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Blurb

 Electrician Lisa Barnett gets the shock of her life when she glimpses her new neighbour. It’s not just that the curvaceous beauty is up all hours, hauling suitcases in and out of her car. It’s that the mysterious, maddening, probably married woman was her schoolgirl fling from years ago—a girl who blew up her life, then blew out of town without a word. 
 What’s she doing back in town? And what on earth is she up to? 
 Bella McBride can’t believe her life. A job transfer has landed her back home and she’s wound up living next door to the woman who stole her heart as a teenager. Worse, Lisa won’t even give her the time of day—and she can’t really blame her. 
 Life would be so much easier if they stayed on their own side of the fence. But how can they with the pull of attraction constantly teasing them and so much left unsaid? 

A heated, enemies-to-lovers lesbian romance about daring to take a second chance.

 




Kiwi slang

 Pissed - Drunk 
 Pissed off - Angry 
 Greasing - Sucking up 
 Togs - Bathing suit 
 Jandals - Flip flops 
 Tea - Evening meal 
 Lollies - Candy 
 Dairy - Corner store 
 Esky - Cooler 
 Flannel - Washcloth  
 Leaner - Tall table 
 Donked - Whacked 
 Benchtop - Countertop 
 Washing - Laundry 
 Stoked - Elated 
 Rubbish – Garbage 
 Clucky – Wants to be a mum 
 Ratbag – Mischievous child 
 Boot (car) - Trunk 
 Bonnet (car) - Hood 
 




Chapter 1


January 2005


The word SOLD in big, black letters stamped across the For Sale sign caught Lisa’s eye as she slowed and turned into the driveway. The house next door had been empty for a little over a month, and she wasn’t fussed about who moved in, as long as they kept to themselves and didn’t party until the wee hours of the morning. She was a private person by nature, and the very idea of having a busybody move in made her anxious.


In high school, she’d become an outcast seemingly overnight. Ironically, it had made life easier. Being given a wide berth by snotty-nosed schoolgirls had allowed her to concentrate on her studies. After completing an apprenticeship, she was finally an electrician, and more often than not, she arrived home from work smiling.


A few days later, a moving truck turned out of the street as Lisa entered. Her heart raced as she eased off the accelerator and dropped down a gear. In the driveway, she came to a stop by two fence palings with a small gap where the wood had warped over the years. Even as she mentally scolded herself for being one of those people, a nosy neighbour, she crept toward the fence like a peeping Tom. Unable to resist, she cupped her hands around her face and peered through the gap. A woman with tanned legs and a curvy figure, accentuated by a snug-fitting red dress, bent down and picked up a cardboard box before disappearing inside.


One glance at a spankable backside and all kinds of wicked thoughts raced through her mind. She closed her mouth and shook her head. The chances of the woman being single—and attracted to women—were next to non-existent, not to mention the front end might not be as attractive as the rear end.


Hell, the woman could be a scatterbrain or worse, psychotic. How did you avoid a jilted lover who lived next door? Whoa, back the hell up!


***


Over the next few weeks, Lisa craned her neck every time she arrived home from work, hoping to garner something about her new neighbour. The only thing she deduced was the woman worked irregular hours.


Her orange Corolla was often parked in the driveway when Lisa left for work, and more often than not, it was gone by the time she arrived home. Not that she was paying attention. Oh, hell, who was she kidding? She couldn’t stop looking.


Sunday morning, after lazing in bed reading until ten, Lisa showered, dressed in a pair of faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt, and made a beeline for the kitchen. An hour later, the mouth-watering aroma of double chocolate-chip muffins filled her house.


Feeling happy and content, she rinsed the dishes, swaying her hips to ‘Boulevard of Broken Dreams’—currently number six on the charts.


Having the perfect excuse to venture next door, Lisa plucked two muffins off the cooling rack and placed them on a napkin in a plastic container.


Before heading out, she stopped to check her appearance in the hallway mirror. She wore her typical summer cut, buzzed at the sides, longer on top and flicked to one side. The rich brown was a shade darker than her eyes; golden brown or, as some liked to say, amber.


Spotting a smear of flour under her nose, she wiped it away. It wouldn’t do any good to welcome her new neighbour looking like she’d just snorted a line of coke. Other than for a brief time when she’d experimented with marijuana in high school, she stayed well away from illegal drugs.


