire’s dreams. 

The look of bliss on Zoe’s face when she bit into flaky pastry, ooey-gooey mince, gravy, and cheese, was priceless. A small string of melted cheese dangled from the corner of her mouth.

A fleeting image of leaning over the table and licking it off her lips flashed through Claire’s mind. There one second, gone the next.  

Zoe dabbed at her chin with a paper napkin. “Oh, my, goodness. This pie is delicious.” 

Claire nodded her agreement before taking a sip of her latte. “Best in town.”

Like the atmosphere, conversation was light and companionable. The day seemed almost too perfect, which it was until someone went and spoiled it.

The look of dread in Zoe’s eyes made Claire freeze, fork midair. Before she had a chance to ask what had spooked her, someone spoke from behind.

The accent left no room for doubt the person was Canadian.  

“Well hello, kitty.”

A thick-set woman stood at the table, eyeing Claire up and down, distain written all over her face.

Fear radiated off Zoe in thick waves. “What are you doing here?”

The woman slid into the seat next to Zoe and leaned in close. Zoe scooted sideways until the wall prevented her from moving farther away.

“That’s not a very nice way to greet your girlfriend. Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend
?” The woman’s menacing gaze locked on Claire. 

Zoe looked close to tears. “You’re not my girlfriend.”

Having no clue what was going on, although on full alert and ready to jump to Zoe’s defense, Claire plastered on a fake smile and extended a hand. “I’m Claire. And you?”

The very butch woman shook her hand, squeezing her fingers with way more force than necessary. Claire didn’t rise to the challenge.

The woman released her grip and scrubbed her hand on her checkered shirt, as though it was covered in slime. “The name’s Sam.”

Ah, so this was the ex. Not a him, a her. And a very hostile her at that.

Sam’s cold hard gaze shot daggers at Claire. “Zoe and I need to talk. Excuse us.”

The fact it came out like an order and not a request made Claire fume. She chewed the inside of her cheek, bit back an angry retort and directed a question at Zoe. “Do you want me to step outside?”

The look of anguish on Zoe’s face gave Claire the answer before her softly spoken reply. “No. We came in together. We’ll leave together.” Zoe straightened her spine as if gathering up some courage.

Claire gave her a barely perceptible nod, trying to convey the words, I’ve got your back, be strong
.

Sam tugged on Zoe’s arm. “Well, then we’ll go outside and talk. Let’s go.”

Zoe yanked her arm away with such force her elbow smacked into the back of the seat.

A couple dining at the table in front of them glanced over their shoulders then went back to their meal.

Sam tried again. “I’m not leaving here without you. We planned this trip together. You can’t just throw it all away because of a silly misunderstanding.”

An are you kidding me
 expression flashed across Zoe’s face before Sam tugged on her arm so forcefully Zoe toppled sideways.

“Come on, the least you can do is hear me out.” Sam insisted.

Unable to remain passive, Claire slammed her mug down. Coffee splashed over the rim and landed on the white tabletop. “Get your hands off her.” She gritted the words out one at a time, slow and controlled. “Touch her again,” she paused letting the tension build. “I’ll break your fingers.”

A surge of adrenaline shot through Claire. Her heart pounded in her chest. She didn’t want to follow through with the threat, she wasn’t a violent person, but she also refused to cower. 

Zoe’s expression flickered between gratitude and looking like she wanted to flee. Claire hoped she’d read Sam right. The woman was a bully who got off on fear and intimidation. Confronted, she’d tuck tail and run.

Sam’s face turned an angry shade of red. “Fine. You can have her.” An evil smirk twisted her lips as she stood. “She needs someone like you. An older woman to mother her.”

Zoe hung her head. “Sam, please, just go.” The words were barely above a whisper.

“You heard her.” Claire glared at Sam, not bothering to point out they weren’t a couple. She didn’t even want to think about what Sam had been hinting at. Never again would Claire play the part of a mummy to a grown woman. The thought brought back unpleasant memories. The bitter taste of betrayal made her feel sick. And unbeknown to Sam, she’d totally ruined Claire’s day.

Silence settled over the table. The chatter of other diners became as unnerving as a thunderstorm.

Zoe looked like she wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. She pushed the remains of her pie aside.

No longer hungry, Claire did the same. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

They gathered up two plastic shopping bags from under the table. Tension coiled in Claire’s belly as she preceded Zoe out of the café. No way was she letting Zoe go first in case Sam was lingering out the front, waiting to pounce. Thankfully, she wasn’t. 

The drive through town was deathly quiet. Who knew what inner demons were plaguing Zoe? Claire was still trying to come to terms with the fact her housemate, her very attractive housemate, batted for the same team she did.

As soon as they hit the city limits, Claire couldn’t hold back any longer. “So, that was your ex, Sam?” She kept her voice neutral, eyes on the road. As much as she wanted to look Zoe in the eye, she didn’t want to make her feel any more uncomfortable than necessary. Zoe had already had a hell of a day. Shit, they both had. Claire hadn’t realized how much she’d come to care about Zoe in such a short time. She still couldn’t believe she’d threatened to break the woman’s fingers. Out of the corner of her eye, Claire saw Zoe turn to look at her.

“Yep, that was hurricane Samantha.” She cleared her throat. “Now you know I’m gay. Is that going to be a problem?”

The challenging tone of her voice irritated Claire, as did Zoe’s stiff posture when Claire glanced in her direction. “Don’t flatter yourself. Besides, I’m not conceited enough to think you’d even be attracted to me.”

No longer looking so defensive, Zoe slumped back against the plush blue car seat cover. “Exactly. So we’re good then?”

Trying to be the bigger person and not wanting to admit how much the dismissal of attraction stung, Claire offered an ear. “Want to talk about what happened? Why you broke up?”

“No, thank you.”

“It might help. I’m a good listener. And sympathetic.” Having worked for a number of years at an aged care facility, Claire had mastered the art of both.

The heavens chose that moment to open. Fat drops of rain bounced off the windscreen. The screech of the wipers was like some kind of divine intervention, or untimely inconvenience. Claire couldn’t decide which. Either way the noise put an end to the conversation.  

***

The next few weeks were strained to say the least. Zoe stuck to inside chores; the house gleamed like never before. Claire spent her days outside, cutting row after row of vines, returning to the cottage late in the day to the mouthwatering aroma of home-cooked food.

She caught the odd glimpse of Zoe, hand outstretched, trying to entice Molly. The cat now ventured to within a few feet of the cottage but was yet to come inside. Not to Claire’s knowledge anyway. After the day in town, the ease of tossing her arm over Zoe’s shoulder no longer seemed so innocent, so she had stopped doing so.

Why Zoe stayed, she had no clue. Other than the fact it was a good place to hide out. Claire wanted to ask, but was too chicken-shit. As much as she hated to admit it, Zoe had worked her way under her skin. Claire liked having her around.


Chapter 8

August 2015

Claire disconnected the call and placed the portable phone in the charging dock on the chair side table. “My friend Janie is throwing a girls’ night in and we’re invited.”

Zoe dragged her eyes off whatever she’d been browsing on her iPad and looked at Claire, all ears. For a moment, Claire considered telling Zoe what kind of party Janie was throwing, then thought better of it. Zoe tended to be shy and she didn’t want to give her an excuse to turn down the invitation.

Once there she’d be fine, Claire was sure of it. “She lives in Taupo so it’ll be a good chance for you to see some more of the country, if you’d like to tag along.” Claire kept her expression neutral so Zoe wouldn’t feel pressured. All the while her brain screamed please say yes
. The fact Zoe was afraid of the dark, and presumably didn’t like staying home alone, pretty much guaranteed she would want to tag along. Claire hoped the road trip would get them back to the friendly camaraderie they’d shared before the ill-fated encounter with Sam.

A beaming smile lit up Zoe’s eyes. “I’d love to.” Her smile fell. “What about Molly? Who will feed her?”

The cat had survived for months on its own while the place was vacant, a weekend wouldn’t hurt. She didn’t enlighten her animal-loving houseguest that Molly was adept at catching critters and therefore would never starve. “We’ll top up the food bowl with cat biscuits before we go. There are plenty of places she can find water. She’ll be fine.”

Zoe slumped back against the sofa. “True, she’s a survivor. I’m the scaredy-cat.”

The next words tumbled out of Claire’s mouth without conscious thought. “Is that why Sam called you kitten?” She mentally cursed herself when Zoe stiffened.

“No, it’s not. And it’s not because I like pussy either.” Sarcasm dripped from the words. “Sorry.” Zoe’s hand flew to her mouth as if she could take the words back. “I can’t believe I said that.”

Not proud of herself for hitting a sore spot, even though it’d been unintentional, Claire shrugged it off. “Don’t sweat it. It was none of my business.” And it wasn’t, despite her curiosity about how she earned the moniker.

Looking contrite, Zoe did an about face. “What will I need to pack?”

Claire ducked into the hall, pulled an overnight bag out of a storage cupboard, then tossed it across the room to Zoe. “It’s only one night so just whatever you sleep in. Oh, and pack your togs. We’ll go to the hot pools. If you’re brave enough we can go down the hydro-slide.”

A visit to the Taupo Hot Springs thermal pools was a must for Claire when passing through the town. For some reason the idea didn’t seem to appeal to Zoe. Maybe she didn’t like swimming. Still, that didn’t explain the confused look on her face. 

“What the heck are togs?” Zoe quirked an eyebrow.

Understanding dawned on Claire. However, Zoe was so gullible she couldn’t help but tease her.

“It’s a swimsuit that wraps around you similar to a toga. It prevents water being forced into every orifice when you rocket out of the end of the hydro-slide.” Claire turned her knees in and cupped her crotch. “Trust me, some things you don’t want to experience.”

Zoe pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “Are you kidding me?”

Happy to have lightened the mood, and the oppressive atmosphere of the last few weeks, Claire let Zoe off the hook. “Yep, I am. We call a swimsuit togs, so pack your itty bitty ‘kini.”

A shy smile curved Zoe’s lips, and a cute dimple appeared on her cheek. “I’m a one-piece girl. Wearing a bikini feels too much like parading around in front of strangers in my underwear.”

It was on the tip of Claire’s tongue to point out Zoe was no longer a stranger and she was welcome to parade around the house in her bra and undies. Not only would it be inappropriate to say such a thing, but all bets would be off keeping her hands off the petite brunette if she did so.

“Get a good night’s sleep. It’ll be a long day.” Claire picked up her book and headed to her bedroom, intent on doing the same.

***

The cold overcast day Claire awoke to Saturday morning did nothing to lessen her exuberant mood. It’d been months since she’d seen her best friend and she couldn’t wait to catch up. Many friends had come in and out of her life while boarding at Napier Girls High. She’d lost touch with most, but she and Janie remained thick as thieves.

Despite the two-hour distance separating them, or how many months passed between visits, whenever they got together they picked up where they’d left off, as though no time had lapsed at all.

After a quick breakfast of eggs on toast, cooked to perfection by Zoe, they loaded up the car and hit the road.

“The trip normally takes a little under two-hours, but it’s not unusual for there to be a heavy fog on the Napier-Taupo road.” Claire informed Zoe. Thick grey clouds hovering overhead made the chances of that happening highly likely.

An hour into the trip, Claire pointed to a yellow sign on the side of the road with Slow to 40
 stamped across the middle. “I hope you don’t get carsick. From here on in it’s a long winding road.” She stated the obvious just before they rounded a sharp bend at the top of a steep hill.

Zoe sat with her feet braced against the floor, as if she had her own foot brake. “I’m still getting use to sitting on the left hand side without a steering wheel.”

“Oh that’s right, you people drive on the wrong-side of the road in Canada, don’t you?” Claire kept her eyes on the road. A light fog had descended and visibility was limited.

Her passenger let out a soft chuckle. “Nope, you drive on the left. We drive on the right
 side.”

Enjoying Zoe’s wit, Claire smiled. “Touché.” She nodded to another sign as they approached an S-bend. “Do they warn you about things like that in Canada?” She chanced a glance at Zoe.

An adorable shade of pink coloured her cheeks. “Wow, ‘
slippery when wet’.”

Claire slowed to take the corner. “Complete with skid marks,” she commented as she drove past the sign.

“Oh, my, word. Way to kill a sexy innuendo.” Zoe’s voice was shrill.

Realizing it was rather crass, Claire feigned innocence. “Whatever do you mean?”

Not bothering to grace her with a reply, Zoe clutched her safety belt while peering out the side window. “Holy cow, New Zealand has some freaky roads. We’re driving on the edge of a cliff.”

The road to Taupo was beautiful, although a little treacherous. The knee-high fences offered some sense of comfort to drivers, but Claire doubted they’d offer much resistance to an out of control car. A reason she was happy to take it slow. “There’s a rest area at the top of the next hill. We can take a break and stretch our legs. Okay?”

“You don’t have to stop for me. I’m fine.”

Biting back the urge to tell Zoe not everything was about her, or an inconvenience, Claire took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I want to stop. The view’s stunning.”

“Sorry, I thought you wanted to take a break because I complained about the roads.” Sincerity laced Zoe’s words. “I’d love to stop.”

Dirt and gravel flicked up when Claire pulled to the shoulder of the road to let traffic pass before she crossed the centre line and followed a narrow road into a sealed viewing area.

When Zoe reached over and absently squeezed Claire’s hand, Claire almost jumped out of her skin.

“Oh, wow. Is that a waterfall?” Zoe pointed out the windscreen, leaning forward in her seat as if she couldn’t believe her eyes.

The Waipunga River, surrounded by lush green foliage and scrubby dark bushes, crested over the top of a steep bank. Claire felt like she was on top of the world. Zoe’s pleasure was so obvious it was contagious. “We’ll have to get out to get close enough to see the entire forty-meter drop.”

As soon as the car came to a stop, Zoe fished her camera out of her bag, then jumped out. A blast of cold air whipped through the car as she exited. Chuckling at Zoe’s enthusiasm, Claire grabbed their jackets off the back seat and followed. “Here.” She tossed Zoe’s jacket to her and shucked into her own.

“Thank you.” Zoe held her camera between her legs and pulled her coat on. “It’s freezing.”

Considering it was the middle of winter, and they were at such a high altitude, the cold temperature was to be expected. Claire looped an arm through Zoe’s and breathed out a sigh of relief when she didn’t shy away. “Isn’t the view gorgeous?” She towed Zoe toward a huge boulder by the cliff edge.

Gratitude shined in Zoe’s eyes when she turned to look at Claire. “Yes. Thank you for bringing me here.”

“My pleasure.” Claire meant it from the bottom of her heart. Reluctantly, she pulled her arm out from Zoe’s. “Give me your camera. I’ll take a picture of you with the waterfall in the background.”

A breeze blew Zoe’s hair around her face. She handed the camera over, then gathered the long strands in her other hand, and tucked the length under the collar of her jacket.

Claire dropped the camera into her pocket, then took both of Zoe’s hands in her own. Zoe’s hazel eyes held her gaze. The way she put her trust in Claire’s hands called to Claire in so many ways it made her heart race. Saliva pooled in her mouth. She swallowed it down along with her growing attraction. “Climb up on the boulder. I’ll hold you until you’ve got your balance, okay?”

Zoe nodded holding onto Claire like a lifeline. “Is it safe?” 

Perfectly, as long as she didn’t jump off the cliff. “The top of the rock is flat so you’ll be fine for a few minutes.” Claire let go of her hands and Zoe straightened. “You okay?”

A small tremor rippled through Zoe, or maybe the wind had ruffled the bottom of her jeans. “Fine, but I’m not a fan of heights so make it quick.”

Okay, so it hadn’t been the wind. Claire wanted to tell Zoe how proud of her she was for being so brave. Peering over the cliff, it was a long, long, way down. 

The view through the digital camera stole Claire’s breath away. She didn’t know what she liked looking at more. The waterfall segmented by three parallel columns plummeting forty-meters, or the tight-lipped striking brunette.

Adjusting the angle of the camera to capture the falls in the background, Claire said the words that never failed to make her smile. “Say elephant.”

A cute dimple creased Zoe’s cheek. “Elephant.” She giggled.

Claire clicked two pictures in quick succession, pocketed the camera, then extended a hand. Zoe grabbed hold, but rather than climb down from the rock she jumped, landing toe to toe with Claire.

They stood so close their jackets brushed together. Zoe looked up at Claire, her face flushed and lips slightly parted. Claire wanted nothing more than to kiss her. What if she did? Would Zoe melt into the kiss or shy away? Hell, she hadn’t even told Zoe she was gay, although Claire suspected Zoe had figured it out for herself.

Before Claire could act, a campervan pulled in, making the decision for her. It wasn’t the right time. Relieved she hadn’t acted on impulse, yet strangely disappointed, she handed the camera back to Zoe. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we catch a chill.”


Chapter 9

An hour later, they crested a hill. Tall green trees gave way to an expanse of blue. “Welcome to Lake Taupo.” Claire smiled at Zoe, pleased to see she no longer had a white knuckled death grip on the door handle.

“I read about the lake. Is it true it was formed by a volcanic explosion?”

“Apparently so. Twenty thousand odd years ago according to everything I’ve read. But, given I’m only twenty-seven, I can’t say for sure. What I do know for a fact is there are Maori carvings on the cliffs of Mine Bay.” Claire nodded to the island mass in the lake as she recalled an image of a tuatara (lizard) carved into one of the rocks. “It’s believed the carvings help protect the lake from volcanic activity bubbling underneath.”

A warm feeling settled over Claire when a favourite childhood memory of a visit to the lake came to mind. Even though she now resided in a town on the seaside, a perilous part of the Pacific Ocean with limited access points, she preferred the freshwater lake over saltwater. “We didn’t have many family holidays as kids. There was always too much to do on the farm. The year I turned twelve, my parents surprised Tyler and I with a trip to the lake. We spent hours playing in the water, making boats out of pumice and twigs, bombing them with stones.”

Claire slowed the car as the turn-off to De-Bretts Spa and Resort came into view. “But today I think we better stick to the hot pools.” It was on the tip of Claire’s tongue to say they could visit the lake during summer, but with no clue how long Zoe intended to stick around, it might sound a little presumptuous.

As Claire turned left into the car park, Zoe angled herself sideways in her seat.

“Thanks for sharing such a pleasant memory with me. My parents had barely turned twenty when I was born. We didn’t go on many vacations either, but that was because their jobs came first. For as far back as I can remember, I went to afterschool care until Mom picked me up at five o’clock. I often wondered if I was an accident as Ryan didn’t come along until seven years later. By the time I was old enough to be left home alone, I also became his caregiver.”

Until then, it’d never occurred to Claire how fortunate she’d been to have her mother pick her and Tyler up from school every day. Claire shut off the car and turned to look at Zoe. “That must have been rough.”

A resigned look crossed Zoe’s face. “No, it wasn’t. I didn’t know any different. Even though my parents were career driven, we never went without.”

Still, Claire mused, it couldn’t have been easy having adult responsibilities put on such young shoulders. As a child, she used to grumble about the list of daily chores, but in hindsight scooping poop out of the chicken coop, collecting eggs, and helping with feeding the cattle, was no hardship in comparison to absent parents.

A hand waving in front of Claire bought her back to the present. “Hello? How about we get our togs
.” Zoe smirked, finger quoting the word.

When Zoe stepped out of the individual changing room, Claire’s breath caught in her throat. She had to fight hard not to stare. A light yellow bathing suit complimented porcelain skin, a petite frame, and large round breasts.

The high cut revealed a perfectly groomed bikini line. Zoe had pulled her long wavy hair up and piled it on top of her head in a messy bun.

Unbidden, an image flashed through Claire’s mind of kissing the elegant slope of Zoe’s neck, Zoe’s hands bound to a spreader bar suspended from the rafters, completely at Claire’s mercy. She shook her head trying to dislodge the inappropriate images as she descended three steps, hot water stinging her cold toes.

After tucking her clothes and towel into one of the poolside lockers, Zoe followed Claire into the pool. “Ah, bliss.” She let out a contented sigh, lowering herself slowly until water washed over her collarbones. 

A surge of panic rippled through Claire. Without conscious thought, her arm shot out and wrapped around Zoe’s waist. She turned Zoe and pointed to a poolside sign. “Don’t put your head under.”

A couple sitting on built in seats, submerged to their necks, glanced in their direction then turned back to two kids playing happily nearby. The swimming complex surrounded by tropical palms and native fauna, also had a children’s play area with fresh water, but the day was too cold for kids to be running around wet.

Suddenly, Claire realized her hand was resting under Zoe’s left breast. If she rotated her wrist, she’d have a handful. A perfect handful. God she needed to get her head out of her pants, or Zoe’s pants or togs or whatever.

Unaware of Claire’s inner turmoil, Zoe chuckled. “I read the warning signs.” She turned, and with no good excuse to keep hold of Zoe, Claire reluctantly released her grip. “The lady who took our money also cautioned us.”

Of course she did, Claire felt like an idiot. She was so used to the spiel she hadn’t paid any attention.

“Let’s go over there.” Claire indicated to a corner of the pool where the water was bubbling.

Once there, they hefted themselves up onto an air lounger a foot or so beneath the water, then reclined, their heads supported by a metal bar well clear of the water.

The side of Zoe’s body bumped against Claire, sending tingles up Claire’s spine, or perhaps it was the jets of water pounding against her back.

For a long time, they both just stared up at dark grey clouds hovering high in the sky. Lulled by the glug-glug of the bubbling water and the fresh scent of the mineral springs.

Zoe broke the comfortable silence. “So what’s with the no putting your head under rule?”

A story she’d been told as a kid, of the time her aunty got a nasty ear infection, ran through Claire’s mind. Luckily, it hadn’t manifest to anything more sinister. “It’s a geothermal pool so the warning is in place to protect you from amoebic meningitis.”

Zoe sat up so fast she splashed water in Claire’s face. After wiping her eyes, Claire met Zoe’s wide-eyed gaze. She hadn’t meant to alarm her. They’d be fine if they heeded the warnings.

“Relax.” Claire sat up and shoulder-bumped Zoe. “Did I tell you about the health benefits?”

Zoe scooped up some bubbles and watched them slip between her fingers. “No.”

“Lay back.” Claire put a hand on Zoe’s shoulder. “Nothing’s going to swim into your ears up here.”

Alarm flashed across Zoe’s face as a shiver rocked her upper body.

Claire wanted to laugh and curse herself at the same time. She’d brought Zoe here to relax, not to scare the living daylights out of her.

Finally, Zoe smiled and reclined. “Fine, I’ll take my chances. It’s too frickin’ cold to be sitting in the cool breeze wearing a wet swimsuit.”

Unable to argue with that, Claire lay back and finished what she’d been saying. “The good news is...”

Zoe interrupted. “We don’t have to go down the hydro-slide.”