Nerves vied with excitement as Lisa walked up her neighbour’s driveway. At best, she’d make a new friend. At worst, her neighbour would accept the muffins and close the door in her face.


Lisa took a deep breath and knocked on the door. She wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, swapping the container from hand to hand.


While she waited, she rehearsed her speech. Hi, I’m Lisa. I thought maybe you and I could get together. When she realised the words could be misconstrued, her stomach performed a mighty somersault. The safest bet would be to say, ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood.’ 

The knob turned and the door creaked open. Lisa’s eyes went wide and her jaw dropped. A mixture of disbelief, hurt, and even a little bit of joy ricocheted through her body.


Bella gasped, hand flying to her chest. “Lisa? Oh my God, is that really you?”


Swallowing the sour taste in her mouth, Lisa managed a tight-lipped reply. “Mm, let me see?” She looked skyward and tapped a finger against her lips. “The last time I saw you, I think it went something like this; ‘Lisa the Lezzy.’” 

Bella’s smile fell. “That was a long time ago.”


An uncomfortable silence fell between them, and Lisa refused to break it. She should’ve just bolted, but her legs refused to move, and she didn’t run from anyone; not anymore.


Bella’s gaze remained on the Tupperware container. “Whatcha got there?”


Doing her best to act like the mature woman she was, and not the smitten teenager she’d been ten years ago, Lisa plastered on a smile.


“Chocolate-chip muffins.” She thrust the container at Bella. “Welcome to the neighbourhood.”


Bella’s soft fingers brushed Lisa’s as she took the proffered container. “That’s very sweet of you. But you always were chivalrous.” She pushed a lock of chestnut hair off her face, looking the picture of innocence.


Lisa knew better than to fall for the act. Once bitten, twice shy, and all that.


Bella motioned toward the open door. “Would you like to come in? I’ve just made coffee.”


The fact that the person who’d caused her so much trouble all those years ago was inviting her in like they were best of friends made her blood boil.


Lisa declined the offer with a polite, “Thanks, but no thanks.” She wanted to bolt before she lost her cool, but she wouldn’t give Bella the satisfaction of knowing she’d got to her. Taking a calming breath, she turned and walked away.


Before she got far, Bella’s hand wrapped around her arm. Lisa’s anger flared, sudden and fierce. Who did this woman think she was? Being manhandled or womanhandled as was the case, without her consent never sat well with Lisa.


She clenched her jaw and gritted out the words, “Get your hands off me.”


Bella’s hand disappeared so fast, Lisa wondered if she’d imagined the touch. But the tingling sensation on her skin and her racing heart told her otherwise.


As much as she wanted to hate Bella, she couldn’t deny the strong attraction she’d felt for her all those years ago hadn’t gone away. Remorse shined in the depth of Bella’s jade-green eyes—eyes that had haunted Lisa’s dreams for months after Bella’s family had pulled her out of school and moved to God knew where.


Bella bit her lip, looking like a frightened mouse. “I really am sorry. If I could turn back time, I would.”


Before her heart could soften, Lisa shook her head. A small part of her wanted to hold on to the anger, to the resentment; an even bigger part of her wanted to stay safe behind the wall of isolation she’d carefully constructed around herself.


“If you stay on your side of the fence, and I stay on mine, I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.”


The words were ironic, given Bella’s attempt at jumping the proverbial fence had resulted in Lisa becoming an outcast at school. It had also put an end to their stolen kisses in the changing rooms after swimming sports.


A pair of men’s boots by the back door caught Lisa’s eye. She nodded at them. “I hope he makes you happy.”


Sunlight glimmered off the gold wedding band Bella absently twirled around her finger. “It’s not what you think.”


Lisa held up a hand. She didn’t want to hear any more. “Save it for someone who gives a damn.” She turned and strolled down the driveway, her mind in turmoil.


As soon as she made it inside, she changed into a pair of shorts, slipped on her training shoes, and headed out again. She needed to burn off the barrage of emotions Bella had stirred inside her.


All kinds of questions tumbled through her mind as she jogged down the street, away from her house, away from Bella.


When and why had she moved back to town? Where was her husband? Lisa hadn’t seen a man, but the work boots and wedding ring suggested Bella had married.


Half an hour later, feeling more grounded, Lisa jogged back up her driveway. The phone was ringing, and she couldn’t get the key in the door fast enough.


“Hello,” she answered, trying to catch her breath.


“Oh, my. Did I interrupt something?” The cheeky tone of Cherie’s voice made Lisa chuckle.


“Nothing like that. I’ve just been for a run.”


“Go you. You lean, mean, fighting machine.”


She owned the lean part, but violence was something Lisa loathed. She’d been in one fist fight at school when a high school bully provoked her, pushing her until she was forced to defend herself.


She’d come out the victor, but that just annihilated her more. Even the negative attention stopped. Her peers feared if they looked at her the wrong way, she’d either punch their lights out or worse pass on her lesbianism.


That had been ten years ago—1995. A year she would never forget.


She reached for a towel, wiped the sweat off her forehead, and tuned back into Cherie. “What’s up?”


“Are you coming to pool club tonight?” The tinkle-tinkle of Cherie stirring a drink echoed down the line.


“Nah. I had a bit of a shock this morning. I think I better stay home.” She was joking about staying home.


“What?” Cherie screeched. “It’s the semi-final. You can’t miss it. We’re top of the leader board.”


“Gee, nice of you to be concerned about my shock. I can feel the love all the way down the line.”


Cherie snorted. “You getting a shock’s hardly news. You’re an electrician.”


“I don’t go zapping myself at work.”


“Just at home?”


“Can we stay on track?”


“Oh, right. Pool. See you at seven tonight, okay?”


“I’ll be there.” Lisa disconnected the call and put the phone back in the charging dock.


She’d met Cherie at the local pub a few years ago. They’d had a brief fling, but it didn’t take long to realise they weren’t a good match, sexually or romantically.


However, when it came to shooting pool it turned out they were the perfect pair. They’d teamed up and won more than their share of trophies in the two years since.

 




Chapter 2


That night, after six games of pool, they were through to the final round. Elated, Lisa celebrated with a pint of beer and a few shots of Sambuca.


By eleven o’clock, she was exhausted, and her bed was calling to her. “Okay, I’m outta here.”


“What?” Cherie cupped a hand around her ear trying to hear over the pub noise.


“I said I’m off.”


“So soon?”


“Afraid so. I need my beauty sleep.”


“Someone doesn’t seem to think so.” Cherie nodded in the direction of Alice, who’d been making her presence known all night, whooping and jumping up and down, tits bouncing each time Lisa sank a ball.


“I’m not going there again.”


“Look at her. She’s practically drooling. I bet she’d do anything you told her to.”


Lisa didn’t bother explaining once again that Alice was too needy for her liking. “I’m going to call a cab. You coming or staying?”


Cherie’s gaze was on the other side of the pub, sizing up Alice. “Are you really done with her?”


“I am.” And if Lisa hadn’t been before, she was now. There was a new girl on the street, and she didn’t want Bella to see her arrive home with a casual fling in tow. “Yes, we’re done.”


“You mind if I…” Cherie left the sentence hanging.


Lisa snorted. “You’re such a pig.”


“Oink.”


“You’re welcome to my leftovers, but not tonight.” She towed Cherie towards the phone mounted on a pillar. “You’re coming with me.”


“Ooh.” Cherie waggled her eyebrows. “I didn’t think you played drunk.”


“I don’t, and nor should you. Trust me, you’ll thank me tomorrow.”


Cherie swayed, and Lisa grabbed her, leaning her against the pillar.


“Stay.” She picked up the phone, one eye on Cherie who was fading fast.


“Hello, Tabitha’s Taxis.”


“Hi, can I have a cab to the Lion Pub, please?”


“Sure. Number of passengers?”


“Two.”


“One moment.”


There was some beeping and muttered talking in the background, and then the receptionist came back on the line. “There’s a taxi in the area. A driver will be right with you.”


“Thanks.” Lisa hung up, aware Alice hadn’t taken her eyes off them the entire time.


She was at a bar leaner with five other people, all laughing raucously in that way people did when they were drunk and everything seemed ten times funnier. Only, Alice didn’t look like she was having fun. Her puppy-dog eyes were trained on Lisa.