Claire snorted and turned her head to look at Zoe. Zoe had her eyes closed and a huge smile plastered across her face. If it weren’t for the other people frolicking nearby, Claire would’ve been tempted to wipe the cheeky smile off Zoe’s face - with her lips.

Instead, she pushed down the tug of desire and continued to inform Zoe of the benefits of soaking in the pools. “As I was saying, the mineral-rich contents and temperature of the volcanic spring water purifies skin and eliminates toxins.”

Considering there would be plenty of booze at Janie’s, that last tidbit of information made Claire wonder if it would’ve been wiser to plan the visit for their journey home.


Chapter 10

After soaking in the pools, they got a bite to eat in town, did some window shopping, then booked into a twin share hotel room not far from Janie’s.

Claire tossed her overnight bag on the floor and sat on the side of one of the queen-sized beds. The mattress was soft but firm, perfect for her. “Are you sure you don’t mind sharing a room?”

“It’s absolutely fine.” Zoe replied, as she sat on the bed opposite Claire, facing her head on, two feet of carpet separating them. “But you should’ve let me pay half.”

Paying for the room was the least Claire could do considering she hadn’t paid Zoe much in the way of wages. “Nonsense, you’ve more than earned it.”

“Oh, right.” Zoe sounded disappointed, as if she’d expected a different reply.

On impulse, Claire blurted out, “And, I like having you around.”

Zoe’s head shot up. “Thanks, that means a lot. I like you too.” Her cheeks turned pink, and she quickly stood, turned her back to Claire and rummaged through her overnight bag.

The jeans Zoe wore hugged her backside deliciously. The long forgotten yet still familiar ache of arousal pulsed between Claire’s legs. The temptation to reach out and swat, bite, or caress the firm-round buttocks filling her vision almost overwhelmed her. In all honesty, she wanted to do all of the aforementioned. Instead, Claire dragged her gaze off the tantalizing view, strode to the kitchenette and poured a glass of cold water. She needed to hydrate before hitting the booze anyway. Although, she’d probably take it easy so she had her wits about her enough to keep an eye on her bashful companion.

“There’ll be lots of wine and giggling women tonight. I can’t do much about the latter, but I told Janie to make sure she had alcohol free punch.”

Having retrieved her makeup out of her overnight bag on the bed, Zoe turned to look at Claire, eyes full of appreciation. “You didn’t have to do that, but thanks.”

The fact such a simple act put Zoe’s mind at rest made Claire’s heart soar. She hoped her next words didn’t blow it. “So, have you ever been to a party where they have a host?”

On her way to the bathroom, Zoe stopped midstride and pivoted on her heel. “You mean like a Tupperware party?”

“Something like that.” Claire suppressed a smirk. “Try again.”

The ceiling light caught on the metal clasp of Zoe’s cosmetic bag as she held it in the air. “A makeup party?”

Claire knew she should just tell her, but she was having too much fun. “Getting warmer.”

Zoe looked up as if the answer might be written across the ceiling. She tapped her lip. “Let me see.” She snapped her fingers. “I know. A designer clothing party?”

Claire shook her head trying not to giggle.

“A liquor party?”

Unable to contain herself, Claire burst out laughing. “Close.”

Zoe harrumphed and folded her arms under her breasts. “Are you laughing at me?”

“Oh, goodness, no, doll.” Claire swiped at her eyes, trying to regain her composure. “It’s just the way you said lick-her party.”

Eyes big as saucers, Zoe’s mouth fell open. “Did it really sound like I said, lick her?”

No, it didn’t but she blushed so prettily, it’d been worth teasing her. “Not really but like I said it was close. We’re going to a sex toy party.” 

Zoe fiddled with the bag in her hand. “I can never tell if you’re toying with me or not.”

It took everything Claire had not to chuckle at Zoe’s choice of words. She pulled out a chair at a small round table up against a wall. “Sit.” She gestured to the chair opposite.

Once Zoe was seated, Claire took Zoe’s hand in her own, like a friend offering comfort to another. “It’s a party plan, with adult toys. My friends are a hoot so it should be a blast. You don’t have to buy anything. I’ll look after you, and, if you feel uncomfortable just say the word. We can leave anytime?”

Zoe squeezed Claire’s hand. “Thanks for telling me. I’m not a fan of surprises. I’ll wear plenty of concealer.”

It was on the tip of Claire’s tongue to tell Zoe she didn’t need to wear makeup. It seemed like a shame to cover such flawless skin. However, if doing so offered Zoe a sense of comfort, Claire wasn’t about to stop her.

As far as war paint went for Claire, a lick of lip gloss and a touch of mascara to enhance her brown eyes was all the makeup she wore around friends. Since resigning from her position of receptionist at a busy retirement village, she certainly didn’t miss having to wear makeup five days a week.


Chapter 11

Just as Claire had promised Zoe, her friends were a wonderful bunch of women. Most appeared to be in their mid to late twenties, and all of them welcomed her with open arms, literally. Zoe wasn’t used to such touchy feely people. After what she’d been through the last night with Sam, it should have freaked her out. But Claire wasn’t Sam and somehow Zoe knew deep in her heart, Claire would never let any harm come to her. She’d proved as much at the café. Sam had tucked tail and within twenty-four hours of Zoe refusing to reply to her text messages, Sam hadn’t tried to contact her again. Whether she was still in the Hawke’s Bay region or not, Zoe had no clue nor did she care. 

A burst of hysterical laughter erupted in Janie’s living room, banishing all thoughts of Sam. Zoe’s gaze landed on two of Claire’s friends attempting to deep throat a double ended dildo. They could barely wrap their lips around the flesh-coloured monstrosity.

Claire stood leaning against the kitchen counter, her ankles crossed, glass of wine in hand, an amused sparkle in her eye.

A woman sitting beside Zoe, Sheryl from memory, nudged Zoe’s shoulder. “You should order one of those.”

Trying not to gag on the potent smell of rum thick on the woman’s breath, Zoe discreetly swatted the air under her nose. “Thanks for the suggestion, but I don’t have a use for one of those.” Did she have lesbian written all over her face or what? She didn’t have to wonder for long.

“Oh, aren’t you here with Claire?”

Not sure where Sheryl was going with this, Zoe nodded yes.

Sheryl continued. “It’s the first time I’ve seen her with another woman since she broke up with Amy. The witch.” Sheryl gritted the last two words out. Then she pointed toward Claire, who was sipping her wine and talking to her best friend.

Sheryl leaned in close. “I assumed you two were an item.”

Her warm breath on Zoe’s ear sent an icy shiver up Zoe’s spine. Before she could panic and bolt, the next words Sheryl uttered rendered Zoe immobile.

“She’s hot for you, I can see it in her eyes.” She lowered her voice as if the words were for Zoe’s ears only. “Claire’s a good woman, with a gentle soul, once you break through the tough exterior. Give her a chance.”

On that note, Sheryl stood and tottered off, swaying dangerously on five-inch heels. Zoe glanced over to the kitchen. When Claire shot her a saucy wink, Zoe’s cheeks blazed. Which was crazy considering she was surrounded by half drunk women, double ended dildos, paddles, handcuffs, fetish wear, and just about anything else you’d expect to find in an adult store or online.

For a brief moment, Zoe wondered why Claire hadn’t enlightened her that she too was gay when Zoe made her own confession. In hindsight, she’d been so defensive, no wonder Claire hadn’t come clean.

Her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach when Claire’s words tumbled through her mind. “I’m not conceited enough to think you’d even be attracted to me.”


Now that she thought more about it, perhaps Claire had been testing the waters. Zoe cringed when her clipped response came back to her. Exactly.
 If that didn’t sound like a brush off, she didn’t know what did. She’d as good as said she wasn’t attracted to Claire. It was the furthest thing from the truth and the last thing she’d meant.

In the next heartbeat, her mind flashed back to their stop at the waterfalls and hope flared in her chest. She now knew she hadn’t imagined the look of desire swimming in Claire’s eyes when she’d jumped down from the rock. The intensity of Claire’s gaze had rooted Zoe to the spot. She’d barely been able to breathe, let alone move, until the campervan had pulled into the parking area and broken the spell.

A loud thwack echoed around the room. “Attention, ladies.”

Zoe looked up to see the hostess standing in the middle of the room smacking a paddle against the palm of her hand. A thick set woman with mousey brown hair, sparkling blue eyes, and an infectious smile, strode over and waggled her backside in front of the hostess.

Anticipating the thud of a firm spanking, Zoe sucked in a sharp breath. Her cheeks heated wondering if anyone had witnessed her reaction. All eyes were fixed on the hostess, all except for one set. When Zoe glanced toward the kitchen, her eyes locked on Claire who stood scrutinizing her.

Embarrassed, Zoe wanted to look away, yet for some reason she couldn’t. And, like an invisible force drawing them together, or maybe that was wishful thinking on Zoe’s part, Claire sashayed over and plopped down into the seat recently vacated by Sheryl. The heat of her body warmed Zoe like an electric blanket.

The fruity aroma of sparkling white wine assailed Zoe’s nostrils when Claire leaned close and whispered into her ear.

“You okay, doll?” She squeezed Zoe’s thigh.

Feeling bold, Zoe rested her hand on top of Claire’s. People assumed they were an item anyway. “Yeah, I am. Better now that you…”

Before she could finish her sentence, the room went black. Zoe’s heart raced and she panicked when she realised someone had come up behind the sofa and slipped a blindfold over her eyes. The sound of laughter faded behind the blood roaring in her ears. Adrenaline surged through her veins. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. No way, she wouldn’t let it. She trusted Claire, but then she’d trusted Sam too.

Trying not to hyperventilate, Zoe clutched the elastic band on the blindfold and tugged. “Get it off, get it the hell off me!”

And just like that, it was gone. The room was deathly silent, all eyes locked on Zoe, shocked expressions on everyone’s face.

Embarrassed didn’t even begin to describe how she felt, Zoe was mortified. Her reaction couldn’t be easily explained away. Much like a horror movie, Zoe prayed the sofa would open up and swallow her whole.

Claire stood and addressed the person behind them. “Didn’t you know Canadian’s believe its bad luck to wear a blindfold in a room full of people? Strange, but true.” She slumped back down, picked up a glass of wine off the glass topped coffee table, and resumed conversation as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “So ladies, who’s buying what?”

Everyone started talking animatedly again, crisis averted.

A whirlwind of emotions swirled through Zoe making her chest tight. Embarrassment over the way she’d reacted. Extremely thankful for Claire being so quick on her feet and diverting any awkward conversations. And annoyed with herself for jumping to the wrong conclusion. Claire and her friends had shown her nothing but kindness, and she’d acted like they were thugs out to get her. The shame of it all made her want to curl up and cry.

The chirp of a phone made Zoe glance up. Her gaze landed on the wall-clock. It’d just gone nine-thirty, early to most partygoers. However, she couldn’t wait to get out of there but also didn’t want to ruin Claire’s night any more than she already might have.

A tall and elegant redhead, Kate, dropped her phone into her handbag. “That’s me, I’m out of here. Apparently Zac won’t settle for Daddy.”

Sheryl guffawed. Staggering on her heels she bent down and plucked up a crop. “Did you order one of these?” She tapped it across her palm. “You need to teach that man of yours who’s boss, girlfriend.”

Laughing, Kate shook her head. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Then she did a tour of the room and hugged the remaining guests. When she embraced Claire, Claire spoke into her ear. Kate nodded vigorously, took a step back, and fished around in her shoulder bag.

With a determined look in her eye, Claire crooked a finger at Zoe, beckoning her forward. “Come on, Kate’s offered to drop us off at the hotel. It’ll save us a cab fare.”

A high-pitched squeal, like someone passing gas, drew their attention back to Sheryl. Once she finished forcing air out between her lips, she cupped her ear. “What was that? Tight arse.”

Claire punched Sheryl in the shoulder. “You’re such a dork. No wonder I love you.” Then she planted a quick peck on her friend’s cheek. “Stop by anytime you’re passing through Hawke’s Bay.” Claire reached for Zoe’s hand. “We’d love to have you. I’ll put you to work for the day. Then we’ll see who’s screaming for bed by nine.”

The look of approval on Sheryl’s face, when her gazed landed on Zoe’s hand in Claire’s, made Zoe want to never let go.

Like a ghost, Janie appeared from out of nowhere and pulled them in for a hug. The side of her body pressed against Zoe’s. Hip to tummy. Zoe almost sang for joy when she didn’t feel threatened by such intimate contact with a person she’d only just met.


Chapter 12

The minute they stepped through the hotel room door, Zoe sensed a change in Claire’s mood. The happy-go-lucky attitude from moments earlier had evaporated, an unasked question taking its place in her intense gaze.

As much as Zoe planned on explaining things to Claire, she wanted to gather her thoughts first. “I need to wash my make-up off.” Zoe picked up her toiletry bag.

A kind smile softened Claire’s features. “Take all the time you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

After closing the door behind her, Zoe scrutinised herself in the mirror. The harsh glare of the bathroom light made her skin appear paler than normal. The bluish hue reminded her of someone in need of a doctor. The thought made her stomach lurch. Would Claire think she was sick and recommend a good psychiatrist?  

By the time Zoe re-emerged, Claire had changed out of her jeans and shirt and wore tan pyjama pants with a tiger striped top.

“My turn.” She breezed past Zoe, toothbrush and toothpaste in hand.

While Claire was in the bathroom, Zoe slipped into her knee length nightie and pulled her black satin robe on over top. Despite the comfortable temperature of the room, nerves threatened to make Zoe break out in a cold sweat. She wanted to bare her soul to Claire, but was afraid of Claire’s reaction. 

The seconds ticked by. Claire seemed to take longer than necessary to brush her teeth, yet not long enough, because all too soon she stepped back into the room and Zoe could no longer avoid the inevitable.

Claire eyed Zoe up and down as she walked toward her. “Nice get up. I wondered what you wore to bed.”

The cheeky grin on Claire’s face let Zoe know she was trying to lighten the mood. For a brief second, Zoe entertained the idea Claire might have forgotten the incident and they’d simply climb into separate beds and forget it. She wasn’t so lucky.

Claire’s expression turned serious. “As you know, I’ve had a few drinks.”

Zoe nodded, unsure of Claire’s point. She didn’t expect others to abstain because she’d chosen to for the time being. In fact, it was rather comical watching other people’s drunken antics while she was completely sober.

Claire sat on the queen-sized bed, opposite the one Zoe had claimed, and patted the spot beside her. “I’m sober enough to know I didn’t imagine your panic attack tonight. I no longer believe you’re afraid of the dark.”

Feeling sheepish, Zoe sat beside Claire. Rather than meet her gaze, she fiddled with the tie on her robe. “I never said I was afraid of the dark.”

“No, you didn’t. I wrongly assumed. But, Honey…” Claire put her finger under Zoe’s chin and forced her to meet her gaze. Tenderness shone in Claire’s eyes. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on. I’ve seen that utter look of fear on your face once before, and I don’t like it.”

There was no need for Claire to spell out the last time she’d seen the look on Zoe’s face. Only one person had the ability to provoke so much fear in Zoe it overrode rational thought. With her heart pounding against her ribcage, Zoe inhaled a deep breath, blew it out between her lips, and took a giant leap of faith. 

***

“It was a Thursday night.” The memory made Zoe shudder. “The other girls we lived with were out. Sam had the night off work so we had a few drinks.” She left out the part how she often got horny after a glass or two of wine. “We decided to make the most of having the house to ourselves.”

The way Claire watched her, hanging onto every word, made Zoe feel embarrassed about what she was about to admit. Something she hadn’t told another soul. “Can we dim the lights, please?”

Claire did one better, she turned off the overhead lights and flicked on a wall mounted lamp above the bed. Zoe focused on their seated shadows cast across the floor. “I like certain things; things other people find weird. Like the women at the party who made jokes about people who got off on being spanked. Sam liked the same things I did. In hindsight, it’s one of the reasons I fell for her so fast.” In the dim light, it was difficult to read Claire’s expression. However, Zoe was fairly certain it wasn’t judgement.

Claire put a reassuring hand on Zoe’s arm, her fingers warm and soft. “You’re doing well, keep going, doll.”

“She tied me up and spanked me.” God, it had been so hot, the lick of the crop, firm hands soothing the burn. Fingers dipping in and out of slick folds, tapping her clit. Pinching nipples, hands, everywhere. Then lips on hers, hot, hard, needy, probing. “I had a blindfold on. She…. she kissed me.” Zoe bit back a sob.

Claire continued to offer comfort, running her hand up and down Zoe’s arm. The look of uncertainty on her face didn’t surprise Zoe. So far it sounded like a girl’s wet dream. It had been hers, for a while.

Struggling to hold her emotions in check, Zoe spoke around the lump constricting her throat. “My hands were loosely tied together with a scarf. I panicked and told her to untie me, to get the blindfold off. Sam… Sam told me to calm down she’d release me in a second. I slipped my hand out of the scarf and yanked the blindfold off.”

A tear trickled down Zoe’s cheek, the same as it had the night in question.

Claire pulled her close and stroked her hair. “It’s okay, I’ve got you, doll.” A tissue appeared from somewhere and was placed in Zoe’s hand. “I’ll get you a glass of water.” The mattress shifted as Claire braced herself to stand.

“No.” Zoe grabbed Claire’s hand. She needed Claire’s strength, her earthy scent, to keep her grounded.

“The taste of beer lingered on my lips.” Zoe let out a humourless chuckle. “Sam didn’t drink beer.” It had been the moment Zoe knew something was terribly wrong. “The first thing, or should I say person, I saw when the blindfold came off was our roommate, Emma.”

Zoe’s stomach churned recalling the smug grin on their roommate’s face. A girl she barely tolerated. Whenever Sam worked nights, she’d hit on Zoe. On more than one occasion Zoe had informed Emma she was a one-woman woman and to stay away or she’d tell Samantha. Most people didn’t want to fuck with Hurricane Sam. However, apparently the two of them had become pals and cooked up a plan.

“She shared you with another person, without asking first?” Even though Claire asked the question in a soft voice, the incredulity in her tone was unmistakable.

Finally, Zoe dragged her gaze off the floor up to Claire’s face. Her eyes were full of compassion and brimming with unshed tears, which caught Zoe off guard. It was as though Claire was experiencing the betrayal first-hand.

“And you know what the kicker was?” Zoe snorted through her snotty nose.

The pad of Claire’s thumb circled the back of Zoe’s hand. “What she did is inexcusable. I can’t imagine it getting worse.”

Unable to hold Claire’s gaze, Zoe stared at the beige carpet. Tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped onto her bare knee.

“It was my birthday, she told me it was my present.” Happy birthday to me.
 “The day you found me…” Zoe glanced up. “Was the day after I fled. I’d just turned twenty-three.”

After wiping a finger under her own eyes, Claire traced the wet tear track down Zoe’s face and cupped her cheek in her palm. “Did you tell her you wanted to be with another woman? To be shared?” She searched Zoe’s eyes as if she could find the answer there. She’d find nothing but the truth.

“Goodness gracious, no! Only in fantasy, which somehow Sam took as reality. We talked about it, fantasized about it, but I never said I wanted to act on it in real life. You know?”

A gentle smile curved the corner of Claire’s mouth. “I know. Fantasizing about something and wanting it can be vastly different.” She tucked a strand of hair behind Zoe’s ear. “I’m sorry you found out the hard way not everyone understands the difference. So, has she put you off women for life?”

In that moment, Zoe desperately wanted Claire to kiss away the bad memories and replace them with something far more pleasant. “No, only blindfolds. And wine.”

Claire tipped her head to the side, short dark hair touching her shoulders. “Wine?” Big brown eyes locked on Zoe, patiently waiting for an explanation.

“We’d been drinking.” Zoe tried to explain even though it sounded lame. She hated people blaming their actions on alcohol.

“When I think back, having hands on my backside and breasts, everywhere at once. It wasn’t possible for one person to be touching me in so many places, especially given Sam had a paddle in one hand. If I’d been completely sober, I doubt things would’ve gone as far as they did. It made me wary of drinking around people I don’t really know.”

“Do you miss it?”

“Not really, I’ve never been a big drinker.” Zoe admitted, before Claire short-circuited her brain.

“I meant the intimacy.” Claire’s voice was low and husky. “Having your bottom spanked?”

Thank goodness for the dim light, Zoe’s cheeks blazed and if that didn’t just make her wish it was her backside on fire instead. She missed it more than she cared to admit to anyone, anyone except for the woman awaiting her reply.

Zoe locked eyes with Claire and let her guard down. “Yes, I miss it.”

The look of approval she received, the happy glint in Claire’s warm brown eyes, gave Zoe the strength to lay it on the line, to bare her soul.

“I miss having a dominant lover. I miss having my bottom paddled. I miss having a lover to worship, someone I can treasure and who will cherish me in return.” Not that she'd ever had the latter. Right from the start it'd always been about Sam, Zoe just hadn't been able to see it at the time.


Chapter 13

As excited as she was to discover Zoe identified as being submissive, Claire’s heart went out to her. An overwhelming sense of protectiveness gripped her insides. By whatever means it took, she was bound and determined to show Zoe not every dominant woman abused the trust afforded to them. Hell, she knew first-hand a submissive was just as capable of abusing trust.

“I want you, Zoe. Like you, I have specific tastes. I don’t like to bottom but I’d like to paddle yours.”

That earned a shy smile.

“Do you want me?” Claire cupped Zoe’s chin in her palm and held her gaze. Even though desire swam in the hazel depths, for some reason Claire needed to hear the words.

“Yes, I want you too.” Zoe replied in a soft voice. Long wavy hair fanned out around her shoulders as she lowered her gaze.

Claire placed a finger under Zoe’s chin, forcing her head up. “Look at me.”

Zoe met Claire’s gaze. Arousal appeared to vie with uncertainty.

“I’ll never do anything without your consent, or make you wear a blindfold.” Thanks to Amy, Claire hated the things as much as Zoe. She reclined on the bed, pulling Zoe down beside her, feet on the floor, legs dangling over the side.

They laid there for a moment, fingers entwined, staring at the ceiling. The chatter of a couple walking past the hotel room, reminded Claire how much she missed having a companion. Their giggles provided the nudge Claire needed to spur her into action

Not giving either of them another moment to second guess their attraction, and aided by some Dutch courage, Claire turned on her side and pulled Zoe to her. The second their lips met, she wondered why she’d waited so long. Liquid heat scorched her insides, obliterating any self-doubt and setting nerve endings on fire.

Her reaction intensified a few seconds later when Zoe melted into her, returning the kiss, lips parting to allow Claire entrance.

Claire slid an arm between them and undid the belt on Zoe’s robe. A low moan emanated deep within Zoe’s chest. The way Zoe studied her, waiting for Claire’s next move, made Claire yearn to bind Zoe with the tie in her hands.

Even so, for the time being she wanted to take things slowly. Zoe needed to know beyond a doubt that Claire would never abuse her trust. Trust she intended to earn.