Trained? Huh! No pun intended. But that was Alice. She wanted a full-time mistress, and Lisa couldn’t be that person for her.


“Come on, woman.” She slung Cherie’s arm over her shoulder and picked up their pool cases. “Let’s get out of here.”


Cherie felt like a lead weight as Lisa dragged her out into the cool night air.


“Fuck, don’t you hate that?” Cherie held onto Lisa as if her legs were about to give out.


“What?”


“Fresh air’s supposed to sober you up, but I feel pissed as a fart.”


“You are pissed as a fart.” Lisa laughed. “And don’t you dare throw up.”


“Never.”


Lisa was yet to see Cherie puke when she was drunk, but there was a first time for everything.


The cab pulled up, and Lisa helped Cherie into the back seat, then jumped in the front, pool cases propped between her legs.


The cab driver glanced past her, staring out the passenger window. “She with you?”


Lisa turned and cursed under her breath. What the fuck was Alice doing standing on the sidewalk watching them? She couldn’t just leave her there, alone in the dark.


Lisa cracked open the window. “You okay?”


“No, I need a ride. Can I come with you?”


“Sorry, cab’s full. The next one won’t be long.” Lisa wound up the window. “Can you call another to come get her?”


“Sure.” The driver grinned but didn’t press for more. One chick trying to get away from another was probably nothing compared to some of the sights she saw on her nightly rounds.


***


Sunday morning, Lisa awoke to a splitting headache. She climbed out of bed, squinting against the blinding pain.


This was exactly why she rarely got drunk. Weekends were precious enough without dragging her backside around all day.


After relieving herself, she opened the medicine cabinet and grabbed some painkillers. She guzzled them down with some water from the bathroom tap and crawled back into bed.


Three hours later, she awoke to sunlight streaming through a gap in the drapes. She sat up slowly, testing out how her head felt. It had cleared, but her mouth was dry, and her stomach felt hollow.


She needed food. Fried food. Bacon and eggs. Her stomach grumbled as if to say it approved. She didn’t eat a lot of greasy food, but when she craved something, she didn’t deny herself. Maybe when she got older she’d have to be more careful about what she ate, but for now, she’d make the most of it.


She’d always been lean—boyish even, with her small breasts and narrow hips. It was one more thing she got teased about at school. Not to her face, but she used to hear the ‘cool girls’ snickering behind her back.


She didn’t care, though. She liked her androgynous looks. Some people called her butch, but she didn’t see herself as butch. She didn’t see herself as femme either. She was Lisa Barnett, a registered electrician.


The phone rang, and she snatched it up at the same time as she flicked the electric jug on. She needed coffee. Strong coffee with lots of sugar and milk.


“Hello?” She propped the phone between her shoulder and ear.


“Good morning.”


She smiled, hearing her mum’s voice.


“How’s the head?”


“My head’s fine.” She grabbed the frying pan out of the cupboard.


“Oh, I take it the champs didn’t go so well.”


“What makes you say that?”


“Because I’m sure you would’ve celebrated if you made it through.”


“Actually. We did.”


“That’s my girl.” The muffled sound of her mother covering the mouthpiece came down the line, followed by her calling out, “Wayne, our girl made it through.”


She imagined the proud look on her dad’s face. He’d taught her to play pool when she was barely tall enough to see over the top of the table.


She heard a click followed by his voice. “When’s the final?”


“In two weeks.”


“Where?”


Lisa figured her mum was on the phone in the kitchen, and her father had picked up in the bedroom.


“Are you still in bed, Dad?”


“Not for long, I’m about to chase your mother around the house.”


“That’s more than I needed to know.” Lisa chuckled, not entirely surprised by the comment.


Her parents had always been open with her and her brother, speaking to them as if they were adults from a young age. She didn’t have a coming-out story; they’d just taken it in their stride, like they’d always expected both she and Justin would date girls.


Not the same girls, thank goodness.


“Well, are you going to tell us, or is it a secret?”


“Is what a secret?”


“Where the finals are.”


“Oh, right. Bunnythorpe.” Players would be travelling from Feilding, Bulls, and Ashhurst too.


“Mind if we come along and cheer you on?”


“She doesn’t want her olds cramping her style.” Her dad’s voice was full of cheek.


“Hey, watch who you’re calling old.”


Lisa almost laughed, but the shimmer of chestnut hair gliding past the dining room window made her heart jump into her throat. She ducked, not wanting to be seen. A rap on the door sent her heart into overdrive.


She cupped her hand around the mouthpiece. “I’ve got to go.”


“Why? What’s going on?”


“You were right, I’ve got a hangover. I’m going back to bed.”


“I can hardly hear you.”


“Bye, Mum.” Lisa ended the call, squatting in her own kitchen.


There was another knock and she balled her fist in her mouth. Why the hell was she hiding in her own home? Her sanctuary.


Just as she went to stand, she saw the top of a head go back the way it’d come. She rushed over to the kitchen window, then moved to the living room, watching Bella walk down the driveway.


What a fucking cheek. Who did she think she was, waltzing up Lisa’s driveway like she’d rolled out the red carpet?


Needing to set the record straight—Bella wasn’t welcome there—Lisa yanked open the door. In her haste, she tripped over the plastic container and almost toppled down the porch steps.


Mother fucker! She picked up the container and ripped off the piece of paper stuck to the top.


Thanks for the muffins. They remind me of you—dark and tempting.


Lisa snorted. If that was Bella’s way of making amends, she was way off base. Lisa had been tempted once and been screwed over for her efforts.


She tore the note in half and tossed it in the rubbish bin, leaving the door wide open in a fuck you gesture. It was incredibly childish yet strangely satisfying.


Feeling calmer but far from relaxed, she returned to cooking her long overdue breakfast.

 




Chapter 3


After parking at work on Monday, Lisa jumped in with Paul. The company they worked for had won the contract for the electrical fit-out at the Plaza; being smaller than most of the other blokes, she and Paul drew the short straw for crawling through roof spaces.


“How was your weekend?” Paul asked en route.


He was a great guy who got teased about his height. It was like her workmates expected her to be shorter than them because she was a woman, and if there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was judgement or double-standards.


Yet you’re judging your neighbour.


Shut up, brain.


Paul pulled to a stop at the barrier arm. “Well?”


Huh? Oh, right, her weekend. “You don’t want to know.”


The mechanical arm lifted, and he drove through, making his way to the tradesmen’s parking area. “Hot date?”


“No. I played some pool and went home. Alone.” Lisa wasn’t sure if she was ready to tell him just yet about Bella. She was still trying to get her head around the fact they were now neighbours.


Paul cracked open the driver’s door. “I’ll let whatever you’re not telling me go for now.”


After working together almost daily for the last year, he knew her well. Sometimes too well. He was a great listener, and she often poured her guts out before she realised she was doing it.


Lisa joined Paul at the back of the van.


“Here.” He handed her three reels of cable.


Red, black, and blue. What a great combination. If she got her hands on Bella’s backside, that’s exactly the colour she’d turn it. Okay, maybe not black and blue, but rosy-red would be good.


“How was your weekend?” Lisa asked, lugging the rest of their gear out.


“Tiring.” He yawned. “Emma’s teething.”


“Oh, wow.” It seemed like his daughter had been born only a matter of weeks ago. “How old is she now?”


“Nine months.” He shot her the smile of a proud father.


Lisa chuckled. “She’ll be dating before you know it.”


He puffed out his chest. “The guys will have to get through me first.”


“Or girls,” Lisa said casually. It was no secret she was gay.


“Or girls,” he agreed.


Once they had all their tools, he slammed the back door of the van and led the way into the Plaza. The next few hours passed in a flurry of securing wires with cable ties and running new cables.


By ten o’clock, Lisa’s tongue was sticking to the roof of her mouth. Being in an enclosed space was hot, thirsty work.


She wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead. “I need a break.”


Paul looked at his watch. “Shit. I didn’t realise the time.” He tucked his crimpers into his tool belt and scuttled under a length of cable ladder, his back brushing the underside of the metal tray.


“Wanna go down?”


Unable to help herself, Lisa burst out laughing.


He gave her a what’d I say look? before his eyes went wide. “Oh my God, that is not what I meant.” Laughing, he shook his head. “Did anyone ever tell you, you have a filthy mind, Lisa Barnett?”