Pushing down her dominant urges, Claire planted a trail of kisses down Zoe’s neck. Something she’d wanted to do all day. Zoe inhaled sharply when Claire ran her hand over the soft contours of her abdomen. She grabbed hold of the hem of Zoe’s nightie and dragged the satiny soft material up her torso.

Goosebumps jumped under Claire’s palm. Zoe giggled, squirming like a worm under her touch. Apparently someone was ticklish.

Claire circled Zoe’s erect nipple with her fingertip, then lowered her head and sucked the stiff peak between her lips. Zoe arched off the bed; head back, eyes closed, her mouth opening on a soft moan.

The need to feel skin on skin overrode all other thought. Claire sat up, tugged her unsexy pyjama top over her head and tossed it on the floor. Zoe followed suit, shedding her nightie. Claire rolled off the bed and stood.

A worried look flashed across Zoe’s face. She looked vulnerable as if she thought Claire was about to abandon her, something Claire had no intention of doing. 

“It’s okay, doll. I’m not going anywhere. I don’t want to get up again so let’s get under the covers.”

A shy smile curved Zoe’s lips. “Okay.”

The wall mounted lamp cast shadows over Zoe’s full breasts as she pulled back the covers. The pink panties she wore made Claire chuckle.

Following Claire’s gaze, Zoe glanced down. “I didn’t expect to be walking around in my underwear.” Her cheeks turned the same lovely shade of pink as her panties. “Kind of fitting though, don’t you think?”

The playful wink Zoe shot Claire made her heart jump for joy.

Delighted Zoe had relaxed enough to flirt with her, Claire quirked an eyebrow at the critter covering her pubic mound and read the words. Save a tree, eat a Beaver
. “Thank goodness you keep yourself better groomed.” The words tumbled out unbidden. Nothing like a bit of alcohol to loosen her tongue.

Zoe’s eyes went wide. “How would you know?” she asked, amusement twinkling in her eyes.

The crisp white sheets were cool against Claire’s skin when she slipped between them, ushering Zoe in beside her. Zoe’s body melted into Claire, as if drawn by her heat. She draped an arm over Zoe’s waist. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you at the hot pools.” The swimsuit had clung to her like a second skin. Wet, it left little to the imagination. “I don’t know what was hotter. Wetter. The water or me.”

Zoe snorted. “You have such a way with words.” In the blink of an eye, her expression sobered. “Thank you, Claire. For not judging me.”

Why would she? “You didn’t see me laughing about the crops and toys at the party did you?” She ran her finger down Zoe’s spine, over each vertebra. Zoe shivered and Claire revelled in the intimacy of tummies and breasts bumping together. “Call it fate or whatever you like, we’re both into kink. I’ll never abuse your trust, Zoe.” Having experienced the pain of betrayal first-hand, Claire never wanted to be the one to inflict such devastation on another human being.

The whisper of Zoe’s words breezed across Claire’s collarbone, her breath warm and minty. “I know. You’ve proven that. Twice.”

All of a sudden, the intimacy of cuddling, along with the warm room and remnants of wine flowing through Claire’s veins, hit her like a tranquiliser dart, making her incredibly sleepy. “It’s getting late. We should get some sleep.” Claire hooked her leg over Zoe’s and held her close.

An adorable pout formed on Zoe’s face. Claire grinned, then kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry, this is only the beginning of something great.” She snagged the blankets from midway down the bed and covered their entwined bodies. “Tonight, I just want to hold you. For you to sleep through the entire night without nightmares. You can rest easy knowing you’re safe in my arms.”

What she said was true, what she didn’t say went even deeper. No way did Claire plan on either of them waking up with regrets. As much as she wanted to plaster herself to Zoe’s body, she had no intention of doing so while Zoe was vulnerable and she was under the influence.

Even though Zoe’s confession had sobered Claire up faster than a gallon of coffee, she didn’t want Zoe to ever question if Claire had really wanted her, or if the booze had been talking.

***

The following morning Claire awoke to a face full of hair and a soft bottom nuzzled against her crotch. She’d slept like a log thanks to a combination of wine and the beautiful woman she’d spooned all night. She smiled as she listened to the little puffs of air escaping Zoe’s lips. Of course she’d be too lady-like to snore.

Despite not wanting to wake Zoe, the arm Claire had slept on all night was dead and they needed to get a move along. It was after nine and checkout was before ten.

Using the hand draped over Zoe’s waist, Claire drew circles around Zoe’s bellybutton with the tip of her forefinger. When that didn’t get a reaction, she slid her hand under the waistband of Zoe’s ‘save a beaver’ panties. Claire ran her fingers through neatly trimmed curls, gently at first, then she tugged on the small triangle of pubic hair.

She was rewarded by a low moan and legs parting. Claire ran her fingers in a V down either side of Zoe’s clit. “Wake up, sleepy head.” She nuzzled Zoe’s neck and nipped her ear.

Zoe rolled onto her back, murmuring, “Do I have to? I’m having such a nice dream.”

Claire pinched Zoe’s clit between her thumb and forefinger, squeezing and releasing.

The blankets jumped when Zoe bucked her hips. “Oh fuck. Oh shit. Oh wow.” Her hand wrapped around the top of Claire’s wrist, but she didn’t try to stop her or guide her movements.

The reaction reminded Claire of what it was like to experience something new and exciting. Exhilaration vying with apprehension. “Never had that done to you before?”

Eyes glazed with lust met Claire’s gaze. “No.” Zoe pushed her mound against Claire’s hand.

Even though heat coiled low in Claire’s belly, now that she had a clear head, she didn’t want their first time together to be in a bed God knew how many others had fornicated in. She caressed Zoe’s cheek, staring deep into her hazel eyes. Eyes she found herself lost in. If Claire were to be completely honest with herself, not only had Zoe taken up residence in her home, she’d also taken up residence in Claire’s heart. “Come on, we’ve got time to take a quick shower. Then we have to get out of here.”

“What?” Zoe’s head shot up off the pillow. “You can’t start something and not finish it!” Indignation laced her words, or perhaps it was frustration.

Claire thrived on Zoe’s reaction. “That’s where you’re so very wrong.” She shoved Zoe out of bed, climbed out behind her and faced her head on, up close and personal, both of them clothed in nothing more than their panties. “I can do what I like. If I want to tease you all day, I will.” She paused giving Zoe a chance to protest.

She didn’t.

Zoe lowered her gaze and put her hands behind her back, her full breasts and perky nipples taunting Claire. Whether it was intentional or not, Claire wasn’t a hundred percent sure. Regardless, she couldn’t resist the mouth-watering sight.

Using her forefinger, Claire traced the crease of Zoe’s breast, down the outer side, then underneath. “God, you’re sexy.” The words came out breathy, low and seductive.

A shy smile curved Zoe’s lips but she remained glued to the spot, hands behind her back. Claire tweaked rosy-pink nipples, then rolled them between her thumb and forefinger. Zoe leaned into the touch, then let out a low moan.

The way Zoe responded to her, turned Claire on. Liquid lust pooled between her legs, and her nipples were so hard they hurt. No stranger to putting a lid on her own arousal, Claire gave Zoe what she hoped was a wicked grin. “If I want to tease you all day, I will.” She cupped Zoe’s crotch and was rewarded with another low groan, half-lidded eyes pleading for more. “If I want to play with you until you beg me to stop because you’re so swollen and sensitive you don’t think you can come again, I will.”

A little whimper escaped Zoe’s lips.

Claire released her grip and plucked two fluffy white towels off the end of the bed they didn’t end up needing. “Now, get in the shower. I’ll finish what I started when we get home.”

On the way to the bathroom, Claire swatted Zoe on the backside. A jolt of anticipation raced up her spine when Zoe jumped and let out a little squeal.


Chapter 14

Zoe showered in record time. Claire had barely laid a finger on her and she was horny as hell. Her cheeks heated when she thought about the underwear her mother had bought, insisting they were the in thing. She could never accuse her mother of not being down-to-earth, even if at times her openness embarrassed Zoe. Her father was far more reserved, at least when it came to his daughter. 

By ten-thirty they’d checked out of the hotel, eaten brunch at a small diner, and were on the road home. In that moment, it hit Zoe how within a short amount of time she’d already come to think of the small cottage on the vineyard as home. Funny how plans changed when fate intervened.

A large colourful bird with orange legs and feet, a deep violet chest and black wings, darted across the road like it had a death wish. Zoe braced her feet on the floor as if she could slow the car as the colourful bird disappeared between bushes.

“What the hell was that?” Zoe glanced at Claire, noting she hadn’t swerved to avoid the bird.

“That was a Pukeko. One of our native birds. It’s common to see them along marshy roadsides. And some of them, flat…on the road.”

A car came racing around the corner heading toward them, dangerously close to the centre line. Claire scowled, shaking her head at the teenagers as they sped past. “We’re taught from an early age not to swerve for animals. It’s hard not to do, but with such narrow roads, and so many blind corners, doing so would more often than not result in a head-on collision.”

Swallowing hard, Zoe adjusted her safety belt. “Well I’m glad we didn’t hit the bird. Or crash.”

Claire reached over and squeezed Zoe’s thigh. Her fingers were warm, strong, and sure. “Hey, don’t go getting all melancholy, you’re in safe hands. I’ve had my driver’s license for eleven years and haven’t had a single accident.” 

The smug tone of Claire’s voice made Zoe grin. Feeling brave, she slipped her hand under Claire’s so it was sandwiched between Claire’s warm palm and Zoe’s own thigh. “I’m sure I’m in good hands.”

Claire stroked Zoe’s fingers, then put her hand back on the steering wheel. She shot Zoe a saucy wink and did a backward nod. “Grab my duffle bag off the floor behind the seat.”

Without question, Zoe did Claire’s bidding. She yanked the bag up by its thick brown straps and placed it between them.

“Open the zip.” Claire instructed. “I was going to wait until we arrived home, but this way you’ll have at least an hour to anticipate what’s coming
.”

The emphasis Claire put on the last word sent an arrow of lust tingling up Zoe’s spine. The suspense of not knowing what lay beneath, excited and worried Zoe in equal measure. Her pulse raced as she clasped the metal pull tag and slowly undid the zipper.

Green canvas parted to reveal a brown paper bag nestled on top of Claire’s overnight clothes. Zoe had a brief recollection of the hostess handing a non-descript bag to Claire as they left Janie’s. Claire had slipped it into her tote bag without a word.

After leaving Janie’s, Zoe had been so consumed by dread, her mind focused on the inevitable conversation about Sam, that she hadn’t thought anymore of it. Until now. She sucked in a long slow breath, waiting for permission to unwrap the contents. 

“Go ahead. Open it.”

The paper crinkled as Zoe pulled off the sticky tape. Her breath caught in her throat when her gaze landed on a black rectangular paddle with small silver rivets dotted around the outer edge. Her mind flashed back to the party. “You saw my reaction?”

“I did.” Claire nodded. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about paddling your backside since.”

The admission fuelled Zoe’s rapidly growing arousal. Now that she knew what Claire had in mind, the last leg of the journey home was going to be a torture within itself.

“May I?” Zoe desperately wanted to test the weight of the implement and feel the soft leather against her palm.  

“I insist and you better make the most of it. Once we get home it’ll be used at my discretion. The same as the second item I took the liberty to buy. It’s a gift for me
 to you.”

The cryptic comment baffled Zoe. “Should I be worried?” Zoe ran her fingers over the soft leather paddle, through the open heart shape near the head, then placed it in her lap.

“I hope not. And if it’s something you’re opposed to, I expect you to tell me. However, if you wish to please me, I don’t think this particular item should be an issue. Do you want to please me, doll?”

More than the sexy woman knew. “Very much, Mistre…” Zoe let the words trail off. Mistress, Miss, Madam didn’t feel right. Then it came to her. “May I address you as Clea when it’s just the two of us?”

“I’d like that.”

The approval in Claire’s voice made Zoe yearn to please Claire. She pulled the costume out of the plastic wrapping.

Her heart picked up pace along with each item she pulled out. A little black dress with capped sleeves, a white apron with two black bows, white knee high socks, and a black headband with white lace trim.

The material was soft as satin in her palms. “A French maid costume.” She rubbed it against her face, imagining how good the skimpy outfit would feel caressing her skin. “I love it. Thank you.”

All of a sudden Zoe felt stupid. Out of her depth. What if she’d got the wrong idea, jumping to the conclusion it was for role-play? Perhaps it was nothing more than a work uniform. After all, Claire had taken her in to cook and clean.

The next thought that skidded through Zoe’s mind sent a cold shiver up her spine. It was winter, far too cold to be strutting around in such attire. “When do you expect me to wear this?”

A frown creased Claire’s face. “I don’t expect
 you to do anything.” She softened her tone. “You’ll always have a choice, Zoe.”

Realizing how her words could’ve been taken the wrong way, Zoe tried again. “I didn’t mean I don’t want to wear it.” She glanced out the window at thick grey clouds. “It’s just that it’s been rather cold lately.”

Apparently mollified, Claire’s frown kicked up into a smile. “Don’t worry, doll. I’d never let you freeze. You can wear it late in the day when the fire’s blazing and there’s no chance we’ll be interrupted.”

Zoe hadn’t thought of that. She’d die if Tyler or anyone else saw her prancing around in such a sinfully sexy outfit.

Claire plucked the costume out of Zoe’s hand and shoved it back in her duffle bag. “Don’t sweat it. One thing at a time. I’ll let you get used to the paddle first.”

The sexy wink of a promise sent a frisson of desire up Zoe’s spine. She would’ve dropped to her knees right then and there if she could’ve.


Chapter 15

On the drive home, Claire’s jeans seemed to shrink in size. Every time she lifted her foot to brake or accelerate, the thick denim seam massaged her groin in the most delicious way. She didn’t need the added stimulation. The sexy brunette sitting in the passenger seat, cradling a paddle in her lap, was more than enough to send her libido through the roof.

Thick black clouds loomed overhead as they crested a steep hill. The temperature was milder than the previous day. Brisk, but far from freezing.

Claire glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was just after twelve. “We should be home in a little over half an hour.” If all went well and traffic remained light. “Need anything from town when we pass through?”

“No. I’m good.” Zoe replied without hesitation, her gaze fixed on the scenery as they sped by Hukarere Girls College and Zeelandt Brewery.

In a playful mood, Claire pressed on. “You sure? Nipple clamps? Ball gag? Labia stretchers?”

That earned a wide-eyed glare. “What happened to one thing at a time?” Zoe retorted.

Damn, Zoe had her there. Claire was only teasing and Zoe seemed to know it.

They both laughed.

Happiness rolled over Claire in thick waves. She reached over the console and squeezed Zoe’s thigh. “I’m glad we met.”

A beautiful smile lit up Zoe’s eyes. “So am I.”

****

Right on twelve-forty-five, Claire pulled into the driveway. “Home sweet home.” A fresh wave of anticipation pulsed between her legs when her mind filled with visions of a soon to be naked Zoe.

The second they rounded the last bend, and the cottage came into view, Zoe shot forward in her seat peering out the windscreen. “Oh my god, look.” She pointed, eyes big as saucers.

Claire flicked her gaze to the cottage. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Molly lay curled up fast asleep on the doormat. “Well, I’ll be damned.” Claire muttered to herself. 

After shutting off the engine, Claire carefully released her seatbelt, worried any sudden noise or movement might spook the cat. “You go first,” she told Zoe. It only seemed fair since Zoe had been making the bigger effort to domesticate the cat. “I’ll wait here.”

Zoe nodded and opened the door so slowly it barely made a squeak. She bent low and crept forward, hand outstretched, rubbing her thumb across her fingers. “Hey girl. It’s okay. Come on.” Molly lifted her head, watching the approach.

Claire sat motionless, her heart in her throat, the words in her head screaming stay put Molly, Zoe won’t hurt you
. By the time Zoe put her foot on the second step, Molly was on all four paws, her tail held high.

Zoe continued to talk in a low, coaxing voice. “Come on, sweetie.” The cat leaned forward, sniffed her fingers, relaxed and sat back on her haunches. Zoe stroked under her chin then sat on the top step. Her weight landed on a loose plank of wood and it let out an almighty groan. Molly jumped up and took off in a blinding flash of black and white.

Expecting to see disappointment etched on Zoe’s face, Claire climbed out of the car ready to offer a word of comfort. Instead, she was met with a beaming smile.

“Did you see that?” Zoe’s voice was shrill with excitement. “She let me pet her.”

“She did.” Claire took Zoe’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “And while I’m super excited for you, right now I have another kind of pussy on my mind.”

A flash of desire sparkled in Zoe’s eyes at the same time as a cool breeze lifted the hair on the back of Claire’s neck. “Grab our bags.” She unlocked the cottage door. “I’ll get the fire going.”

By the time they unpacked and shed their clothes, the chill would be off the air in the living room at least. Not that the room needed to be overly warm. Claire’s body was on fire from pent up sexual tension. God, it’d been over a year.

She almost made a joke about needing to clean out the cobwebs, then thought better of it. It would be inappropriate and not the sexy image she wanted to present to her lover
. Is that what they were now, lovers? 

****

Claire freshened up in the bathroom, then returned to the living room dressed in a black spandex bodysuit that clung to her curves like a second skin. She stood in front of the sofa, back straight, chin held high.

Claire’s pulse raced and her heart beat a rapid tempo as Zoe entered the room, her gaze on the hardwood floor as she approached. She wore a long-sleeved sheer white blouse which reached to mid-thigh. There was no need for modesty, Zoe was simply stunning.

“Strip,” Claire instructed, her voice short and sharp.

The look of longing and desire in Zoe’s eyes stoked Claire’s arousal.   

“Yes, Clea.” She pushed the thin material off her shoulders. The garment glided down her arms and fell to the floor. Then she stepped out of her panties, tossed them on top, and dropped to her knees.

Her unquestioning submission sent a flood of heat and lust through Claire’s body. But right at that moment she wanted to look at Zoe. Claire placed a hand on Zoe’s shoulder. “The time will come for you to bow before me.”

Ignoring her own arousal, she pulled Zoe to her feet then walked a slow circle around her. Claire drunk in Zoe’s naked form, the small dimples on either side of her lower spine. Her unblemished skin, smooth and pale as a porcelain doll.

Standing behind her, Claire swept Zoe’s hair aside, breathed in the scent of strawberry shampoo, and kissed the nape of her neck. Goosebumps erupted under her touch and Zoe let out a low moan.

“You’re beautiful,” Claire stated.

Back in front of Zoe, she gripped her buttocks. “But, you need a reminder of who’s in charge.” Claire sunk her fingers into the warm soft flesh.

Zoe’s muscles tensed on a gasp, then released again on an exhale. Claire revelled in her reaction. “You only kneel before me if I issue the order. Understood?’

“Yes, Clea,” Zoe replied with a quick nod of her head.

Claire’s palms itched to take Zoe to hand. She plucked the paddle off the mahogany coffee table. “Let’s see how sorry you are.”

A resounding whack echoed around the room, and the thud of soft leather rippled up Claire’s arm, when she cracked the paddle across the flat of her hand.

Zoe’s heavy lidded gaze left no room for doubt how much she craved a spanking. Her breathing became ragged, nipples erect and begging for attention.

As much as she burned to feel Zoe’s skin against her own, being clothed would make the power exchange that much more potent. Claire plopped down onto the sofa. “Over my lap.”

Zoe held Claire’s gaze for a second, then complied. Her pelvis settled over Claire’s, knees and elbows pressed into the sofa cushions on either side. The perfectly shaped backside Zoe presented to Claire ramped up her excitement.

“Do you need a safe word?” Claire had never asked Amy the same question. More often than not, Amy had topped from the bottom. This felt different, real.

“Yes, please.” Zoe glanced over her shoulder at Claire. She looked uncertain, like she wanted to say more but was unsure if she should.

“Permission to speak freely.” In that moment Claire realized they probably should’ve had this conversation first. Although, Zoe might not be so forthcoming if she wasn’t in such a vulnerable position.

Unable to resist, Claire slid a hand between Zoe’s legs. She ran her middle and forefinger down the valley of Zoe’s inner and outer labia, finger sliding effortlessly through silky wetness.  

Zoe’s breath hitched. “I might sob like a baby, even cry out to stop, but it doesn’t mean I want you to.”

The declaration sent an arrow of unmistakable lust dancing up Claire’s spine. She pinched Zoe’s clit. Zoe gasped and lowered her head. Brown wavy hair parted around her neck and framed her face like a curtain.

Aroused by Zoe’s response, Claire prompted, “Go on.”

“My safe word’s Kiwi.”

If the situation wasn’t so serious, Claire might’ve chuckled. Rather than ruin such a monumental moment, a defining time of their relationship, she reassured Zoe instead. “Okay, doll. Stop means go, Kiwi means no.” The mantra stuck to Claire’s mind like a post-it note.

Her pulse raced as she raised her hand and cracked the paddle across Zoe’s right butt cheek. Flesh rippled under the blow and turned a delightful shade of pink. Zoe flinched but didn’t cry out.

“What do you say?” Claire ran a hand over the assaulted area, unsure how Zoe would reply. When all the inane comments Amy used to mutter tried to burst forth, Claire shut the door on the past and opened it to the present, along with the hopes of a happy future.

Zoe waggled her bottom. “One. Thank you, Clea.”

The words, like lyrics to a favourite song, made Claire’s heart sing for joy. “Good girl.” She cracked the paddle down on Zoe’s right butt cheek, firmer than the first blow. It flared red, and left a pretty white heart from the shape cut out in the business end of the paddle. 

Zoe gasped. “Two. Thank you, Clea.”

At this rate they’d be there forever, something Claire normally wouldn’t mind but today she was eager to move things along. “I’m going to deliver a dozen of the best. Count for me.”


Whack
. The slap of leather on skin echoed around the room. 

“Three. Thank you.”


Whack
.

“Four.”

Claire picked up the pace. Whack. Whack. Whack.


Zoe flinched with each sharp blow. “Five. Six, Seven.”

Whack, whack, whack.

The angry red shade of Zoe’s backside made Claire lick her lips.

“Eight.” A sob.

“Nine.” Hiccup.

“Ten.” Sniff.

“Thank you, Clea.”

The petite Canadian’s stamina pleased and astounded Claire at the same time. It certainly belied Zoe’s timid demeanour. The way her pelvis thrust down against Claire’s with every blow, bumping and grinding against her sensitive bits, had Claire more turned on than she’d ever been dishing out a spanking.

With only two blows to go, Claire let rip.


Whack
. The cracking blow resounded off the high ceiling and echoed around the room. “Ow, ow, ow.” Zoe jerked in Claire’s lap. Her back arched.

“Wrong answer.” Claire chastised at the same time as she soothed the burn with her free hand. Zoe’s delicate flesh was red hot beneath her fingers.

“T...t...ten.” Zoe sniffed.

Claire was torn between correcting Zoe and pulling her into her lap. If she’d lost count, maybe she couldn’t take anymore.

Then Zoe astounded her, again. “Eleven, thank you. Please may I have another.”

Well, fuck, how could she refuse? Claire bought the paddle down on top of where the last blow had landed.

Zoe bucked and cried out. “Twelve.” Her body sagged, tiny sobs muffled by the sofa cushions.

Claire tossed the paddle aside, turned Zoe over and cradled her in her lap. “It’s okay, doll. I’ve got you.” She kissed the salty tears on Zoe’s cheek. “You took your punishment well.”

The musky scent of Zoe’s arousal tickled Claire’s nostrils. She couldn’t wait to taste her. “Time for a reward.”


Chapter 16

Zoe burrowed into Claire’s embrace, relishing in the cool texture of her bodysuit. Even though the satiny smooth material soothed the burn of her backside, it did nothing to extinguish the fire between her legs. She had no clue why being put over someone’s knee and spanked turned her on so much and she didn’t care to analyse it. 

Before Zoe had a chance to come down from her high, Claire flipped her onto her back, pulled her legs apart, and situated herself between spread thighs.

The sofa groaned in protest as they wiggled about getting comfortable. Zoe reclined her head on the padded armrest and closed her eyes. The world outside ceased to exist the second Claire’s head dipped between her legs, silky locks tickling Zoe’s inner thighs. 

Her breath caught in her throat and her pulse raced as Claire teased her mercilessly. The hot breath she blew across Zoe’s clit made her groin flare with heat. Claire tipped her head from side to side, lavishing attention on Zoe’s inner thighs.

A delicious ache shot through Zoe when Claire nipped at the sensitive flesh then kissed and sucked the same spot. As her arousal increased, Zoe needed more, but Claire avoided any direct contact as though she wanted Zoe to beg for it.

Something Zoe was more than happy to do. “Please, Clea. Please, lick me.”

A wicked chuckle rumbled in Claire’s chest. “Do you want to come, doll? Should I grant you release after you were such a bad girl?”

Claire’s mouth hovered millimetres above where Zoe needed her most.

Excited by the sexual dance, Zoe gave the only response she could think of. “Yes, please. Please make me come.”

Using the tip of her finger, Claire nudged the hood of Zoe’s clit back and flicked her tongue over the exposed nerves. At the first touch, light burst in Zoe’s vision and pleasure hummed through her body. Her back arched as Claire spread her open with two fingers and teased the delicate flesh.

Powerless to suppress her moans of delight, Zoe gasped when Claire located her G-spot. She expertly massaged the spongy area in smooth, exquisite circles. Her entire body buzzed with desire, nerves pinging as though she’d been zapped by an electric current.

Through half-lidded eyes, Zoe met Claire’s lusty gaze over the top of her pubic mound.

“Beg for release.” Claire commanded.

The husky timbre of Claire’s voice sent a thrill up Zoe’s spine. She ran her hands through Claire’s short chestnut hair, letting the silky strands slip through her fingers.

“Please, Clea. Please make me come.”

In response, Claire took Zoe’s throbbing clit between her lips and flicked it with her tongue. Her mouth was hot and wet. Fierce and demanding.

Zoe’s entire body burned with desire as Claire devoured her with her mouth and fucked her with her fingers. Sweat trickled down Zoe’s forehead, her breaths coming out in little pants. Muscles tensed as her impending orgasm drew near. “Oh yes, Clea. I’m so close.”

Knuckles grazed her inner walls when Claire curled her fingers inside Zoe as if beckoning her to come.

An animalistic groan foreign to her own ears, burst out of Zoe’s mouth. The second the first spasm gripped her inner walls, Claire bit down on her clit. Exquisite shards of ecstasy ignited in Zoe’s core and spread throughout her extremities.

The pleasure-pain was indescribable. “Fuck! Oh, fuck.” Zoe’s eyes flew open and her gaze landed on Claire propped up on an elbow between her thighs.

The intense look of desire in Claire’s gaze made Zoe’s nipples tingle. Her body shook and convulsed in ecstasy, as wave after wave of glorious release washed over her, an orgasm so powerful it stole the breath from her lungs.

As Zoe struggled to get her breathing under control, Claire kissed her way up her body; the dip of her belly, under the crease of her breast, over her collarbone, and finally the soft spot under her earlobe.

Claire gazed lovingly into Zoe’s eyes and brushed a tender kiss across her lips. “You’re beautiful when you come.”

The taste of herself on Claire made Zoe yearn to return the favour. Before she had a chance to utter the words ‘your turn’, Claire put a hand under Zoe’s leg and pulled. Following Claire’s lead, Zoe bent her knee until her bare thigh connected with Claire’s centre. The hot wet crotch of her bodysuit glided effortlessly over Zoe’s bare flesh as Claire rocked her pelvis, riding Zoe’s thigh.

The eroticism of the moment stole Zoe’s breath away.

Claire panted, her breath hot on Zoe’s ear, her voice raspy. “Fuck, I’m going to come.”

The words sent an unexpected thrill of desire through Zoe. She hadn’t even laid a finger on Claire and the sexy woman was about to come.

Exhilarated, Zoe gripped Claire’s hips, held her leg firmly against her groin and rocked Claire’s pelvis as Claire shuddered through her climax.

Unlike herself, Claire didn’t moan and groan like a wounded animal. The only sound she made was a quiet ‘ahhh’ that rumbled in her chest. 

Once her body stilled, Claire craned her neck and rested her sweaty forehead against Zoe’s. The sparkle in Claire’s eyes mirrored how Zoe felt inside, like she was positively glowing.

After a minute, Claire rolled off Zoe and pulled her onto her side. Zoe basked in the comfort of being pinned between the soft back of the sofa and Claire’s lithe body.

Heat flared in Zoe’s cheeks the minute the next words left her mouth. “Was it good for you?”  She cringed, positive she couldn’t have said anything lamer or more clichéd.

Without a reply, Claire rolled off the sofa, landed on the floor with a thud and undid the front zip of her bodysuit. “God damn, it’s hot in here.”

The glow of the fire in the corner of the room cast an orange hue over the rug Claire lay on.

Suddenly feeling vulnerable in all her naked glory, Zoe snagged her shirt off the floor and slipped it on. Certain Claire wouldn’t mind, she straddled Claire’s hips and lowered herself until her sensitive backside was seated on Claire’s abdomen. The sheepskin rug was blessedly soft beneath her knees.

Claire’s pert breasts almost popped out of the bodysuit when she flipped Zoe onto her back. She pinned Zoe’s wrists above her head. “It was perfect. Are you happy, doll?”

When Zoe didn’t reply fast enough, Claire poked her in the ribs, tickling her.

Zoe burst into a fit of giggles. She wiggled and bucked her hips trying to get free, which chafed her backside. “Ouch, ouch, my butt.” The pain was minimal, but her cries were enough to stop the torment.

Alarm replaced Claire’s laughter in the span of a heartbeat. “Shit, sorry, doll.” She climbed off Zoe and offered a hand.

Back on their feet, standing face to face, Zoe entwined her fingers with Claire’s. “The answer is yes.” The reply came from deep within Zoe’s heart, emotion welling up inside her. Unlike her relationship with Samantha, the relationship developing between her and Claire was more than a silly infatuation. 

Confusion knitted Claire’s brow as though she’d forgotten the question she’d asked.

With a gentle tug on Claire’s waist, Zoe pulled her forward. The heat of Claire’s body seeped into Zoe’s chest and wrapped around her heart. “Yes, I’m happy. So, very, very happy.”

A huge smile crinkled the corners of Claire’s eyes. She wrapped her arms around Zoe and kissed the living daylights out of her. She peppered kisses over Zoe’s eyelids, cheeks, and neck. “I’m incredibly happy too. I couldn’t have predicted a better outcome to our night away.”


Chapter 17

An hour later…

Unable to wipe the silly grin off her face, Claire hauled towels out of the washing machine, dumped them in the laundry basket and made her way outside. She ate up the distance between the cottage and the barn without seeing anything at all as though she had her head stuck in the clouds.

Warmth flooded her heart. Claire could no longer deny she was falling hard and fast for Zoe. It wasn’t a light bulb moment, or the haze of post-coital bliss. She’d known for weeks. She couldn’t explain why or how, it was just a feeling, like a dizzy spark that made her heart rate increase whenever Zoe was near.

The prospect of being in a relationship with Zoe filled her with joy and terrified her at the same time. Was it too soon to make declarations of love? What would other people think and did it even matter?

When Claire’s gaze landed on Zoe astride a bale of straw, cat bowl at her feet, cooing to Molly, she decided it didn’t. The time had come to put her own happiness before the fear of what others thought of her.

At the end of the day, the only ones that mattered were those who mattered, which included her immediate family and the few close friends she held dear. All of whom had taken an instant liking to Zoe.   

As Claire’s mind continued to race, insecurities set in. What if sex and commitment were two different things to Zoe? Perhaps what they’d shared was nothing more than a fling to the gorgeous Canadian, something to enjoy before moving on. And what were her plans anyway?

Peering through a gap in the towels draped over the clothesline, the sight that greeted Claire put an end to her internal monologue. Zoe held a finger to her lips and beamed at Claire. She sat with her back to the barn wall, legs outstretched and Molly cradled in her lap.

The cat had her eyes closed, head held high, while Zoe scratched her under the chin. Claire didn’t know who wore the bigger grin, Zoe, the cat, or herself.

She kicked off her gumboots and trod through the scattering of straw in her woollen socks. Trod might not be the correct word, more like crept forward feeling like she was walking on eggshells.

Not wanting to spook Molly at the last minute, Claire spoke in a low voice as she approached. “Hey, girl. So you’ve met Zoe the pussy whisperer.” She shot Zoe a cheeky wink.

Zoe smirked, stifled a giggle with one hand, and continued to pet Molly with the other.

It probably wasn’t the best time to be cracking jokes, despite how much Claire loved to hear Zoe laugh. Unsure exactly when she’d become a walking hormone, Claire pushed images of Zoe’s breath whispering across her naked body out of her mind.

She got on her hands and knees and crawled the last two feet. “Hey, sweetie.”

Molly gave her a curious glance then went back to soaking up the attention being bestowed on her. Claire sat next to Zoe, flicked the hay and pebbles off her palms, and leaned into her side.

Even though the moment seemed so ordinary, an extraordinary sense of peace settled over Claire. She hadn’t had a pet since living on the farm. Amy hated animals. Claire shook her head to expel thoughts of the dreaded ex, without much success. An ex she should thank because if not for her, the gorgeous Canadian wouldn’t currently be sitting on the barn floor.

Perhaps fate had put them in the path of each other. Claire had heard of soul mates, witnessed it with Janie and her husband. Janie who often told her, ‘when you meet the right one you’ll just know.
’

Even though Claire had happily accepted Amy’s proposal, and had been upset when they broke up, she hadn’t suffered the all-consuming grief she’d expected. If anything, it had been a relief to be away from the constant head games Amy was apt to play.

Although, even after more than a year apart, Amy still messed with Claire’s head, which in a sense gave her a hold over Claire. The revelation shook Claire to the core. The time had come to put the past where it belonged and look to the future. 

A sparrow flew into the barn and perched on a rafter. Molly leapt off Zoe’s lap and tore off after the bird.

Claire stood, her backside as cold as the concrete floor. She offered a hand to Zoe, pulled her to her feet, then shook out her legs to get the circulation going. Pins and needles pinged in her rear-end as the blood flow returned. 

A grin formed on Zoe’s lips. “What’s up?”

Claire bounced on the balls of her feet. “My backside went numb.”

The smile on Zoe’s face grew wider. “You should take some of your own advice.”

Unsure what Zoe was talking about, Claire searched her brain for any advice she’d given. It didn’t amount to much, considering she tended to leave Zoe to her own devices.

Zoe scuffed her foot across the barn floor, “Concrete.” She snickered. “A cup, and you.”

The sassy twinkle in Zoe’s eyes made Claire grin despite being on the receiving end of her own joke. Have a cup of concrete and harden up.
 Tyler would’ve found it hilarious.

An amused looking Zoe bit her lip and gripped her sides like she was trying not to double over laughing.

Even though Claire was delighted to see her so happy, she managed to suppress a chuckle. “Brat. You’ll pay for that.” She grabbed Zoe’s hand and towed her toward the big red doors.

Before they exited the barn, Zoe pulled Claire to a stop. She faced her head on, her expression serious and shy all at once. “Does that mean what we just shared wasn’t a one-off fling?”

Hope flared in Claire’s chest and a self-deprecating snort escaped her lips. 

A crestfallen expression marred Zoe’s sweet face. She lowered her gaze. “Sorry. I should’ve known you wouldn’t want more.”

“Oh, no, no, doll. It’s me who’s sorry.” Claire cursed her stupid reaction.

Zoe had no way of knowing she’d been laughing at herself over all the ridiculous thoughts that had just run amuck in her mind. “I wasn’t laughing at you. God, I had the same concerns. I didn’t know if you’d want more than a fling.”

Finally, the corner of Zoe’s mouth curled up. For a moment, they just stared into each other’s eyes. Claire was sure the silly grin on her face matched the one on Zoe’s.

“Now what?” Zoe asked in a soft voice.  

Before Claire could reply, a loud clutter drew their attention to the far corner of the barn. A spade hit the floor as Molly bounded over it in hot pursuit of what appeared to be a big black tom. Claire briefly wondered if they’d get up one day and find a barn full of kittens. They. Her and Zoe.

Feeling like a love-struck teenager, Claire took Zoe’s hands in her own, and proposed a question she’d never asked of another. “Will you be my girlfriend, Zoe Anderson?”

It surprised Claire how nerve wracking it was waiting for a reply. She’d always been pursued, so it was foreign territory. Her heart thudded in her chest and her hands felt clammy. Hands entwined with her lover’s. And that thought made her head spin – her lover.

The sweet giggle Claire would never tire of hearing, burst out of Zoe. The mood lifted in an instant. They were going to make a great couple; Claire could feel it in the pit of her stomach.

A ray of light shining through a gap in the barn walls sparkled in Zoe’s hazel eyes. She held her nose in the air and spoke in a haughty voice. “Why yes, Claire Evans, I’d be honoured to be your girlfriend.”

Claire blew out a breath, raising the hair on her forehead. “Phew, I might’ve cried if you’d said no.” She released Zoe’s grip and scrubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans.

Similar to the first time she’d shown Zoe around her home, Claire looped an arm through Zoe’s and headed out of the barn. Unlike the first time, this time she wasn’t worried about overstepping any invisible lines.

She nodded toward the glasshouse which had become Zoe’s pride and joy. “If you grab some lettuce and tomatoes, I’ll make a salad to go with dinner.”

They’d settled on calling the evening meal dinner. Claire couldn’t get her head around calling it supper, something she’d always associated with a late night snack, and Zoe couldn’t fathom referring to a meal as ‘tea’.

Zoe pulled her arm free of Claire’s, folded her arms across her chest, and narrowed her eyes. “Just because you’re my girlfriend, doesn’t give you rights to cooking duties.”

Feigning outrage, Claire held up her hands in mock surrender. “Forgive me for taking liberties?” She smirked, thriving on the friendly banter. “But correct me if I’m wrong, salad doesn’t require cooking.”

“Oh yeah.” Zoe huffed out a defeated breath, then chuckled. “I was only kidding anyway.”

Claire bumped Zoe with her shoulder. “If I get the urge to spend time in the kitchen, it’ll be to observe your prowess.” She winked. “With a spatula in my hand.”

The glazed look in Zoe’s eyes ignited a spark of desire in Claire. She left Zoe to ponder the threat, one she wouldn’t act on tonight. Zoe needed to fully recover from her earlier spanking. Although, the fact she’d managed to sit on the hard ground to pet Molly suggested she wasn’t overly sore.

Either way, by not acting today, the anticipation would grow. Claire would only need to step into the kitchen and she’d bet Zoe’s butt cheeks would clench. Oh yes, the suspense of not knowing when she’d strike would be half the fun.

***

The lawns around the perimeter of the house were in dire need of a trim. Small enough to be cut with a push mower rather than the ride-on necessary for the expansive vineyard, Claire yanked the mower out of the shed and fired it to life. The smell of two-stroke oil filled her nostrils before being picked up and swept away on a breeze.

She tidied up the outer area, then turned to mow the final strip around the back of the cottage, under Zoe’s bedroom window. Or was it Zoe’s room? Shit, most people dated before moving in together, at which time sharing a room was a no-brainer. What was the protocol when you did things arse about face?

The thought evaporated as she gazed at the ground. What the fuck
. Claire turned the throttle down and let the mower idle. Her pulse sped up as she approached the muddy strip of ground under the eaves. She crouched and traced the unmistakable imprint of a shoe.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled as she stood and put her foot beside it. The print was slightly smaller than her gumboot and not very deep, which led her to believe whoever had been snooping around was more than likely female. Her first thought flew to Amy before she quickly dismissed it.

Only her family and friends knew where she lived, none of whom would tell Amy and she’d made sure to stay off the grid of social media. Her gaze followed the footsteps to the bedroom window. Sunlight peeking through a cloud illuminated what looked like two half circles with a dot in the middle on the glass. The outer edge of palms and a nose?
 Someone’s face framed by their hands?

The words she’d told Zoe on her very first night came back to haunt her. You won’t find any peeping toms out here. Maybe she should’ve added, but you might find a peeping Jane.

“Hey, it’s for you.”

The unexpected sound of Zoe’s voice sent a rush of adrenaline coursing through Claire’s veins. Her heart pounded in her chest as she spun around. “Bloody hell, woman, you scared the shit out of me.”

An apologetic look crossed Zoe’s face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.” She held her hand over the mouth piece of the portable phone. “It’s your mom, do you want me to tell her you’ll call back?”

Not wanting to alert Zoe to what she’d been studying, Claire shut off the mower, plucked the phone out of Zoe’s hands and pecked her on the lips. “Nah, it’s fine. I was daydreaming.” She eyed Zoe up and down and winked as though she’d been lost in a fantasy about them. “I’ll be in shortly.”  

Zoe grinned and strolled toward the backdoor with an exaggerated sway to her sinfully sexy hips.

After filling her mother in on the trip away and her mum confessing she’d stopped by and helped herself to some parsley and basil from the greenhouse, Claire wandered into the warmth of the living room, convinced the footprints were from her mother nosing around.

Rather than pry and ask Claire if she was shacked up with her houseguest, she’d do a little harmless snooping, all under the cover of needing fresh herbs.

After dinner and cleaning up, Claire stretched out behind Zoe and snuggled up to her on the sofa, the flat screen television casting shadows over the floor. However, even Claire’s favourite sitcom, The Big Bang Theory, failed to hold her attention. She closed her eyes and absorbed Zoe’s body heat along with the tiny vibrations rumbling through Zoe’s chest every time she chuckled over Sheldon’s antics. 

Not long ago, Claire would’ve sworn black and blue to anyone who cared to ask that she couldn’t be happier living on her own. She came and went as she pleased with no one to please but herself. While it sounded good in theory, in actuality, having no one to share her achievements or disappointments with made for a rather lonely and meaningless existence.

Around nine, Zoe’s breathing became shallow and her muscles twitched intermittently. Even though she’d slept soundly last night, wrapped in Claire’s arms in the hotel room, it’d been well after midnight when they’d finally drifted off to sleep. 

Claire didn’t want to move, but she knew they’d both wake up sore if they spent the night on the sofa. Reluctantly, she roused Zoe. “Wake up, sleepyhead.” She spoke softly into Zoe’s ear. “Time for bed.”

In that moment, Claire remembered they hadn’t discussed if there would be any change in sleeping arrangements. Not wanting to raise the topic while Zoe was dead on her feet, she decided to wait and see where those feet took Zoe.

Two minutes later she heard the toilet flush, followed by the squeak of the bathroom door. Allowing Zoe time to do her teeth, Claire checked the windows were secure, double checked that the door was locked, then flicked out the living room lights.

After using the bathroom and brushing her teeth, Claire stepped into the hallway, took a deep breath to brace herself for what would be, and finally dragged her gaze to the door at the far end of the hall. The door stood wide open, red bedspread pulled up over the pillows, the bed empty.

When she reached her bedroom door, joy exploded in her heart. It took all of her self-control not to twirl in a circle and do a happy dance. Zoe was cosily tucked in, her head peeking out from under the blankets, brown wavy hair a pretty contrast fanned out across the cream pillowcase.

Claire slipped in behind her, basking in the comforting effect of having Zoe’s warm body in her bed. She kissed the top of Zoe’s head and inhaled her scent. “Sleep tight, doll.” Within seconds of turning off the bedside lamp, Claire joined Zoe in slumber.


Chapter 18

For the fifth morning in a row, Zoe awoke from a peaceful sleep. The second Claire had slipped in behind her on Sunday night; all had been right in Zoe’s world. Even though they hadn’t discussed a change in sleeping arrangements, Zoe had followed her heart and it led her to the sanctuary of Claire’s bedroom. At least that’s what it felt like to Zoe, a safe haven. The familiar scent of Claire was more intoxicating than any sleeping pill.

The unspoken arrangement appeared to suit them both. Snippets of the frank conversation they’d had on Monday morning, upon Claire’s insistence, filtered into Zoe’s consciousness as she lay in the dreamy state between alertness and sleep.

***

“I’m going to ask you the same question you asked me weeks ago, and I want you to be honest with me, no matter what.” Claire’s expression was full of love and concern. Possibly even a hint of worry, like she wanted the truth but was afraid of the answer. “Don’t you get lonely living out here?”

The reply came easily to Zoe. She didn’t even stop to think about it. “No, I can’t say I do.” City life was all she’d known, but now that she’d experienced the tranquillity of country living, she knew which she preferred.

A gorgeous smile graced Claire’s face. “I know you came to New Zealand to see the country. It’s a beautiful place. A great deal of which I’ve yet to see for myself.” She took Zoe’s hand in her own, running her thumb over Zoe’s knuckles. “If you’ll let me, I’d like to show you as much as I can. We could plan weekend getaways. Okay?”

The offer sounded perfect to Zoe. They could travel as much as time and finances afforded them. But if she was going to stick around, she wanted to be able to contribute.

As if Claire could read her thoughts, she asked the next question. “Tell me your dreams for the future, Zoe? What do you want?”

The tenderness in Claire’s eyes, along with the emotion in her voice, gave Zoe the courage to speak the truth and risk ridicule. In her heart of hearts, she knew it was a pipedream.

“I want to live off the land as much as possible, have a huge garden to complement the glasshouse, raise chickens, plant crops, and grow fruit trees. I could make preserves and sell them for a profit. But ultimately, my dream’s to have a lifestyle which will allow me to be a stay at home mom.”