She shrugged. “Maybe.”


Grinning, he grabbed his water bottle and popped the top. “Looks like we’re staying up here.”


“Yep.” It would be cooler in the mall than the roof space, but she couldn’t be bothered crawling all the way back out.


She picked up her drink in its insulated cover, tipped her head back and emptied half the contents in one long pull. The icy cold water trickled down her throat and settled in her stomach, cooling her body temperature a few degrees.


Sitting cross-legged, Lisa grabbed a banana out of her Esky bag. Paul looked at the curved fruit pointedly.


Lisa aimed it at him like a gun. “Don’t.”


“Hey, don’t blame me.” He held up his hands in surrender. “You started with the innuendos.”


“Fine. Tell me more about Emma.”


“You seriously want to talk about dirty nappies and a screaming baby?”


“You make parenthood sound like so much fun.” She poked her tongue out with a lump of chewed-up banana on the end.


“Good God, it’s just like being at home.”


Grinning, she took another bite of her banana.


“Speaking of being at home,” Paul continued, “what was interesting about your weekend?”


“I told you. I went to the pub, played some pool, kicked arse and went home again.”


He tossed his apple core into his lunchbox and grabbed the electrical tape from his belt. “Now tell me what you’re not telling me.”


“I ran into my high school crush-turned-enemy.”


“Where? At the pub?” He wrapped tape around the wires he’d just connected.


“Nope. She moved in next door.”


His head shot up so fast he donked it on a low-hanging beam. He grimaced and rubbed the sore spot, eyeing her dubiously. “Are you fucking with me?”


“I hope you don’t kiss your baby with that potty mouth.”


“Stop deflecting.”


She let out a sigh, her amusement turning to angst. “No, true story. Right fucking next door.”


“Okay, that’s one each.” He held out a pinkie and she did the same.


One firm shake and they broke apart. Months ago, they’d made a pact to curb their language. Swearing wasn’t attractive, but sometimes no other word had the same impact.


“How much do you hate this woman?”


That was just it. Lisa didn’t hate her. But she hadn’t forgiven her either. “Hate’s a bit strong.”


“So was your reaction.” Paul gave her a kind smile. “Wanna tell me about it?”


“She’s not an it.”


“Oh, now you’re defending her.” He drew out the word. “I’m sensing a tragic love story.”


If only he knew how close it came to just that. “Nope, never got that far.”


She shook her head, the humiliation of that day coming back to her. She didn’t give a shit what Bella’s high school minions thought of her, but the pain of Bella throwing her under the bus had left bruises that were yet to heal.


Paul touched her arm. “Hey, I didn’t mean to be a dick. If you don’t want to talk about it, we can talk about dirty diapers.”


“They’re nappies.”


“Yeah, but dirty diapers has a better ring to it.”


“True, like Lisa the Lezzy.” Hearing the words, even from her own mouth, made her chest tight.


“Ouch.” He sat back on his heels, and Lisa opened up to him, like she always did. He didn’t say a word until she’d told him the entire story.


“And you haven’t seen her since…until yesterday?”


“Correct.” She exhaled, feeling exhausted.


The saying a problem shared is a problem halved didn’t apply in that instance. She didn’t feel lighter. The reality of going home and knowing Bella was right next door weighed heavily on her shoulders.


“What are you going to do now?”


“Nothing.” Lisa had no fucking clue what to do. Was it okay to swear in your head?


“You can’t do nothing. You’re going to have to face her.”


“Don’t you think I know that?” Lisa gritted her teeth, tamping down her frustration.


“I’m not the bad guy here.” Paul backed up, hands in the air.


“Sorry.” Lisa’s shoulders sagged. “To be honest, I don’t know what the f—”


Paul shot her a look, and she swallowed the word.


“I have no idea. Avoid her, I guess.”


“That’s mature.”


“That’s life in New Zealand. Avoiding your neighbours.”


“True.”


The majority of houses were fenced in like fortresses, and for the most part, people kept to themselves. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d spoken to her neighbour on the far side of the house. Perhaps avoiding Bella wouldn’t be so difficult after all.


With that happy thought, she put Bella out of her mind and got back to work.