A lump formed in her throat and her chest grew tight as she braced herself for a variation of her mother’s reply. “Zoe Anderson, get your head out of the sand and stop dreaming, it’s the 21
st
 century.”


But that didn’t happen. Claire pulled her into an embrace. Their bodies merged together like two halves made for each other. “Well, Ms Anderson, fate delivered you to the right place.” Claire’s big brown eyes warmed Zoe like hot chocolate.

Of course Claire understood. After all, she’d been raised by her parents, not left to others to care for. Joy flooded Zoe’s soul. Claire got her. However, they were mature enough to admit kids weren’t going to factor into the equation anytime soon.

By midweek, they were looking into their options for getting three or four chickens. Claire wanted to rescue some battery cage hens. Zoe loved the idea. That was the thing about Claire, just like her friends in Taupo had told Zoe, underneath the tough exterior she was a kind-hearted woman. And practical. Claire’s words of wisdom ran through Zoe’s head.

“Folks say they can’t live on one income due to the high cost of living. But you know what, doll? It’s not the high cost of living it’s the cost of living high.” 

It took Zoe a minute to ponder what Claire meant. A quick inventory of the cottage and it made sense. Claire’s home was possibly one of the only houses Zoe had been in with only one television. A quick count up of her childhood home showed five. Wow, five televisions. One in each bedroom, one in the living room and her father even had one in the garage. Unlike her childhood home, Claire’s homestead was comfortable, not showy.   

***

The ear piercing screech of the alarm clock put an end to Zoe’s early morning daydream.

Blankets shifted and tugged against her body as Claire rolled over and hit the alarm clock with a grumble.

Even though Claire didn’t have to leave home to go to work, she set herself a gruelling schedule. Zoe helped her for a few hours most mornings, then took care of the greenhouse, meals and cleaning. And Zoe was happier than a pig in shit, as Claire liked to say.

The tip of Claire’s cold nose nuzzled under Zoe’s hair and a shiver ran down Zoe spine.

“Morning, did you sleep well, my dear?”

The endearment made Zoe chuckle. “Dear? How old are you, sixty?”

Mmm, Claire nibbled her neck. “I hear sixty-nine is better.” She hooked a leg over Zoe’s left thigh and slid her hand into Zoe’s panties.

Warm soft fingers fired Zoe’s senses to life. As though they had a mind of their own, Zoe’s legs parted. Oh hell, who was she kidding? Her entire body reacted to Claire. A moan escaped Zoe before being swallowed by a passionate kiss. Her breath caught in her throat as Claire played her body like an instrument, bringing her to the edge within minutes, only to leave her teetering on the precipice. Zoe let out a frustrated groan when Claire removed her fingers from her aching centre.

“So wet, doll.” Claire rolled Zoe’s nipple between her slick thumb and forefinger as if to prove a point.

And god yes, she was wet with desire. She clenched her thighs to soothe the ache, without success.

A chuckle vibrated in Claire’s chest. She hooked her foot under Zoe’s knee. “You want more, doll?”

As if she needed to ask. “Yes, I want more. I want all of you.” And right then Zoe did. She turned onto her side and snuggled into Claire as if she could climb inside her.

Their lips met, neither giving a damn about morning breath as they kissed deeply, pouring their love into each other.

Claire broke the kiss, cheeks flushed, eyes glassy. “And good morning to you.”

A shrill beep-beep-beep rang out before Zoe could reply.

“Damn, that’s the end of snooze time.” Claire smacked the alarm off, rolled out of bed and winked down at Zoe. “I’ll finish what I started later.”

The unspoken words rang loud and clear in Zoe’s head. Because if I want to tease you all day, I will.


Ugh. “Sadist.” Zoe quipped.

A wide-eyed Claire stormed back toward the bed, bare feet pounding across the hardwood floor.

Zoe’s heart thudded in her chest. What had she done? Spanking was about the limit to her pain threshold. “I’m sorry.” Zoe scurried across the bed, the bottom sheet still warm from where Claire had been seconds before. 

A devilish smile lit up Claire’s face. “What’d you call me?”

In the next heartbeat, the blankets were in a pile on the floor and Claire fanned the sheet over Zoe’s body, creating a huge draft of cold air.

Goosebumps erupted over every inch of Zoe’s skin. Laughing, she snagged at the sheet, trying to rip it out of Claire’s hands. “Okay, okay, you win.”

Happiness bubbled up in Zoe, relieved over not being shown what a true sadist was capable of, and enjoying the playful side of her lover.

With an amused glint in her eye, Claire pulled a dressing gown off the back of the bedroom door and tossed it to Zoe. “See you in the kitchen after I’ve showered.”

Even though Claire’s hair resembled a bird’s nest, Zoe couldn’t help but admire the lustrous dark strands as she exited the room, or the gait of her long toned legs.

Hours spent around the vineyard kept Claire fit and toned. The woman seemed to have an endless supply of energy. Zoe loved it when that energy was channelled her way.

The way Claire liked to tease Zoe turned her on and frustrated her in equal measure. Could two play the same game? A smile spread across Zoe’s face as a plan took hold.


Chapter 19

By the time Zoe made her way to the greenhouse, she’d lost sight of Claire among the rows of vines.

Molly came running over and weaved a figure eight between her legs. “Hey, sweetie.” Zoe gave the cat a quick scratch under the chin before returning her attention to work.

She wasn’t surprised to find the metal door handle hot to the touch, however she was a little disconcerted to discover the door ajar. The one time she hadn’t closed it properly birds had had a wonderful time feasting on strawberry plants. She’d made sure to firmly shut it ever since, or so she thought. Perhaps it was time to replace the door latch? She filed a mental note to discuss it with Claire later.

A blast of hot air hit Zoe in the face the second she stepped inside. Even though the temperature outdoors wasn’t overly warm, the afternoon sun had turned the interior to something close to a sauna. Intent on plucking laterals off the budding tomato plants, Zoe pulled her hoody off and tied it around her waist. 

A white piece of paper at the foot of a string of green twine caught her eye. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and she glanced around feeling as if someone was watching her. No one appeared to be. Telling herself to stop being paranoid, she plucked up the piece of paper, brushed off the dirt and unfolded the note.

Follow the line of rope.

Excitement vied with apprehension. Was she going to find something wonderful or be caught in some kind of horrible trap? God, what if some sicko had left a pile of manure for whatever macabre reason?

Once she reached the end of the aisle separating plants on either side, the length of twine disappeared to the left. When two birds landed on the roof, their feet like nails on a chalkboard, Zoe almost jumped out of her skin. With her heart lodged in her throat, Zoe lowered herself to her hands and knees. She had no clue why she felt the need to stay low.

The scent of fresh herbs assailed her nostrils as she crawled the last few feet. Scared to look yet too intrigued not to, she counted to three, then peered around the corner.

A second piece of paper sat at the foot of a big yellow sunflower. Even though the fear of being led to something nasty had fled, her pulse continued to race. Taking a deep breath, she crossed her ankles and sat on the dirt floor. The sun glared off the stark white paper as she unfolded it. Her smile grew wider with each line she read.

Thank you for putting the sunshine back in my life. The day I drove under the golden arches in search of food, I never dreamed I’d find a little pot of gold – you. Xoxo”

A happy tear ran down Zoe’s cheek. The words were hardly poetic but her heart melted as if it’d been zapped with a thousand watts of heat. Such a simple gesture meant more than all the wealth in the world.

She climbed to her feet and tucked the note in the back pocket of her jeans then turned to open a window. A gentle breeze blew through the gap and Zoe smiled when the sunflower twirled on the stick. You couldn’t get anymore no frills than a plastic flower. On the bright side, she wouldn’t have to worry about her treasured gift dying of heat or thirst, unlike the other plants in need of attention.

***

Around three o’clock, Zoe gathered the fruit and vegetables she’d need to serve her purposes and headed back indoors. Accustomed to Claire’s routine, she knew Claire would be in around four, being Friday. She wanted to be ready to spring her surprise. The fact they’d chosen the same day to surprise each other wasn’t lost on Zoe. Perhaps they were more attuned to each other than either of them realized, or it was just plain dumb luck.

After preparing a platter of finger foods, and putting a bottle of sparkling wine in the fridge to chill, Zoe showered and dressed. Nerves and excitement fluttered low in her belly as she appraised herself in the floor-length mirror.

The French maid outfit barely covered her backside and her ample breasts threatened to spill over the top of the low cut bodice. It felt good to be able to show off her assets, unlike when she’d tried to conceal them under baggie tops to avoid unwanted glances and advances from hormonal boys while attending college.

The skirt fanned out when she did a little twirl. She loved the look and hoped Claire approved. The fact she’d left it up to Zoe to decide when she felt comfortable enough to dress up made it all the more special. However, something was missing. Shoes
. She’d glimpsed a pair of black heels in the corner of Claire’s wardrobe, footwear she apparently no longer wore.

A glance out the window revealed Claire advancing on the house. Zoe’s heart rate skyrocketed. Shit, shit, shit.
 Making a split second decision, she plucked the shoes up and slipped them on. She stumbled and almost fell flat on her face within two steps. They were too big. With her heart hammering against her ribcage and running out of time, she grabbed some tissues off the bedside table, stuffed them in the toes, then jammed her feet in. Perfect.


The clip-clop of heels competed with the beat of her heart as she trotted out to the kitchen. Her hair, pulled into a ponytail, bounced off her shoulders in time to each step. Unsure how much time she had before the door swung open, Zoe added a few drops of Ylang-ylang to the incense burner. Not because they’d need the aphrodisiac effect it reportedly had, but because she loved the exotic floral scent.

Movement on the other side of the leadlight glass panel of the front door caught her eye. Zoe inhaled a nervous breath, and plucked up the feather duster, praying she wasn’t about to make a fool of herself.

A lose plank on the top of the porch steps creaked. In the next heartbeat the door clicked open.

Show time!


Chapter 20

Happy to call it a day, Claire smiled to herself as she tossed the ball of twine and pruners into her carry-bag. No doubt, Zoe would’ve come across the large plastic sunflower along with her note by now. Hopefully she’d found both cute rather than cheesy. The words had spilled onto the page, Claire’s fingers barely able to keep up with her mind. When she’d read back over what she’d written, she’d briefly considered starting again. But if she had, Zoe would’ve received an edited and over thought version of how Claire felt, rather than words straight from her heart.

Thigh muscles burned, and her back ached, as Claire trekked up the incline toward the cottage. If the thought of a hot shower followed by a glass of wine wasn’t enough to make her pick up her pace, the fact she had a sexy girlfriend to share the evening with certainly did. She still couldn’t believe she’d lucked out finding such a wonderful person to share her days with.

After kicking off her gumboots and stowing her work tools, Claire bounded up the porch steps. The second she stepped foot inside, the unexpected sight that swam in her vision hit her with such force it almost knocked her on her arse.

The French maid on the far side of the living room stole the breath from her lungs and rendered her speechless.

With an air of innocence, Zoe stopped dusting the bookshelf. “Oh, hi, Ms Evans.” She waved her fingers over her shoulder. “I’ve almost finished up. Just pretend I’m not here.”

That wasn’t going to happen.

A spike of lust surged through Claire when Zoe bent at the waist to dust the bottom of the bookshelf. Black and white frills rose up like a curtain, revealing her backside inch by slow inch. The tiny white G-string Zoe wore left little to the imagination.

After a quick wash of her hands in the kitchen sink, Claire marched across the room and cupped Zoe’s buttocks.

Zoe gasped and spun around. “Oh, Ms Evans. I don’t think that’s appropriate.” A playful glint sparkled in her alluring gaze.

With Zoe wearing high heels, and Claire in her socks, they were on a more even footing, so to speak.

Before Claire could remind her who was boss in more than one sense of the word, Zoe continued. “I’ve taken the chill off the bathroom for you.”

The gesture warmed Claire’s heart at the same time as it reminded her how badly she needed to shower. Thankfully, the essential oils infusing the air masked any hint of unpleasant body odour.

Holding Claire’s gaze, Zoe fingered the feather duster. “Will five minutes be enough time for the lady of the house?”

God her accent was sexy.

The way Zoe pronounced lady of the house made Claire feel like royalty. “Plenty of time.” Making the most of the situation, she added, “I’ll expect you to be waiting to service me when I return.”

A cheeky grin curved Zoe’s lips. “I wasn’t aware that was part of my employment agreement.”

Quick on her feet, Claire replied without missing a beat. “You should’ve read the fine print.” She winked and sauntered out of the room.

***

The scent of vanilla body wash mingled with the shower spray as Claire scrubbed every inch of her body, taking extra care to clean any dirt from under her fingernails. Her mind raced and her clit pulsed thinking about the sexy maid awaiting her attention.

The gamble she’d taken buying the paddle and outfit at the sex party appeared to have paid off. At the time, she hadn’t known if she’d get to enjoy either with Zoe. But when she’d witnessed her reaction to the paddle, the sharp intake of breath, the flush of her cheeks, and nervous glances around the room, Claire had bought one on impulse.

The sexy school girl outfit probably would’ve better suited the air of naivety that surrounded Zoe, but it cut a little too close to playing little girl and she never wanted to go there again. Claire shook her head, banishing thoughts of that
 person before they could take hold. She replaced them with visions of Zoe, cooking and cleaning, taking care of the household. On second thoughts, Zoe’s homely personality and desire to please made the French maid costume the perfect choice.

Eager to get back to the living room, and the tasty treat awaiting her, Claire shut off the faucet over the claw foot bath. Soapy water gurgled and swirled down the drain. She jumped, momentarily taken aback by movement on the other side of the blue and white shower curtain. Even though she hadn’t heard the click of the door over the rush of water, there was no mistaking the silhouette of Zoe’s hourglass figure. Metal loops clanged across the rail as Claire flicked the plastic curtain aside.

The world outside ceased to exist as they gazed at each other through a mist of steam. The situation felt surreal to Claire, not being the one calling all the shots. Something that made her feel cherished and anxious at the same time. Giving herself a mental kick to let go of control and go with the flow, Claire reached for the towel draped over Zoe’s arm.

Rather than hand it to her, Zoe opened it so it spanned the width of her arms. “Please, allow me.”

The submissive tone of Zoe’s voice and the look of longing in her eyes made gooseflesh prickle on Claire’s skin. She plucked a towel off a shelf next to the basin, quickly dried her upper body, then placed it on the edge of the bath and sat.

A breath taking image of how eager Zoe had been to bow before her the day they’d returned from Taupo, shot through Claire’s mind. “On your knees, maid.” She pointed to the edge of the bathmat. “You should know better than to hover over the lady of the house.”

For once, an excited looking Zoe did as she was told without question or comment. She dropped to the floor, placed Claire’s foot in her lap and sensually dried her lower body.

Somehow, Zoe managed to make being towel dried one of the most erotic things Claire had ever experienced. The terrycloth glided up her inner thigh, lightly grazed over her labia, then descended her other leg. With each inch of skin lovingly dried, the wetter Claire became.

Totally focused on the task at hand, Zoe dried between each of Claire’s toes, little murmurs of delight escaping her lips as she worked.

A pulse of pleasure shot through Claire when Zoe lifted Claire’s foot to her mouth and sucked on her big toe.

“Fuck.” The word flew out of Claire’s mouth

Zoe smiled around the digit.

Allowing herself to simply feel, Claire tipped her head back and closed her eyes. The hot wet mouth felt like it was connected to every erogenous zone in her body. Senses fired to life. The throb between her legs increased. Her nipples stood out, painfully erect. A droplet of water ran down her neck, between her shoulder blades. Colour swirled behind her eyelids, as though mirroring the movement of Zoe’s tongue. The next thing Claire became aware of was cool air on her wet toes.

Zoe smacked her lips together and gazed up at Claire, a tentative smile on her gorgeous face. “I’ve never done that before. Did you like it?”

To show Zoe how much she’d enjoyed it, Claire dipped her hand between her legs then offered it to Zoe, silky wetness shimmering on her fingertips.

Without hesitation, Zoe sucked her finger clean, sending another jolt of pleasure through Claire.

“I’ll see to it you receive a bonus for your services.” As an afterthought, Claire added, “Provided the rest of your duties have been carried out to my satisfaction.”

Even if they had been, Claire was certain she could invent some kind of infraction to punish the sexy maid making her body buzz with desire. She stood and pulled Zoe to her feet, feeling like her backside had a dent in it from the lip of the bathtub.

A comfortable silence settled between them as Zoe helped Claire dress in the clothes she’d chosen for herself before slipping into the bathroom. A red corset, black miniskirt and fishnet stockings. No shoes, she hated wearing high heels.

Besides, the pair she owned looked much better on Zoe. They added a sway to her hips and definition to her calves, both of which Claire couldn’t take her eyes off as they made their way back to the living room.


Chapter 21

A ray of sunlight streaming through the living room window illuminated a speck of dust on the coffee table. Anticipation rippled through Claire’s body as she lowered herself to the sofa. “Maid.” The tone of her voice was short and sharp. “You missed a spot.”

An obedient Zoe clip-clopped across the room. “Sorry, Ms Evans.” Dust motes danced in the light when Zoe plucked up the duster. She returned and stood opposite Claire.

Holding Zoe’s heated gaze, Claire shook her head no, then pointed to the gap between herself and the coffee table. Understanding flashed in Zoe’s eyes. She scurried around, turned her back to Claire, bent at the waist and flicked the duster over the wooden surface.

Succulent flesh either side of Zoe’s white G-string made Claire’s mouth water. She licked her lips and delivered two open-handed slaps. The impact stung her palms and turned Zoe’s cheeks a rosy shade of pink.

A gasp escaped Zoe, but she held her position.

Intent on reprimanding Zoe regardless, Claire grabbed her ponytail and gave it a sharp yank. Zoe’s head tipped back moments before she landed in Claire’s lap. The sofa groaned on impact and the scent of strawberry shampoo tickled Claire’s nostrils. “That mistake cost you your bonus.”

Zoe leapt up so fast anyone would think she’d sat on a pincushion. So much for enjoying some bodily contact.


“Oh no, not my bonus.” Zoe batted thick black eyelashes at Claire. “Please, let me make it up to you.”

Once again on the back foot, having no clue what Zoe’s intentions were, Claire folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes. “And how do you propose to do that?”

The devastating smile Zoe flashed Claire would’ve melted her panties if she’d been wearing any.

Rather than answer Claire’s question, Zoe got busy, prancing around the room like a perfect little maid.

Ten minutes later, Claire had a glass of wine in hand, soft jazz music drifted through the room, and the scent of Ylang-ylang infused the air. Those things were wonderful, but best of all, she had a submissive waiting on her hand and foot. To say she felt worshipped would be an understatement. Only one thing could make the moment perfect.

Firelight danced off the wine glass Claire held in the air. “Please, join me for a drink.”

Alarm flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “No!” Her expression softened. “Sorry, I can’t.” 

A painful lump settled in the pit of Claire’s stomach when the implications of Zoe’s reaction hit home. She didn’t trust Claire enough to let her guard down. Although Claire knew it took time to earn a person’s trust, especially someone who’d been burned like Zoe, her refusal still hurt like a bitch.

Trying to play the bigger person, Claire plastered on a smile. “No worries, all the more wine for me.” At least her feeble attempt at humour lightened the mood.

Eyeing the glass, Zoe’s pink tongue slowly circled her ruby red lips. “I’d hate to be fired for drinking on the job.” A devilish grin spread across her face.

Relief washed over Claire. She almost cursed herself for jumping to the wrong conclusion. Thankfully, Zoe wasn’t bratty enough to add ‘gotcha.’

After a frivolous glance at the clock above the fireplace, Claire pinned her gaze on Zoe. “Well, you’re still on my dime and the lady of the house would like you to join her for a drink.”

The haughty tone of her voice earned her a chuckle from Zoe.

A deep sense of achievement, at having turned a corner in their relationship, settled over Claire.

Zoe sashayed across the room, poured herself a glass of wine, then returned and set it on the coffee table. “I put together some snacks for my lady.” She placed an arm across her waist and did a cute wee bow.

The flash of cleavage made Claire suck in a breath.

Zoe trotted back toward the kitchen. Along the way, she stopped, bent at the waist, and plucked a piece of fluff off the sheepskin rug. Which afforded Claire another flash of panties. 

All of a sudden, a thought slammed into Claire. Was Zoe playing her at her own game? Teasing her with glimpses of exposed creamy flesh, trying to drive her crazy with lust? If so, it was working.

However, Claire was well versed at delayed gratification. It made the outcome all the more satisfying. Rather than let on that she was onto Zoe, Claire sat back and enjoyed the show. In all honesty, the combination of Zoe’s vulnerability and sass was highly seductive. 

The fridge door opened and closed with a squeak before Zoe returned carrying an old wooden serving tray. The aroma of fresh strawberries tickled Claire’s nostrils as the tray settled on the coffee table with a soft thud.

A beaming Zoe sat beside Claire, poised on the edge of the sofa. Bubbles fizzed and jumped over the glass she held between them. The clink of glass on glass cut through the air. For a breath-taking minute, they stared into each other’s eyes, acknowledging they’d reached a milestone. The trust they’d forged was palpable.

“To us.” Claire raised the glass to her lips and took a sip. Wine fizzed over her tongue, matching the bubbly feeling flowing through her veins.

“To us.” Zoe mirrored her actions, taking a swig of wine before letting out an appreciative sigh. After placing her glass on the table, Zoe slid off the sofa and sat on her haunches, kneeling to the left of Claire’s feet.

For the next twenty-minutes, they sipped wine and snacked on an assortment of cheese, hummus, crackers, cherry tomatoes, and home grown berries. The entire time, Zoe offered morsels of food to Claire and chatted about her afternoon.

A portrait Claire had once seen of Cleopatra spread out on a sofa bed being waited on flashed through her mind. Zoe had said Claire reminded her of the infamous queen, and right then she felt like one too.

After only one glass, a healthy wine glow coloured Zoe’s cheeks. With a flirtatious gleam in her eye, Zoe plucked up a strawberry, held it between her teeth and rose up on her knees.

Unfortunately for Zoe, she hadn’t pulled the stem out first. Before her lips met Claire’s, Claire tugged the berry out of Zoe’s mouth and dropped it into her lap. It landed on Claire’s fishnets at the juncture of her thighs.

“Oops. You better clean that up, Maid.” Claire suppressed a smile, almost certain she knew how Zoe would react. And she wasn’t wrong.

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Evans.” Eyes fixed on the fallen berry, Zoe reached to pick it up.

Before her hand made contact, Claire swatted it away. Confusion creased Zoe’s brow.

Claire quickly continued. “It’s rude to eat with your hands. Use your mouth.” The firm tone of her voice brooked no argument.

The flash of arousal that sparked in Zoe’s eyes let Claire know she’d made the right decision in taking back control. Zoe placed her hands behind her back and leaned forward.