 




Chapter 4


Over the following week, no matter how often Lisa cursed herself for obsessively watching her neighbour, she couldn’t stop. She felt possessed.


The crazy hours Bella kept were more than a little intriguing; the huge suitcases she carted to and from her car even more so. Not that Lisa was looking. Yeah, right.


Whatever Bella did for a living, she clearly didn’t work from nine to five, and what was with the bags?


Saturday night, Lisa hadn’t long been home from the pub when she heard the familiar rumble of Bella’s car. She threw her toothbrush back in the holder, bolted out to the living room and jumped up on the couch. Hating herself yet unable to stop, she peered through a gap in the drapes.


It was dark, too dark, and she could barely make out Bella’s silhouette. With the hours she kept, the stupid woman should have security lights.


Perhaps Lisa could offer her services. Oh, wait, she did that for friends, not for people who threw her to the wolves. What an idiot. Why was she wasting her time?


She dropped the curtain and hopped off the couch. A light came on next door, filtering through the drapes.


Fuck it. She jumped back onto the sofa, peering out again.


Illuminated by the porch light, Bella lugged two suitcases inside. A minute later, she reappeared carrying cleaning products. She tossed them into the backseat and locked the car.


The light went out and Lisa slid down the sofa. What the fuck was that about?


***


When she awoke the next morning, Lisa headed straight for the bathroom, vowing to herself she would not stop to check if her neighbour was at home.


She flushed the toilet and her resolve disappeared along with the toilet paper. Telling herself it was any ordinary Sunday and she wasn’t being a nosy neighbour, she opened the living room drapes with a flourish.


Just as she suspected, Bella’s car was gone. Where the hell would she go at seven o’clock on a Sunday morning?


Unable to get back to sleep, Lisa tossed on her running clothes and hit the streets. A frost had fallen overnight, settling on front lawns and tree branches. The crisp morning air burned her lungs and invigorated her.


She followed her normal route without thought, her body on autopilot. She’d taken up running when she’d quit the swim team.


Thanks, Bella.


Okay, that probably wasn’t fair. Bella had already disappeared from school by the time Lisa left the team. She’d dropped out when she could no longer ignore the snide remarks directed her way.


Did that make her a quitter? No, she didn’t think so. She would much rather walk away than stoop to her tormentors’ level, and if she’d stayed, one of them would’ve found out sooner or later Lisa the Lezzy could only be pushed so far.


Almost home, a dog barked and Lisa jumped, then skidded to a stop.


“Fuck.” She clutched her chest. “Don’t do that to me, Gypsy.” She rubbed her neighbour’s golden retriever between her ears. Gypsy rested her paws on top of the four-foot tall gate, tongue lolling out.


“Here.” Lisa pulled the morning paper from the letterbox and held it out. Gypsy took it from her gently, clutching it in her mouth. “Go take it to your humans.”


Gypsy dropped down from the gate and pranced up the driveway, tail wagging frantically.


Back inside, Lisa showered and changed into an old pair of tracksuit pants and a black T-shirt. Feeling better after her run, she picked up the PlayStation controller and resumed the game of Battlefield she’d been playing earlier in the week.


A car door banged, and her ears perked up. She paused the game, telling herself not to look and failing miserably. She turned in her seat, leaned on the back of the couch and peered through the net curtains.


Bella emerged carrying a—WTF? A toddler wearing a little combat suit. Good God, who needs a television with Days of our Lives playing out next door?


Who did the kid belong to? Bella? Perhaps she had shared custody and this was her week. Oh, shit. Or perhaps she’d lost custody and this was her day.


Bella waved, and Lisa glanced over her shoulder as if someone had magically appeared in her living room. Feeling like an idiot, she dropped the net curtain and slumped onto the sofa. The only one she was fooling by feigning indifference was herself.


Perhaps she needed to get laid. The only problem with that was her libido had left home and taken up residence next door. With any luck, Bella would trample all over it and send it home soon. Lisa was too young to be saddled with a kid—if it was Bella’s kid. And what about the absent husband?


She smacked her forehead. “Enough, just stop, for fuck’s sake.”


Frustrated by the endless loop of questions she had no answers for, Lisa picked up the PlayStation controller and resumed her game.