A pulse of desire shot through Claire when warm soft breasts pressed against her. This time, before Zoe made contact with the fruit, Claire spread her legs. Without hesitation, Zoe’s head dipped between her thighs. Rather than pluck the berry between her teeth, she took little nibbles. Pushing the fruit closer to Claire’s core. The warmth of her breath breezed through Claire’s fishnet pantyhose and ramped up her excitement.  

The sight of Zoe’s ponytail bobbing up and down reminded Claire of someone bobbing for apples. Except when Zoe came up for air, unlike a clean apple straight out of water, tiny bits of lint and fluff clinging to the berry made Claire grimace.

A cross-eyed Zoe looked down her nose, screwed up her face and dropped it on the coffee table. The half chewed piece of fruit landed with a splat.

Unwittingly, Zoe had walked straight into Claire’s plan of having her
 on the coffee table. “My, my, little maid. Fluff on the sofa and you’ve dirtied my beloved table.” Claire stood and thrust out her hip. “Must I do everything myself?” A loosely rolled length of twine caught Claire’s eye. She pointed to the breakfast bar. “And what’s that doing there?”

Adoration radiated in Zoe’s eyes. “I found it in the glasshouse today and wanted to keep it.” She shifted on her knees, smiling up at Claire. “It’s something I’ll treasure along with the note.”

A warm feeling worked its way into Claire’s corseted chest and spread throughout her body. Happiness. Overjoyed that Zoe appreciated her attempt of courtship, and equally as happy the same length of twine was about to come in handy again. “I’m ecstatic to hear that.” She hoped the soft tone of her voice conveyed the sincerity of her words.

With her heart still aflutter, Claire schooled her features and hardened her tone. “However, it’s no excuse for not performing your duties to the highest of standards.”

Back in maid mode, Zoe smoothed down her little white apron. “Sorry, Ms Evans. May I clear the table for you?”

Anticipation rippled through Claire. “You may.”

When she’d had the table custom made, her mending heart had hoped one day it might second as a play bench. An image of Zoe asking about the table the day Claire had bought her home raced through Claire’s mind. She bit back a smile wondering how Zoe would’ve reacted if she’d said, “the legs are short and stout so the table can safely withstand the weight of two people.” Back then, Zoe was so skittish, she probably would’ve asked for a lift back to town.

Zoe’s knee let out a crack as she rose to her feet but she didn’t complain. She was hardier than Claire gave her credit for. The rugs scattered over the hardwood floor didn’t offer much of a barrier between wood and bone.  

The sway of Zoe’s hips as she sauntered toward the kitchen, tray in hand, made Claire’s heart skip a beat. When she returned, Claire held Zoe’s gaze as she walked back across the room. The look of hunger in Zoe’s eyes matched her own. She stood toe-to-toe with Claire, so close Claire could smell her perfume.

Silently, Claire entwined their fingers. Relishing in the feel of Zoe’s soft palm against her work worn hand, she brushed a kiss across Zoe’s lips. Their chests rose and fell in unison. Time stood still as they gazed lovingly at each other.

“I’m going to show you the best way to lay a table.” Even though Claire saw nothing but trust in Zoe’s eyes, she felt the need to remind Zoe she held the power to end things. “What’s your safe word?”

“Kiwi.” The word was said with conviction.

The mantra, kiwi means no, stop means go, darted through Claire’s mind before she issued an order. “Clothes off. Now!”

Arousal flashed in Zoe’s eyes. “Yes, Clea.”

The way she said Clee-a excited Claire as much as Zoe’s obedience. While role-play had its place, it let her know this wasn’t just a game, it was all about her and Zoe.

The maid outfit landed in a heaping pile of black and white and, with a wiggle of Zoe’s hips, scant damp panties landed on top. And there she stood, clad in thigh-high nylons, garter belt and black heels.

In Claire’s eyes, Zoe was pure perfection. “Good girl,” she praised, taking a moment to admire Zoe’s succulent breasts. Where Claire had small reddish-brown areolas, Zoe’s were large and pale pink, her plum coloured nipples small and erect. Resisting the urge to cup Zoe’s breasts and bury her face in luscious flesh, Claire pulled the throw rug off the sofa, folded it in half, and spread it along the length of the coffee table. Even though Zoe had quipped calling her a sadist, she was far from it.

While Claire arranged things to her satisfaction, Zoe stood with her hands behind her back, tracking Claire’s every movement with her eyes.

The scent of Ylang-ylang wrapped around them, and the light in the room slowly dimmed as the sun disappeared behind the hills.

After smoothing out the blanket, Claire patted the bottom end of the mahogany coffee table and spoke in her best no-nonsense voice. “Backside here.” She scuttled sideways and tapped the head of the table. “Shoulders here.”

“Yes, Clea.” Zoe replied as she reclined. Her breasts defied gravity and stayed atop her body, like two perfect jelly moulds.

If Claire didn’t have intimate knowledge of the woman, she would’ve questioned if they were real. No doubt, overtime, age and babies would alter their firmness. Wow, where did that thought come from? Back up, Claire.


The stereo clicked off just after Zoe settled on her back. Claire picked up the remote to hit play, then set it down again without doing so. She wanted to hear every moan and whimper she elicited out of Zoe. Instead, she retrieved the coil of twine. It was soft and slightly scratchy in her hand.

Back at Zoe’s head, Claire peered into questioning eyes, alive with curiosity and perhaps even a tinge of apprehension.

“The best way to lay a table is to make sure everything is secure.” She unwound the length of green string. “I’m going to restrain you.” Claire paused, giving Zoe the opportunity to protest. Of course she’d be disappointed if Zoe said no, or kiwi, or whatever other word would put an end to Claire’s intentions. But she’d prefer that over ruining the trust they were building.

Swift movements put a stop to Claire’s unfounded concerns. Seemingly in one fluid motion, Zoe parted her thighs, lined her ankles up with the sturdy table legs, and snapped her arms to her sides. “Yes, Clea.”

Her eagerness to please sent an arrow of fiery lust up Claire’s spine. “Good girl.”

Their lips parted in unison as Claire leaned in for a kiss. The second their mouths met, an intoxicating combination of wine, strawberries, and Zoe, assailed Claire’s taste buds. Her legs turned to jelly and she lowered herself to her knees before they buckled, lips locked with Zoe’s.

Breathless, Claire finally broke the kiss. “Wow. That kiss was more potent than alcohol.”

The smile that lit up Zoe’s eyes burned as bright as the small candle glowing in the base of the essential oil burner.

The flickering light left a black spot in the corner of Claire’s eye as she shuffled to the end of the low table. Once there, she wound a length of twine around the thick mahogany leg and Zoe’s slender ankle, then tossed the length under the table and repeated the process on the other side. She left the twine loose enough so that if Zoe panicked, with a bit of manipulation, she’d be able to slip free.

What Claire really wanted to do was truss Zoe up like a turkey. However, a small voice in the back of her mind kept reminding her that Zoe hadn’t been restrained since her ordeal, and there would be plenty more opportunities for Claire to take a harder stance.

Not to mention, she had other ways of ensuring Zoe complied. “I’m not going to bind your hands today, but…” Claire paused letting the tension build. “If your hands leave your sides without permission, you’ll be denied an orgasm. Understood?”

Like a soldier standing to attention, Zoe’s arms remained glued to her sides. “Yes, Clea. I understand.” Tension visibly left her shoulders. “And, thank you.”

Outwardly, Claire gave a single nod of approval. Inwardly, she was ecstatic she’d made the right call not to bind Zoe’s hands. Complete and utter trust came with time. The fact Zoe had let her guard down enough to indulge in a glass of wine, in and of itself, was cause for celebration.

And celebrate Claire would.

The nearly empty wine bottle hovered above Zoe like a wrecking ball. But Claire had no intentions of letting it drop. “Can’t let this go to waste.” The fibres of the sheepskin rug caressed Claire’s feet as she moved to the foot of the table.

Craning her neck, Zoe eyed Claire with curiosity as Claire dropped to her knees.

A gasp escaped Zoe when cold wine crested over her pubic mound and trickled down her glistening folds. Her fingers flexed, but her arms remained pinned to her sides.

The feast laid out before Claire made her lick her lips. Zoe had a beautiful pussy. Her outer labia were full and puffy; one of her inner lips slightly shorter than the other. And, they were begging to be licked and sucked.

The blanket cushioned Claire’s elbows as she settled herself between nylon covered thighs. She dived on Zoe like a woman dying of thirst. The first touch of her tongue elicited a low moan from Zoe. Claire lapped up every drop of wine until all she could taste was Zoe’s essence.

Soft whimpers intensified as Zoe writhed beneath Claire. Turned on by the passionate sounds, Claire licked Zoe’s outer lips, then sucked and pulled on her inner labia, toying with the silky flesh.

Zoe rocked her pelvis, thrusting up to meet Claire. “Oh fuck, that feels so good.”

Claire smacked her lips together. “Would you like me to fuck you?” She taunted Zoe, fingers poised at her entrance.

“Yes, please. Please fuck me, Clea.”

The table leg creaked as Zoe’s toes flexed and curled in the confines of her black high heels. Every muscle in her body poised for release.

In response to Zoe’s supplication, Claire entered her, burying two fingers all the way to the hilt. Zoe was so wet, Claire couldn’t be sure if the damp spot on the blanket was from the wine she’d drizzled between Zoe’s thighs, Zoe’s arousal, or a combination of both.

After a quick swipe of her tongue, Claire set a relentless rhythm, rubbing the tip of her nose back and forth over Zoe’s distended clit. She teased her mercilessly, until… fingers grazed the top of her head. The contact was so brief, she almost missed it.

Pleased and disappointed at the same time, Claire inhaled Zoe’s musky scent, nostrils flaring as she withdrew her fingers. As if offering her some kind of silver lining, blood rushed to her knees when she stood.

A bereft looking Zoe stared up at her. Claire shook her head in reprimand. “You blew it, doll.” Wondering if perhaps she did have a slight sadistic streak, Claire stuck out her tongue and made an elaborate show of cleaning Zoe’s arousal off her fingers.


Chapter 22

The crackle of the fireplace sounded ominous in the otherwise quiet room. Tension mounted. A bead of sweat trickled down the back of Zoe’s neck. She didn’t know what bothered her more. The fact she’d let herself down or that she’d disappointed Claire. Five minutes into giving up control, she’d lost control.

In hindsight, maybe Zoe should have asked Claire to bind her hands as well. Being restrained without restraints was harder than she ever could’ve imagined.

The split second lapse, Zoe could only blame on the throes of passion, made her groan in frustration. Over the span of a few weeks, Claire had mastered her body and knew exactly how to drive Zoe out of her mind. She’d quickly learned how far to push and when to pull back to draw out Zoe’s orgasm, but she’d never abandoned Zoe so close to the edge. Until now.

Claire levelled her gaze on Zoe, her expression unreadable.

Not knowing what else to do, Zoe remained mute and kept as still as a statue.

“You just forfeited an orgasm. Understood?” Claire said, her expression and tone neutral.

Resigned to her fate, Zoe nodded.

Finally, a slow smile spread across Claire’s face. “Lucky for you, you’re capable of achieving more than one orgasm.” She shot Zoe a wink that felt more like a tug on her clit. “If you’re a good girl. I’ll grant you orgasm number two.”

Gratitude flooded Zoe and she let go of the breath she’d been holding. “Thank you, Clea.”

Claire sauntered across the room, closed the floor length drapes, then flicked on the chair side lamp casting the room in a warm hue. Back beside the table, Claire pulled the ribbon out of her crushed velvet corset and let the blood-red top fall to the floor. Her breasts were the perfect size for Zoe’s small hands.

The tempting sight tested Zoe’s restraint. Rather than reach out, she grasped the sides of the table.

Dragging her gaze from Zoe’s white knuckled grip, over her breast and up to her face, Claire gave a single nod of approval. “I told you this morning, sixty-nine’s better. Now I’m going to show you.”

Had it only been this morning they’d had that conversation?

Before Zoe could draw her next breath, Claire slipped out of her fishnet stockings and stood, then straddled Zoe’s face. The scent of Claire’s arousal washed over Zoe as Claire hovered above her, swaying her hips seductively. Even through the dim lighting, Zoe could see Claire’s labia. The pink lips were glistening and swollen with arousal. The tease of a promise made Zoe salivate. She swallowed, hard.

When Claire lowered herself to Zoe’s mouth, her miniskirt framed Zoe’s face blanketing her in darkness. Panic surged through Zoe and disappeared just as fast. They were miles from another living soul, and Zoe knew beyond a doubt Claire wouldn’t do anything without her consent, least of all surprise her with a third person.

Ignoring the knot of her ponytail digging into her skull, Zoe angled her head backward and ran her tongue along the valley of Claire’s thighs. She tasted sweet and tangy. If the theory that pineapple sweetened not only a meal but also the intimate taste of a woman was to be believed, this was proof in the pudding, or last night’s dessert to be more precise.

Who knew she’d be reaping the rewards of a pineapple cheesecake the following day?

With her vision hindered, in her minds-eye Zoe pictured Claire sitting atop her drinking in the sight of Zoe’s splayed body, Claire’s short dark hair barely grazing her shoulders as she palmed her breasts and rode Zoe’s face.

Liquid lust pooled low in Zoe’s abdomen as Claire took up a faster rhythm. Zoe firmed her tongue holding it in place under Claire’s hard thrusts. Her frantic movements and murmurs of pleasure turned Zoe on something fierce. Every muscle in Zoe’s body burned with need. Whether for her own release or Claire’s didn’t matter. The fire inside her was so bright it eclipsed all thought.

A surge of adrenaline shot through Zoe when Claire cupped Zoe’s breasts, the touch taking her by surprise. Inhaling Claire’s musky scent, she relaxed into the caress and exhaled a soft moan. Calloused palms grazed over Zoe’s painfully erect nipples sending a jolt of hot need all the way to her toes.

She felt the shift of Claire’s weight seconds before Claire walked her hands down Zoe’s torso, connecting their bodies inch by slow inch. Skin to skin. Breasts to abdomen. Abdomen to breasts. Mouth to pussy. Pussy to mouth. She had to agree with Claire, sixty-nine was the best.

A vertebra cracked as it aligned itself in Zoe’s lower back. Although Claire was far from heavy, supporting the weight of her upper body on her elbows, Zoe was still thankful for the blanket beneath her.

All thoughts of comfort fled the minute Claire’s tongue flicked across Zoe’s aching core. The new position meant Zoe had to crane her neck to maintain contact with the most intimate part of Claire’s body. The urge to wrap her arms around Claire’s waist, to pull her down and bury her face in Claire’s musky heat, consumed Zoe. Instinctively, she moved her arms to do so only to meet resistance. Realizing they were pinned between her sides and Claire’s arms, she exhaled a sigh of relief.

Way to go Zoe, you almost blew your chance to come again.

The throaty chuckle that vibrated low in Claire’s chest let Zoe know Claire hadn’t missed the movement. She’d probably counted on it.

Bracing herself to face the consequences of her actions, Zoe held her breath. Although, she hadn’t technically touched without permission. When Claire didn’t stop devouring her, counting her lucky stars, Zoe continued to feast on her lover. They rocked against each other, tongues delving, breathing laboured, sweat pooling between their naked torsos.

When Claire entered her, Zoe almost flew apart. “Furrk.” The word got lost in translation with Claire straddling her face.

“I am. Fucking. You.” Claire panted.

Her body weight shifted as she plunged two fingers in and out of Zoe, a thumb circling Zoe’s clit. Exactly how she liked it, needed it, to come hard and fast. Twine, softened by her stockings, tugged at Zoe’s ankles as she wiggled and squirmed. Being bound was equally exciting as it was frustrating. She wanted to touch but she didn’t. Not without permission anyway.

“I’m going to come.” Claire’s words had Zoe teetering on the edge right along with her. She held her tongue flat, letting Claire take what she needed.

“Oh yeah, baby. Just like that, hold still.” 

The entire time Claire spoke, she didn’t miss a beat, continuing to work Zoe with her thumb and fingers, driving her closer and closer to the edge.

“Come with me, doll.” Claire’s command was the icing on the cake.

A gasp worked its way between Zoe’s ears and Claire’s thighs as Claire trembled above Zoe, riding out her orgasm with barely a sound. Something Zoe had found odd at first but had grown accustomed to.

Unlike her lover, Zoe couldn’t hold back her cries of passion. When she came seconds after Claire, a muffled cry burst out of her lips. Every muscle in her body contracted and released as her climax ebbed and flowed.

Their sweaty bodies made a sucking noise as Claire righted herself. Fresh air swirled around Zoe’s face the second Claire stood. Eyes glazed with lust, Claire ran the back of her arm across her forehead then leaned down for a kiss, sharing the intoxicating taste of each other.

Still coming down from a mind-blowing orgasm, Zoe took a few deep breaths in an attempt to get her heart rate under control. Boneless, she waited for Claire to untie her ankles. That was until she discovered Claire had other ideas.

A sense of Déjà vu washed over Zoe when Claire nailed her with a wicked smirk and sucked her fingers clean.

“I’m not done with you yet, doll. Even though you taste delicious on my fingers, my intentions were to make you come on my tongue. Therefore, I’m going to give back what I took away.”

The sexy tone of Claire’s voice seared Zoe’s insides. She bit back a smile. One more thing had come full-circle today and she wasn’t about to complain.


Chapter 23

October 2015

After wiping out the kitchen sink, Zoe opened the window letting in a whiff of fresh air. The view outside of rolling hills and sheep, was as stunning as the first time she’d glimpsed it five months ago. She turned and smiled when Claire strolled into the room, looking as gorgeous as ever dressed in a simple lilac sundress.

She planted a kiss on Zoe’s lips, leaving behind the taste of strawberry lip-gloss. It hadn’t taken long for Zoe to associate all things strawberry with Claire.

“Mum wants me to take her shopping. Do you want to come along?” Claire asked.

Although Zoe adored spending time with Claire’s mother, Mrs Evans, she needed to bottle the beetroot bulbs and make some preserves. “No. You go. Enjoy some mother daughter time.” A thought occurred to Zoe. “Why don’t you see if your folks want to come over for dinner on Wednesday night?”

Claire tucked a strand of hair behind Zoe’s ear. “They’d like that. And so would I.”

The look of admiration in Claire’s liquid brown eyes made Zoe’s insides tingle. She’d never felt as loved and cherished as she had over the last few months. There was still a lot she didn’t know about Claire. That would come with time. And, God willing, they had all the time in the world. If they broke up for some unforeseeable reason, Zoe would be heartbroken. The thought alone was enough to send an involuntary shiver through her body.

The comforting touch of Claire’s warm hands on her upper arms derailed Zoe’s mind from the train wreck it had been heading toward.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Worry lines creased Claire’s forehead. 

“I’ll be fine.” Zoe put a hand on Claire’s waist. “I was just thinking how lucky I am to have you as my girlfriend.”

Claire stepped back and crossed her arms. “Let me see if I got this right, the thought of us as a couple made you shiver?” 

Zoe chuckled as she plucked up Claire’s car keys. Much like her daughter, Mrs Evans didn’t like to be kept waiting. “No silly. The thought of breaking up is what made me shudder.”

A devilish smile lit up Claire’s face. “I hate to tell you this, but you’re stuck with me.” She planted a bruising kiss on Zoe’s lips, then plucked the keys out of her hand and headed out the door. “Behave while I’m gone.” She smirked and flipped up the back of her skirt as she sauntered toward her car.

***

The sun was high in the sky as Claire sped down the driveway, leaving a trail of dust in her wake. Zoe stood at the bottom of the steps to the cottage, basking in the heat, breathing in the smell of spring; daffodils, and fresh green grass.

No sooner had Zoe returned to the kitchen when the crunch of tyres on gravel drifted into the cupboard she had her head buried in. She smiled wondering what Claire had forgotten. After locating a large cooking pot, Zoe stood and turned.

The pot lid fell to the floor with a clatter, her heart thudding in her chest when her gaze landed on an unknown person standing in the open doorway.

The woman had piercing blue eyes, long hair straightened to within an inch of its life, and wore a light green dress with yellow sunflowers printed on the front. She had a youthful face of a twenty-year-old but the air of someone closer to thirty. And, the way she stood eyeing Zoe up and down made Zoe feel uncomfortable. It put her on edge.

Despite the small smile the woman offered, Zoe sensed this wasn’t a social visit. She tried to act casual and not let on she was home alone.

“Are you looking for Claire?”

A look of distain flashed across the woman’s face. “God, no. I hope I never see her again.” She screwed her mouth up as if the words tasted bad. “Look, we need to talk. I’ve been waiting for a chance to get you on your own.”

Alarm bells rang in Zoe’s head. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. “Who are you?”

The woman glanced over Zoe’s shoulder then back again as if to check that they were alone. “Forgive me for being so rude. I’m extremely nervous.” She extended a perfectly manicured hand. “The name’s Amy.”

Torn between not wanting to accept the handshake and the good manners installed in her, Zoe shook the proffered hand. The woman’s grip was firm, her palm clammy.

“I’m Zoe. Claire’s girlfriend.” Zoe didn’t know why she said the last two words. They made her sound like a possessive lover. Which, at that moment, she could be accused of.

“I know who you are,” Amy stated. “I’m her ex.” The woman glanced at the phone in her hand as if it held the past. “She loved me once too. At least she said she did. It was all lies.”

Zoe didn’t want to hear the bitter words of a jilted lover. Plastering on a brave face, she moved to close the door. “I don’t see why your past history should be any of my concern. You need to leave.”

“Wait.” The woman put her hand on the leadlight door panel. “Please, just hear me out.”

As much as Zoe hated to admit it, she felt a twinge of sympathy for Amy. Zoe hated seeing anyone so distressed or upset.

The bleat of pregnant sheep in the distance made Zoe glance over Amy’s shoulder, but Amy’s focus didn’t falter.

“I don’t want anyone to go through what I did. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t warn you.”

That got Zoe’s attention. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what Amy thought she needed to warn her about. “You’ve got five minutes.” Zoe crossed her arms.

Amy cupped her hand around her mouth and lowered her voice as though whatever she was about to tell Zoe was top secret. “Have you ever wondered how Claire gets by without an income? How she came to own this place?”

It was a fair question. The thought had occurred to Zoe, but it wasn’t her place to ask. She’d been taught it was rude to question people about their income or financial situation.

The casual one shoulder shrug Zoe offered Amy belied the uneasy feeling churning in her belly. “Not really, perhaps she won the lottery.”

An extremely unladylike snort burst out of Amy. “That’s one way of looking at it.” Her expression turned solemn again. “I can’t believe I did that; this is far from a laughing matter. Look, Zoe, you need to get out of here while you still have your dignity intact.” Amy searched Zoe’s eyes, her intense gaze bordering on manic. “Oh no, don’t tell me she’s already talked you into letting her video you?”

The woman wasn’t making any sense. Zoe screwed up her face. “She doesn’t even like her photo taken.”

“There’s a very good reason for that.” Amy raised her phone. “I have something you need to see, and hear, then you can make up your mind what you want to do.” Amy’s throat worked as she made an elaborate show of swallowing. “But, you need to get to somewhere safe before she brainwashes you.”

A part of Zoe’s brain screamed at her to tell Amy to get off the property, she owed that much to Claire. Another part questioned what harm it could do? Maybe Zoe and Claire could share a laugh over the craziness of Claire’s jilted lover. Zoe relaxed her grip on the door. “Okay, make it quick.”

“May I come in?” Amy asked, already halfway through the door. “It’ll be easier for you to see this without the sun glaring off the screen.” The woman paused, eyeing Zoe with something like pity. “And it’ll probably be best if you’re sitting down.”

Trepidation washed over Zoe and against her better judgement, she stepped aside allowing Amy entrance. Entrance into Claire’s sanctuary, paid for with what? Apparently, Zoe was about to find out.

Without conscious thought, Zoe found herself offering Amy a glass of water. Once sitting side by side at the breakfast bar, she prompted Amy. “You’ve got less than five minutes before you have to leave.”

Amy nodded and took a deep breath. “Claire courted me, made me fall in love with her, then started playing her games.”

Rather than ask what kind of games, Zoe arched an eyebrow. Amy blushed and lowered her gaze. “Sex stuff, you know, like BDSM, bondage and discipline?”

If Amy thought the reveal would shock Zoe, she was sorely mistaken. If anything, Zoe found herself trying not to smile.

After taking a sip of water, Amy continued. “It was all fun and games to start with, then she wanted me to call her Daddy. I played along because I loved her.” A tear ran down Amy’s cheek. “Then one day, I got home from work. She sent me to the room to be punished. Things had been getting out of control and I was too scared to argue. I sensed something wasn’t right, so I turned the phone camera to record before I tossed it on the dresser.” She gripped Zoe’s hand, her eyes imploring. “Are you sure you want to see this?”

Dread crept up Zoe’s spine. She shook her head no at the same time as she said yes.

“Here.” Amy shoved the phone under Zoe’s nose. “I can’t…” Her voice broke. “I can’t bear to watch it again. She ruined my life.”

Sweat beaded on Zoe’s forehead. She took a deep breath to slow her racing heart, then took the phone from Amy and hit play.

There was no mistaking the person sitting on the end of a large four-poster bed was the same woman currently sitting next to Zoe, sniffing back tears, elbows on the breakfast bar, hands covering her ears.

A strap-on harness with a pink dildo attached to it, appeared to have been dumped unceremoniously on the floor to the right of Amy’s bare feet.

Zoe’s heart leapt into her throat when she heard the unmistakable tenor of Claire’s voice. “If you ever come near me again…”
 The camera angle changed leaving only the top of Amy’s head visible. “This video, with your face clearly on display and you stating your name, will go viral. Free for all.”
 A pause, then… “I want half of everything.”


The venomous tone of Claire’s voice made Zoe’s blood run cold. She’d heard it once before, only that time it’d been directed at Samantha. The phone dropped from her hand like it was on fire and had burned her palm.

Amy looked up, blue eyes glistening with tears. “She filmed us having sex, numerous times before that day.” Anger flashed in Amy’s eyes and she swiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks. “Her declarations of love were nothing but a hoax, and, when she decided she was done with me, that’s the goodbye gift I received for five years of my life.” She hiccupped on a sob, nodding at the phone sitting between them like a time bomb.

Stunned, Zoe managed to utter one word. “Why?”

Amy shrugged, a distant look in her sad eyes. “It’s what she does. It started in high school. I didn’t know that at the time. And even if I had, I doubt it would’ve made a difference. She’s a very charismatic woman.” Amy coughed into her hand, then banged her fist against her chest. “I mean the most manipulative woman I’ve met.” Fear flashed in Amy’s eyes. She grasped Zoe’s forearm. “I’m begging you not to tell her I was here. I have a team of fifty staff. My job is all I have left. And trust me, you don’t want to be around if she flips her lid.” Amy twirled her finger in a circle next to her temple, indicating she thought Claire might go insane.

The action made Zoe’s head spin. She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Please, just go.”

The wooden chair legs screeched on the hardwood floor as Amy shoved back from the breakfast bar and stood. “I never meant to hurt you.” She squeezed Zoe’s shoulder. “But if I can save you from the same pain I went through, the aftermath I’m still dealing with, then I’m not sorry either.”

For a long time after Amy left, Zoe didn’t move. Her backside went numb as she considered her options, the conversation with Amy playing on repeat in her mind. Zoe felt heartsick. Even though she didn’t want to admit it, a lot of what Amy had said made sense.

For instance, the first night she’d arrived at the cottage and Claire had snapped that she wasn’t her mother. Not to mention, Claire’s so-called dislike of blindfolds and masks.

A cold shiver ran through Zoe as she finally managed to get her legs to work. She glanced around the wood panel walls looking for any tell-tale signs of hidden cameras. Was Claire hiding in the open? Her supposed aversion to cameras nothing more than a ruse so Zoe wouldn’t suspect anything sinister? Or did she have such an aversion to cameras because she was guilty of misusing them? There was nothing quite like a guilty conscience to make someone suspicious of others.


Chapter 24

After a few hours of shopping, and treating her mum to a new dress, Claire drove home with a grin from ear-to-ear. Her mother had been disappointed not to see Zoe, but her mood quickly lifted when Claire extended the offer to dinner. Something her parents would’ve declined before Zoe took over kitchen duties.

It hadn’t taken her mother long to realize Claire was smitten with Zoe, and her Canadian friend had become more than a houseguest. At the age of fifty-eight, Dorothy Evans was a shrewd woman. Over the months Claire had spent living back at her parents, her mum never pushed for more information than Claire was willing to give about what went so terribly wrong between herself and Amy. The fact her daughter needed her was enough for her mother to wrap Claire in her maternal apron strings.

Five-minutes from the cottage, Claire cranked up the stereo and sang dreadfully out of tune. Even the stench of cow manure wafting off the cattle truck she was stuck behind couldn’t dampen her mood. Happiness bubbled up inside her, at the thought of spending the afternoon with her lover, lazing around in the sun.

Acting like a giddy teenager, Claire toot-toot-tooted the horn as she drove up the driveway. A fleeting sense of worry swept over her when Zoe didn’t appear in the doorway to greet her. Then Claire chastised herself for being silly. Chances were, Zoe was in the garden, the old barn, or possibly even in the bathroom. In the next heartbeat, Claire’s mind flew south. Zoe could be planning a surprise, waiting in the middle of the living room, on her knees… naked.

The thought made Claire bound up the stairs. Zoe was indeed waiting for her. However, she wasn’t naked or on her knees. Zoe wore the same clothes she’d had on when Claire left for town, a light yellow skirt and cream tank top. The black apron remained unused and neatly folded beside a large pot, the lid on the floor.

Claire’s stomach clenched at the sight of Zoe’s sombre expression, eyes bloodshot and puffy. With no idea why Zoe was so upset, and not liking it one bit, Claire strolled into the living room. She wanted to gather Zoe in her arms and soothe away the pain. “Hey, hey, what happened, doll?”

The way Zoe held her hand up, along with the tight set to her jaw, stopped Claire in her tracks. Hurt and confusion hit Claire as though she’d walked into a brick wall.

“Don’t…call me that.” Zoe gritted out the words.

Perplexed, Claire held her hands up in a placating gesture. “Whoa, okay! What happened? Why are you so upset?”

The muscles in Zoe’s neck tensed. Her jaw clenched and unclenched in turn. “I don’t know how to tell you this.”

Claire’s heart skipped a beat. Had Zoe changed her mind about them being together? She hoped and prayed she hadn’t, but she didn’t want to be in a false relationship either. If it was bad news, she’d deal. “Come on, you can tell me anything.” She said the words to reassure herself as much as Zoe.

“I’m not supposed to tell you. Please don’t get angry.” The frightened look in Zoe’s eyes, confused and pissed Claire off in equal measure. It reminded her of the day at the café. Surely Samantha hadn’t found Zoe. No that couldn’t be it, Zoe would’ve texted her.

Claire crouched, wanting to be at eye level with Zoe. “I promise I won’t get angry.”

Molly, who had recently started venturing inside, jumped into Zoe’s lap. Zoe idly scratched her under the chin, her gaze flicking between Claire and the cat.

“I had a visitor. She showed up not long after you left.”

A surge of anger made Claire’s nostrils flare. Whoever had been to her home without her permission, and upset Zoe, had a lot of explaining to do. “She?” The word was said in a slow controlled manner.

Zoe chewed on her bottom lip. “Amy, your ex.”

The mere mention of the name made Claire’s blood boil. The fact she’d been to her home made her seethe. “I know perfectly well who Amy is.” She gritted out the words. “What the fuck did she want?” The venomous tone of her voice took Claire by surprise and made her feel like a madwoman when Zoe cowered, sinking into the sofa, hugging Molly like a protection blanket.

“You said you wouldn’t get angry.” Zoe’s lip trembled.

Taking a deep breath, Claire reined in the fury that she’d save for Amy and sat in the overstuffed lounge chair. She angled the chair sideways and put her elbows on her knees, chin on top of her hands. “Sorry. I never expected you would have to deal with Amy, much less have her turn up to my haven and upset my girlfriend.”

Even though the visit must’ve been unsettling, it still didn’t explain why Zoe was acting so standoffish. Claire had a feeling she wasn’t going to like what she heard. “I’m all ears and promise to remain calm.” She could do that, on the outside anyway.

“I don’t doubt you never meant for me to meet Amy.” Zoe pinned Claire with a glare that made her feel like she was on trial. “Your threat was pretty compelling.” Her voice broke. “Scary even.”

The riddles made Claire’s head spin. “What are you talking about?”

“She showed me something. Made me listen to something she recorded on her phone.” 

The accusing look in Zoe’s eye stung. Claire’s stomach lurched. 

“You made adult...” Zoe choked on the word. “X-rated movies of you two together. She said you earned this place on your back, then discarded her like last week’s garbage and threatened her to never come near you again.”

Taken aback, Claire slumped back in the chair. She dreaded Zoe’s reply before she even asked the question. “And you believed her?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” The frantic tone of Zoe’s voice made Molly jump off her lap and flee the room. “Amy gave me her phone. I heard you threaten her to never come near you again or you’d post those… those movies for her friends to see.”

One by one, Claire put the pieces of information together. No wonder the conniving little bitch, Amy, hadn’t protested when Claire had sent her to the bedroom. Once again Amy had seen the perfect opportunity to capture a scene on camera. Only at the time she hadn’t known Claire was already onto her. The irony of the situation made Claire want to laugh like a maniac. Karma truly was a bitch. The one time she’d stooped low enough to get retribution had come back to bite her in the proverbial arse.

The room fell silent, both women lost in thought. A fist squeezed around Claire’s heart, threatening to shatter it into tiny pieces. The fact Zoe appeared to have taken Amy’s declaration at face value cut deep. And right at that moment, Claire didn’t have the emotional strength to argue her case. With her scattered thoughts, and overwrought emotions, she’d probably make the situation worse.

Claire locked her gaze on Zoe, hoping she could appease her for the time being. “What do you want me to say?” she asked, grasping at straws.

A slither of hope shined in Zoe’s eyes. The sofa rocked beneath her as she bounced on the balls of her feet like a person suffering from the DT’s. “Tell me it’s not true.” She said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Claire couldn’t do that. “I’ve never lied to you, Zoe, and I’m not about to start now.” Claire took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “In a moment of weakness, yes, I threatened Amy. But, it’s not what you think.”

A look of stunned horror contorted Zoe’s features. “Have you been grooming me? Is that why you’re finally ready for us to have pictures taken? Oh my goodness, the note.” She shook her head and let out a bitter laugh. “A little pot of gold. Did you plan on making money off me? Yeah you had me summed up, alone and vulnerable. God, I might as well have ‘I’m gullible’ tattooed across my forehead. Well, guess what, Claire? I didn’t sign up for any of this!” In a low voice she added, “I probably should go.”

Hardly able to believe her day had been turned upside down, Claire swallowed down the bile burning in her throat. She’d never force anyone to stay and Zoe was so wound up she doubted she’d listen to reason anyway. “If that’s what you want, doll. I’ll take you into town tomorrow. Travel agencies will be closed today and I won’t have you staying at a back-packers.” 

Uncertainty marred Zoe’s face, the earlier bravado gone. “That’s it?” Her lip trembled. “You’re not even going to fight for us?”

The emotion in Zoe’s voice barely registered with Claire. She was too overwhelmed with her own grief, trying to comprehend the fact Zoe had questioned her integrity and not even heard her out. She wouldn’t make Zoe stay in a relationship when she thought Claire had an ulterior motive. With a heavy heart, Claire shook her head. “No, Zoe. I’m done fighting.”


Chapter 25

Hurt and confused, Zoe gathered up her belongings from Claire’s bedroom and shut herself in the guestroom. Dried lavender sprigs strategically hung on the walls emitted a sweet floral fragrance. The pungent smell of mothballs had long ago dissipated.

Around six, her internal clock reminded her it was dinner time, but she was too nauseated to eat. Here she was about to walk away from the best months of her life, and the only woman she’d ever truly loved.

Tears stung the back of Zoe’s eyes. She smoothed out the maid outfit, hung it on a coat hanger, and stuffed it in the wardrobe. Amy’s visit had been a double-edged sword, severing one part of her life, yet saving Zoe from potential harm.

Curling onto her side on the bed, Zoe flicked through her phone. She managed a small smile when her gaze landed on a picture of her and Tyler taken at his Rugby game. The happy memory vanished when the remnants of a conversation from that day worked its way into her mind. She could still hear the pleading tone of Tyler’s voice and see the look of despair in his eyes when he’d asked Claire, “How long are you going to let it rule your life?”


Zoe wished she’d thought to ask Claire what it
 was. But wishing wouldn’t change the fact she’d lost the chance. Claire could barely look at her, whether from shame or hurt, Zoe didn’t know. Doubt filled her with dread. Had Amy manipulated the recording she’d played to Zoe? From what she could gather, Claire and Amy would’ve had to split everything they owned. Surely that wouldn’t be enough to own a cottage with acres of grape vines and have a comfortable nest egg left over.

A violent shudder tore through Zoe, rocking the bed And how much did people make from posting homemade porn anyway?. Thankfully, she’d never find out.

***

After a restless night’s sleep, Zoe awoke to a ray of sunshine streaming through a gap in the blinds. She crawled to the end of the bed, rolled up the shades, and opened a window.

When white paws landed on the windowsill, she jumped, then giggled. “Come on, Molly.” The cat climbed down onto the bed, purring loudly. Zoe picked her up and buried her face in silky soft fur. “I’m gonna miss you, girl. Claire will be your new Mama. I hope she doesn’t forget to feed you.” It wouldn’t matter if Claire did, Molly was still a barn cat at heart. Although, there was no denying she’d fattened up since Zoe first arrived.

Fighting back tears, Zoe kissed Molly on the top of her furry head. “Goodbye, sweetheart. Look after Claire for me.”

The cat licked Zoe’s nose, then her prickly tongue lapped at a tear that rolled down Zoe’s cheek. If only human relationships were so simple. As soon as she put Molly down, the cat jumped out the window and bounded away.

After a quick shower, Zoe dressed in a long flowing cream sundress, then made her way to the kitchen. The strap of her backpack dug into her shoulder, adding to the weight of the world already dragging her down.

Claire greeted Zoe with a sad smile. Neither of them said a word, the tension so thick it was palpable.

A shrill whistle pierced the silence. Claire rose from the lounge chair, strolled into the kitchen, and picked up the kettle. “Coffee?” she asked as if sensing neither of them were in the mood for food. Or worse, not wanting Zoe anywhere near her kitchen.

“Sure.” Zoe accepted the offer, feeling more out of place than the first evening she’d spent at the cottage. The same night Claire had opened up her sanctuary to Zoe. Her chest felt tight and her mind raced. How the hell had they come to this? Could she take back what she’d said? Did she want to?

Claire handed Zoe a steaming mug of coffee. “There’s somewhere I need to stop on the way to town.” The flat tone of her voice gave away nothing.

Zoe nodded. “Okay.” She waited, hoping against hope Claire would beg her to stay, but then Claire didn’t beg. With that said, she’d never looked as vulnerable as she did right then either.

Twenty-minutes later, Claire stopped at a roadside florist. When she strolled back toward the car with a bouquet of pink and white flowers, hope flared in Zoe’s chest. It vanished just as fast when Claire opened the backdoor and laid the flowers carefully on the backseat. What the hell? Did she have a backup fuck waiting? God, her bed wasn’t even cold yet.

Inhaling the floral aroma, and tramping down her wayward thoughts, Zoe recalled how close Claire and her mother were. “For your mom?” She glanced at Claire.

The car fired to life and Claire shoved it in gear. “Nope.”

When Claire pulled into a cemetery, a surge of panic shot through Zoe. Morbid thoughts bounced around inside her skull, her imagination in overdrive. The night they’d met, Claire had quipped she could be an axe murderer. Had things come full circle since Zoe was no longer of any use to Claire?

So caught up in her macabre thoughts, Zoe almost leapt out of her skin when Claire put a hand on her thigh. Her palm was warm and soft. Zoe missed the contact the second she removed it.

“I have something to tell you, and then you can decide if you still want to leave.”

Unnerved by Claire’s words, Zoe blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “You sound like Amy.”

Claire flinched. “Ouch.”

“I didn’t mean the tone of your voice. Amy said something similar to me.” The minute the words left Zoe’s mouth she cursed herself. As if Claire needed a reminder of the events of the previous day.

Once Claire shut off the car, Zoe reached for her hand. They sat facing each other in their seats. “I’m so confused right now. And sad, and sorry, and scared, and…”

A gentle smile softened Claire’s features. “Hush.” She pressed her index finger across Zoe’s lips. “There’s a kind soul I’d like to introduce you too.”

A black bird with a white bill, perching on a tree branch, chortled as they stepped out of the car into the warm summer day.

Claire retrieved the flowers and a blanket from the backseat, locked the car, then strolled along a path ahead of Zoe. As inappropriate as it was, Zoe couldn’t peel her eyes off the sensual sway of Claire’s hips or the way her short skirt clung to her thighs. She wanted to reach out and trace the gorgeous rose vine tattoo spanning Claire’s shoulders, red rosebuds visible either side of her shoestring tank top.

When Claire came to a stop, Zoe almost ploughed into her. Mesmerized by her actions, Zoe watched in awe.

First, Claire kissed two fingers, then gently laid them on top of the headstone and uttered something Zoe couldn’t make out. Then she removed dead flowers from a vase and replaced them with the pink and white bouquet.

An embarrassed blush rose up Zoe’s neck. She kicked herself for even considering Claire had a back-up fling. Thankfully, Claire had her back to Zoe so she didn’t witness Zoe’s shamed face. 

Once she’d finished with what appeared to be some kind of ritual, Claire stepped back, unfolded the blanket and pulled Zoe down beside her.

The grass was warm and soft beneath them. Zoe crossed her ankles and leaned back on her hands. Squinting against the glare of sunlight, she read the engraved inscription across the top of the double headstone. In loving memory.
 The left-hand side was dedicated to Mr Kenneth Bankier,
 the right to Mrs Jane Bankier
.

Claire took Zoe’s hand in her own and entwined their fingers. “By the time I met Mr Bankier, he was senile and didn’t talk a lot of sense, yet I felt like I’d known him forever.” Claire chuckled. “Mrs Bankier entertained me with tale after tale of their marriage. Apparently he could be a grumpy old bugger but she loved him with a passion. I don’t think she ever got over his death. They immigrated from England and she couldn’t have kids so the last few years of her life were lonely.”

While it was a heartfelt story, Zoe couldn’t fathom why Claire wanted to share something so dear to her, especially on route to kicking Zoe out of her life. “That’s very sweet.” Zoe cringed, the words sounded lame to her own ears.

Claire slid her sunglasses on top of her head. “Only my family knows what I’m about to tell you, Zoe.” Intense brown eyes bore into Zoe. “I didn’t earn the vineyard on my back, making porn like a sex queen.” Claire’s expression changed to one of warmth. She glanced back at the headstone and chuckled. “Sorry, Mr & Mrs B.” 

Not knowing what secret Claire was about to impart had Zoe wound so tight she couldn’t even smile, let alone laugh at Claire’s slip of the tongue. A bead of sweat trickled down Zoe’s back.

“I used to work as a Receptionist at an aged care facility. There, I met these two wonderful people. About a year before Mr Bankier died, he started coming in for respite care. I hit it off with Mrs B. right away. Mr B. died around the time Amy and I broke up.”

Zoe’s heart constricted. For Claire to have suffered two such huge losses so close together must’ve been hell for her. Zoe put a hand on Claire’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Don’t be.” Claire rested her hand on top of Zoe’s, pinning it between her strong collarbone and soft palm. “I was blessed to have known them, in more ways than imaginable. It still blows my mind.” She shook her head.

More riddles, but Zoe didn’t question. Instead, she listened to the rustle of the trees, giving Claire all the time she needed to gather her thoughts. A gentle breeze blew through the graveyard and a plastic flower twirled on a metal spike on a nearby plot. Zoe smiled at the bittersweet memory of the yellow sunflower Claire had given her.

“I started making house calls and checking on Mrs Bankier.” Claire continued. “When her eyesight got so bad she failed her license re-test, I started taking her to get groceries. We became close, she had no family, never had kids. Long story short, I have these two to thank for where I am today. They left everything they had to me, in their will.”

As crazy as it sounded, Zoe didn’t doubt the truth of Claire’s words. Warmth flooded her heart, their generosity couldn’t have befallen a better human being.

In the next heartbeat, Zoe remembered the unsettling events that had brought them here. Her stomach twisted into a painful knot. Shame washed over Zoe, she’d let Claire’s ex-lover cloud her judgment.

But the recording? She’d heard Claire threaten Amy. She’d seen the proof. The dildo on the floor. Coming up blank, Zoe finally asked the question she should’ve asked all along. “Why did you threaten Amy?”

Claire’s chest rose and fell as she exhaled a heavy sigh. “The yarn Amy spun you had some truth. She’s the one who did the filming, without my knowledge and certainly without my consent. When I discovered what she’d done, I was so distraught, filming her was the only way I could think of to get back at her. And you know what?” Claire let out a humourless chuckle.

As everything fell into place, Zoe finally understood the actual reason Amy had made the recording and it wasn’t because she’d been afraid of Claire. “She saw an opportunity to make another movie?”

“Correct, and again her actions have broken my heart. Anyway I just wanted you to know. Last night you were so distressed, I doubt you would’ve listened to reason.”

Mortified, Zoe realized the truth of Claire’s words. By the time Claire had said, “It’s not what you think,” Zoe had already fixated on Claire’s admission of threatening Amy and had gone off on a tangent.

Unaware of Zoe’s remorse, Claire climbed to her feet. “Come on. I’ll take you to town.”

“No, no, no!” Zoe almost hyperventilated. It couldn’t end like this. Not giving a damn if any of the other mourners were looking in their direction, she wrapped her arms around Claire’s ankles, holding on for dear life as if Claire was an anchor. “I’m so sorry. Can you ever forgive me?” She scrambled to her feet and locked eyes with Claire. “Please give me another chance. I promise I’ll never doubt you again.”

A beautiful smile lit up Claire’s face. She stroked Zoe’s hair. They stood breast to breast, hearts beating together. “I never wanted you to go. But, you needed to make that decision. And despite what I had to tell you, I didn’t know if it would make any difference. It doesn’t excuse what I did to get even with Amy.” Claire rested her forehead against Zoe’s. “You’ll always have a choice, I’ll never force you to do anything you don’t want to, or coerce you into changing your mind.”

Tenderness shone in Claire’s eyes, melting Zoe’s heart.

“I never should’ve doubted you.” She thought back to Amy’s tear streaked face, crocodile tears streaming down her cheeks. “Your ex could win an Oscar for her acting skills.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “You don’t need to tell me.”

Exhaust fumes wafted over them when an elderly couple pulled into the cemetery and putted past them. Claire tucked the blanket under one arm while keeping hold of Zoe’s hand with the other.

Hating herself for continuing to pry, but wanting everything out in the open, Zoe asked the other question that had been plaguing her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“The timing never seemed right.” Claire raised an eyebrow. “What was I supposed to say?” There was a smile in her voice. “Hey if you’re ever watching lesbian porn and see someone that looks like me, it probably is.”

Conceding that Claire had a valid point, Zoe chuckled. “I bet you stole the show.” Then she sobered. “Is that why you don’t go out much?” Zoe walked behind Claire and kissed her shoulder blades. “And the reason you normally keep your tattoo covered?” She stepped back in front of Claire, surprised to see unshed tears.

“Yes to both.” Claire sniffed and swiped at her eyes. “In the videos, the ones I know about, I have my back to the camera most of the time, so my tattoo is the most defining feature of my ‘character.’” She finger quoted the last word.

For a minute, Zoe was tempted to ask about Amy, if her face was on display, but then thought better of it. If it was, that was Amy’s problem, not hers.

“But you know what?” Claire straightened her spine, all trace of tears gone. “Amy did me a favour. I’m not going to hide anymore. I didn’t realize until this all blew up how much control Amy still had over my life.” She puffed her chest out like a gladiator. “I am woman, hear me roar. I will live in fear, no more.”

They both laughed, drawing glances from other people paying respects to the deceased. Zoe didn’t care what they thought, she could almost feel Mr & Mrs Bankier smiling down on them. Obviously they wanted nothing more than for Claire to be happy.

Claire yawned, giving Zoe a view of the back of her throat. “I don’t think I managed to get more than two hours sleep.”

Overjoyed with the turn of events, even though they still had a lot to discuss, Zoe twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “Me neither, maybe we should crawl into bed when we get home.”

“I like your way of thinking.” Claire shot Zoe a sinfully sexy wink as they strolled toward the car. “You’ve got a lot of licking…I mean sucking up to do.”

The words of a promise made Zoe feel like a wet mess. She must’ve been temporarily insane, or more accurately blinded by false words, to have even contemplated leaving such a complex woman. A woman she’d fallen head over heels in love with.

Back at the car, Claire popped the trunk. Zoe felt embarrassed seeing her backpack, a stark reminder she’d been about to flee. Without a word, Claire tossed the blanket on top and slammed the lid.

Rather than unlock the passenger door, Claire took Zoe’s hand in her own. “I also didn’t tell you about my inheritance so you wouldn’t think I’m a sugar mama.”

Zoe opened her mouth to protest.

Claire tapped her under the chin and chuckled. “I’m kidding. I’ve never thought that. Truth is, I found out about the will not long after I received the settlement from my breakup with Amy. I couldn’t risk her finding some kind of legality to get out of paying out what was rightfully mine, or worse, trying to claim some of my inheritance.”

The key fob beeped as the car doors clicked open. “Where’s your phone?” Claire asked.

Amused by the quick change of topic and cocky grin on Claire’s face, Zoe retrieved her phone out of the glove compartment and held it up. “Here.”

Without a reply, Claire snatched the phone out of Zoe’s hand, leaned the side of her head against Zoe’s, and extended her arm out in front of them. “Say elephant.”

A rush of utter happiness spread throughout Zoe’s body. She felt like she was on cloud nine as they chorused elephant, their accents lost in each other’s words.

Claire handed the phone to Zoe and Zoe gazed at the snapshot. They made a cute couple. Zoe with her pale skin and long hair, Claire with her short dark hair and olive complexion.

Pebbles crunched under Claire’s sandals as she scurried around to the driver side. Once there, she peered at Zoe over the rooftop with a grin from ear-to-ear. “Upload the picture to Facebook, send it to all your friends, tell everyone Zoe Anderson and Claire Evans are officially an item.”

A heady cocktail of relief and elation surged through Zoe. “You’re not an item Ms Evan’s, you are my girlfriend, my heart, my love.”

Like a stuntwoman, Claire flung herself across the bonnet of the car. Before Zoe knew what was happening, she was swept up in strong arms and spun in a circle. After setting her back on her feet, Claire kissed Zoe smack on the mouth, lips warm and wet. “I love you, Zoe Anderson.”

With her heart doing flip-flops, Zoe returned the sentiment. “I love you, too.”

The declaration was almost drowned out by a car whizzing by the front of the cemetery. The driver honked the horn. His passenger leaned out the window, grinning and shouting, “Get a room.”

They both giggled, and Claire waggled her eyebrows. “Sounds like a plan. Come on, let’s go home.”

As she climbed into the passenger seat, Zoe knew beyond the shadow of a doubt she’d follow Claire to the end of the earth. Home is where the heart is and Claire had stolen hers.


Epilogue

July 2016

Ten months after Amy had tried to wreak havoc, Claire still marvelled over the fact her ex-fiancée’s visit had turned out to be a blessing in disguise. She and Zoe had grown closer and closer with each passing day. Once Claire’s dirty little secret was no longer that, she’d come completely clean with Zoe about her irrational fears of being recognized on social media.

After Zoe’s reassurance that she couldn’t care less what anyone thought of Claire, and that it was highly unlikely anyone would tap her on the shoulder and say, “Hey, aren’t you so and so?” Claire had finally stopped worrying.

For a while, she’d plotted how to get revenge on Amy, until it dawned on her the woman wasn’t worth anymore of her time or energy. Besides, Claire already had the sweetest revenge possible, happiness.

***

Twenty-two hours after departing New Zealand, Claire got her first glimpse of Calgary. From high in the sky, it was similar to flying over Auckland.

The warmth of Zoe’s body seeped into Claire as she leaned over and peered out the window. “I used to think all the tall buildings, the motorway thick with traffic, looked spectacular from up here. Now, it just looks like a hive of ants scurrying around.”

The metaphor made Claire’s skin crawl. She scratched an imaginary itch. “That’s the Saddle Dome, right?” Even though from so high in the sky she could’ve been pointing at anything, there was no mistaking the large building resembling a saddle.

Zoe clutched the armrest when the plane jolted through an air pocket, but her expression remained calm. “Yep. Home to the Calgary Flames. Concerts are held there too.” A cheeky smile formed on Zoe’s lips. “If we’d planned the trip for September, we could’ve booked tickets to see my namesake.”

Unsure who Zoe was referring to, Claire searched her brain for a rock star resembling her girlfriend. Coming up blank, she nailed Zoe with a look she hoped said spill
.

A cute giggle erupted from Zoe. “Dolly Parton. You call me doll and, well, I could give Dolly a run for her money.” She jiggled her boobs and Claire burst out laughing.

After disembarking and making their way through customs, they strolled through the crowded terminal to where Zoe’s mom said she’d be waiting. Claire recognized the woman right away. Her mousey brown hair hung loosely around her shoulders, the length pushed back off her face by a pair of sunglasses. Clad in a short burgundy sundress with a plunging neckline, she looked closer to thirty than mid-forties.

Unlike Claire’s mother, Zoe’s mom didn’t wrap her daughter in her arms and pepper her with kisses. She held Zoe by the shoulders and gave her a quick peck on the cheek, then took a step back.

The affection Mrs Anderson’s embrace lacked couldn’t be missed in her eyes. “Oh my goodness, look at you, darling. You’re glowing!”

Zoe snaked her hand into Claire’s, the warmth of her palm soothing. “I owe it to this person.” She raised Claire’s hand in the air making Claire feel like she’d just received a gold medal. “Mom, meet Claire.” Zoe shot Claire a breath-taking smile before turning back to her mother.

A welcoming smile lit up Mrs Anderson’s eyes and Claire fought back the urge to hug the woman who’d brought her lover into the world and, God willing, would play a big part in their lives for many years to come.

“Nice to finally meet you in person. Zoe’s told me so much about you.”

Mrs Anderson pinned her daughter with a playful glare. “All good I hope?”

“Of course.” A mischievous grin crinkled Zoe’s nose. “But thanks to your gift, Claire was onto you long ago."

Zoe’s mother, Val, folded her arms under her breasts, leaving no room for doubt who Zoe had inherited her ample cleavage from. “What gift?” She raised an eyebrow.

“The beaver panties.” A triumphant smile lit up Zoe’s eyes.

Quick as a fox, and with a sly wink at Claire, Mrs Anderson replied, “Wow, darling daughter. There are some things your mother doesn’t need to know. I’m glad they made a lasting impression though.”

Zoe’s smile morphed into an open mouthed gape. “Oh my word, Mother.”

Any worrisome thoughts Claire had had over whether she’d fit in with the Anderson’s or not, vanished.

“Come on, let’s get home.” Val pushed off the wall she’d been leaning against. “Your father and Ryan can’t wait to see you. I put them to work heating the grill and cooling the drinks. Plus, I didn’t think it would be fair for the entire family to pounce on Claire all at once.”

The thoughtful gesture enamoured Claire to the woman more and more by the second. The comments also made her wonder who wielded the paddle in the Anderson household.

Claire grabbed the handles to their suitcases and followed behind Zoe and her mother. Fresh air and sunshine revived her foggy brain the second they exited the terminal. She smiled, listening to the happy tone of Zoe’s voice floating over her shoulder.

“You don’t know how weird it feels, Mom, to leave home just after lunch on Saturday, travel for close to twenty-four hours and arrive in time for dinner on the same day.”

A thrill went through Claire hearing Zoe refer to the cottage, to New Zealand, as home.

***

After a refreshing shower and a change of clothes, Claire joined Zoe’s parents and brother on the back deck. The aroma wafting off the barbecue made her mouth water.

“Beer?” Mr Anderson asked, holding out a can.

The gentle tone of his voice accompanied by a broad smile made Claire feel at home. The brand of beer wasn’t one Claire had heard of, but the word lager
 had her accepting the offer. “Thanks.” She took the cold drink and leaned against the wooden rail enclosing three sides of the deck.

A few minutes later, hair still damp from the shower, Zoe stepped through the large double doors. She took one look at her brother sitting in the padded deckchair and pointed her finger at him. “Ryan! Where are your manners?”

Looking sheepish, Ryan stood. “Wanna seat?”

Even though Claire appreciated the offer, she couldn’t think of anything worse. “Thanks, sweetie. But no thanks. I’ve been sitting for hours. I need to stretch my legs.”

While Zoe chatted to her family, Claire listened with one ear and took in her surroundings. Bright yellow and purple potted flowers livened up the dark stained wooden deck. The backyard was huge, the lawn perfectly manicured.

The warmth of Zoe’s breath tickled Claire’s neck when she spoke into her ear. “You okay?”

“Absolutely.” Claire slung an arm across Zoe’s shoulders and planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek, before remembering where they were. With her heart thudding in her chest, Claire glanced around nervously. Ryan had his back to her, holding out a baking dish for his father. Zoe’s mom smiled in approval, then closed her eyes and turned her face up to the sun.

Tension drained out of Claire’s shoulders and she swallowed the last of her beer. “Where’s the rubbish bin?” she asked, shaking her empty. Three heads turned in her direction. “Garbage,” she amended.

“Here, I’ll take it.” Ryan crossed the deck, the heavenly scent of grilled food wafting off the tray in his hands. He stuck his elbow out like a wing. Claire slipped her empty can in the gap and he sandwiched it in between his arm and lanky body.

Mr Anderson flipped the lid on the cooler. “Another?” He held out a can of beer dripping with melted ice.

Zoe narrowed her eyes. “Dad, are you trying to get my girlfriend drunk so you can interrogate her?”

Enjoying the friendly banter, Claire played along. “He doesn’t need to give away his good beer for me to dish the dirt.”

Val licked her lips as if she could taste gossip in the air. “Oh, do tell?” With her gaze still fixed on Zoe and Claire, she held her empty glass out to the side. Her husband dutifully topped up the glass without so much as a please or thank you exchanged between them.

Having no intention of discussing the finer points of her relationship, Claire opened the can of beer, took a swig, and changed the topic. “You have a gorgeous deck, Mr Anderson.” 

Right at that moment, Ryan stepped back outside. He clutched his ribs and burst out laughing. Mr Anderson went pale. Zoe snorted. The last person Claire’s gaze landed on was Zoe’s mother.

Val rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, dear. They’re being juvenile. I knew what you meant.”

At a loss, Claire turned to Zoe and shrugged a silent, “What did I say?”

Still giggling, Zoe cupped her hand around her mouth and whispered into Claire’s ear. “It sounded like you just told my dad he’s got a gorgeous dick.”

Embarrassed beyond belief, heat flooded Claire’s cheeks. She rolled the cold can of beer across her forehead not knowing where to look.

Like some kind of divine intervention, a buzzer dinged inside.

Val tapped her fingernails on the side of her glass. All heads turned in her direction. “Garlic bread’s ready. Meat won’t stay warm forever.” She stood. “Let’s eat.”

***

The next two weeks flew by in a flurry of activity. Their last evening in Canada arrived in next to no time. Nerves and excitement fluttered low in Claire’s belly thinking about the night ahead.

Two nights earlier, Val and Brad had informed Claire and Zoe they’d booked a table for the two of them at the Calgary Tower as a farewell gift. With the help of Zoe’s parents, Claire had a few tricks up her sleeve Zoe was blissfully unaware of.

Big brown eyes appraised Claire critically as she took one last look in the mirror. She’d had her hair trimmed before they’d left New Zealand. The length tickled her shoulders and framed her face. Her fringe - why they were referred to as bangs in Canada she had no clue - was cut in a blunt line just above her eyebrows. When she turned to exit the room, she jumped, taken by surprise.

Zoe pulled up short. “Hey, there you are.”

Claire felt Zoe’s gaze like a caress as it raked over her body, drinking in the figure hugging black dress Claire had stowed away in the hopes of a night like tonight.

“Oh, babe, you’re gorgeous.”

“You like?” Claire twirled in a circle, feeling like she was on a pedestal.

“I love it…and you.” Zoe replied, her voice low and husky. “If my parents weren’t home I’d drop to my knees and show you how much.”

Love and lust heated Claire’s blood, just before a bout of nerves hit her. “Hold that thought. We need to get a move along or we’ll be late for our reservation.”

“That’s why I came looking for you.” Zoe held out her hand. “Let’s go and see who drew the short straw to drive us there.”

A huge grin exploded on Claire’s face before she could stop it. Fortunately, Zoe thought the smile was all for her, and returned one in kind.

A groan escaped Zoe when her gaze landed on her parents. Her dad tipped his beer in their direction and her mother took a sip of wine.

“Have you forgotten we need a ride?” Zoe scowled. “Forget it.” She flung her arms in the air. “I’ll call a cab.”

Val raised a pencil thin eyebrow. “Relax, darling.”

All eyes turned to the double glass doors. Claire’s heart skipped a beat when a sleek black limousine pulled up and parked in front of the house. Zoe’s mouth hung open but no words came out.

Trying to ignore the fact Zoe’s parents were watching her, Claire held out her arm like a gentlewoman. “Come, my princess. Our chariot awaits.”

A tear slid down Zoe’s cheek. When Zoe looped their arms together, smiling up at her with glassy eyes, Claire bit back the emotion that threatened to overwhelm her. In her peripheral vision, she saw Val run a finger under her eye.

Despite the trip in the limousine being a hit, by the time they sat down to order, Claire’s stomach was in knots. The revolving restaurant didn’t help matters. It made her feel nauseous. Or perhaps that was from the adrenaline and emotion flooding her system. Everything seemed surreal; the limo ride, the big city, and most of all the gorgeous woman sitting opposite her. Her soul mate.

A waitress stopped by and placed a bottle of champagne on the table.

Zoe eyed Claire suspiciously. “Did you phone ahead?” she asked at the same time as she plucked up the cold bottle and half-filled their glasses, pouring Claire’s first.

“I did,” Claire admitted. She placed her elbows on the table, rested her chin on her hands, and gazed into Zoe’s eyes.

A family of four walked past their table. The father carrying an adorable wee girl dressed in pink. The mother tugging on the hand of a toddler trying to escape her grasp.

Claire and Zoe did a sideways glance, then looked back at each other with a knowing smile. The unspoken words in Zoe’s eyes, that could be us one day
, filled Claire’s heart with joy.

After taking a sip of champagne, which only made Claire’s throat drier, she reached across the table and took Zoe’s hands in her own.

Zoe’s chilly fingers from holding her glass were a stark contrast to the warmth in her eyes. “The night couldn’t be more perfect, Claire, yet you seem distracted. If there’s something on your mind, I’m all ears.”

Certain she wouldn’t relax until she got what she had to say off her chest, Claire took a calming breath. “You know I love you, right?”

The smile Claire loved so much lit up Zoe’s features. “Of course.”

Caught up in Zoe’s beauty, Claire lost her train of thought and fell silent.

Zoe sat back and folded her arms, her posture stiff as if bracing herself for bad news. “I’m sensing a but
.”

The words Claire had rehearsed over and over, abandoned her. Fiddling with her clutch purse, she shot a nervous glance at Zoe. “You’re right. There is a but.” Claire’s pulse raced. “But, it’s not enough.”

Worry lines crinkled Zoe’s forehead.

Shutting out everything around them, Claire dropped to her knees. “It’s not enough that you know how much I love you. I want the world to know.” She unfolded her shaky hand and popped the lid on a small velvet box. “Zoe Anderson, will you do me the honour of being my wife?” Something akin to a concrete mixer took up residence in Claire’s stomach, churning and churning while she anxiously awaited a reply.

Time seemed to freeze, along with the expression on Zoe’s face. Then, her eyes grew wide, her lips kicked up, and her mouth opened. “Yes.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “Yes, yes, yes. A thousand times yes.” In perfect unison, they jumped to their feet and wrapped their arms around each other. Lips met, all-consuming love flowing from one to the other. 

Behind them, sounds of applause echoed throughout the restaurant.

Zoe released Claire, did a cute wee bow, giggled and returned to her seat. Claire’s cheeks ached from the huge smile she couldn’t wipe off her face.

“I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad. I’m sure they’ll be over the moon.” Zoe picked up her glass and took a healthy swig.

Claire didn’t want to spoil Zoe’s thunder so she didn’t reply. However, she underestimated how well Zoe could read her.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Zoe fiddled with her engagement ring, which fitted perfectly thanks to Zoe’s mom.

“They know.” Claire looked away, trying to conceal a smirk.

All pouty lips and flushed skin, Zoe was adorable when she acted affronted.

“Don’t get your knickers in a twist.” Claire slipped off her open-toed shoe and ran her foot up the inside of Zoe’s thigh.

A coy smile tugged at the corner of Zoe’s mouth.

Gooseflesh prickled under the sole of Claire’s foot as she skimmed it down Zoe’s other leg. Tramping down her unruly thoughts, Claire took Zoe’s hands in her own and gazed lovingly at her fiancée. “I asked your parents for your hand in marriage.”

Admiration shone in Zoe’s eyes. “Wow.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “That must’ve been scary.”

It had been absolutely bloody terrifying, something Claire had never done before and would never do again. The memory made her shudder.

“That bad, eh?” Zoe chuckled.

Swallowing a sip of Champagne, Claire nodded. “Yeah, I was shitting my pants.”

Zoe’s giggles shook their table. “There’s the classy woman I love.”

***

The following morning, after they bid Mrs Anderson and Ryan farewell, Mr Anderson drove them to the airport. As picturesque as Calgary was, Claire couldn’t wait to get home.

As soon as Mr Anderson pulled into a parking spot in front of the terminal, they all climbed out and hauled their luggage out of the trunk.

Standing beside the car, Mr Anderson beamed at his daughter. “See you early next year when I give you away. Or, um…” he stammered. “Will Claire be given to you?”

Embarrassment tinged his cheeks. Zoe may have inherited her mother’s build but she had her father’s demure personality.

He glanced at Claire then back to Zoe. “Sorry. I’m not sure how it works but it seems to me like Claire’s the man.”

A blush rose up Zoe’s neck. “Oh my god, Dad. I can’t believe you just said that.”

More than comfortable with her femininity and sexuality, Claire wasn’t the slightest bit offended.

Before father and daughter could squirm anymore, Claire put them out of their misery. “It’s okay, Mr Anderson. The wedding will be a casual ceremony held at the vineyard.”

They had plenty of time to figure out the finer details. However, after a night of passionate love making, they’d already agreed on this part. “Zoe and I will walk down the aisle side by side and be given away by our respective fathers.”

Mr Anderson opened his arms and Zoe flew into her father’s embrace. Emotion welled up in Claire, envisioning her own father wrapping his arms around her when they delivered the news of their engagement to her parents.

Mr Anderson kissed Zoe on the top of her head. “I’m so happy for you.” He stepped back looking every bit like the proud father of the bride-to-be.

Dragging his glassy eyed gaze from Zoe, he extended a hand to Claire. “Take care of my girl.”

The man was going to be her father-in-law, for goodness sake, not a casual acquaintance. Claire took the proffered hand, and gave it a sharp yank. The scent of spicy cologne wrapped around her at the same time as his arms. He patted her on the back. “You’re good people, Claire Evans.”

Basking in the compliment, Claire stepped back and slung her carry-on bag over her shoulder. “Thank you for your hospitality. We’ll return it in seven months, along with some sunshine and confetti.”

A beaming bride-to-be snaked her hand into Claire’s. “Let’s go home.” Zoe waved over her shoulder as they turned to leave. “See you in February, Dad.”

THE END


Want to read more about Zoe and Claire? Check out “A Special Gift
” available on Amazon - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MZGYKAK/ref
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