In the middle of trying to pass another level, there was a knock on the door. Her heart leapt into her throat, and anger bubbled just below the surface. If Bella had come looking for milk, she could go to the dairy.


After pausing her game, she strode through the kitchen and yanked open the door. Her brother waltzed right on in.


“Why don’t you come in?” she said dryly. It wasn’t unusual for Justin to call around, but he normally wasn’t alone. “Where’s the rest of the family?”


“Gone to some postnatal lunch thing. Blokes weren’t invited.”


“Would you have gone?” Lisa asked.


“Hell, no. I love Abbey to bits, and Erin loves spending time with other new mums, but being in a room full of screaming babies is not my idea of a relaxing Sunday.” He plucked up the PlayStation controller, looking like an excited kid instead of a grown man. “Now, this is relaxing.”


“Tell you what, pass that level for me and I’ll whip up something for lunch.”


“Deal.” He flicked his bare feet up on the coffee table.


Lisa smacked them off. “I eat off there.”


He frowned. “They’re clean.”


“Pfft. I can see the toe-jam from here.”


“Sweet! Make some toast and we’re good to go.”


“Disgusting. And keep them off or give me back my controller.”


Grinning, Justin hit play. Fifteen minutes later, Lisa returned to the living room with two homemade burgers.


“Thanks, sis.” Justin’s gaze flicked from the television to her and back again. “I’ll just save this level.”


Once he was done, he dropped the controller. Lisa handed over a plate, and he immediately pulled the lid off his burger and discarded the slice of beetroot.


“Ungrateful prick.”


“Hey, what’s with the rage today? Wait, wait…” He held up a hand, grinning like an idiot. “Either you sucked balls at pool or—”


“Ew! I would never suck balls.”


He didn’t miss a beat. “Which leads me to my next theory—you didn’t get laid, either.”


“Maybe I did and I’m tired and cranky.”


“Did you?”


“No.” She’d never lied to her brother.


“My point exactly.”


Her mind flicked to her neighbour and the shitstorm she’d caused at school. “I don’t need the drama.”


“It doesn’t have to be drama. I wouldn’t be without Erin.”


“That’s great. I’m happy for you. Now can we drop it?”


There was another knock at the door, and she glanced up, torn between answering it and staying put.


“Aren’t you going to get that?”


“What?” She played dumb.


Justin frowned. “Someone knocked.”


“It’s probably bible bashers.” She stuffed the rest of her burger into her mouth.


“I’ve got this.” Justin jumped up, leapt over the coffee table and yanked open the door.


Mortified, Lisa didn’t know whether to run after him or hide in the corner. She did neither, frozen to the spot, straining to hear.


“Hi, we’re spreading the word today.”


The unfamiliar voice made her sag with relief. She’d been right. It was the bible thumpers doing their rounds.


Justin’s response made her want to cringe and laugh at the same time. “Sorry, me and the missus are a little busy right now, having our own Sunday service, if you know what I mean.”


“If we could just leave—” Lisa pictured them trying to hand him a flyer.


“Oh, yes, please leave, and don’t come back.”


The door closed and Justin came back in grinning. “You can thank me later.”


“Maybe I like talking to them.”


“Is that why you hid?”


No, I hid because I thought it was Bella. So much for vowing not to hide out in her own home.


“Don’t you have somewhere to be?”


“I do, actually.” He squeezed her shoulder. “But I worry about you. Are you okay? Not lonely?”


“I’m fine. I like my own company.” That much was true, but if she was to be completely honest, there were times when she wished she had a special someone.


Casual sex was great, but it lacked the intimacy she craved, the contentment of falling asleep snuggled up to a lover.


Justin put his plate in the sink, tipped back a glass of water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Thanks for lunch.”


“You’re welcome.”


The second they stepped outside, Lisa’s gaze flicked to the fence separating her property from Bella’s.


“I see you have a new neighbour.”


“I do. A woman.” Lisa kicked at the ground, debating how much to tell him.


“Is she hot?”


“Yeah. I went to school with her…had a crush on her.”


An airplane flew overhead, and they both looked up, shielding their eyes from the sun. When she met Justin’s gaze, her expression must’ve said it all.


“Not that girl.” He snapped his fingers, thinking. “What’s her name?”


“Bella.”


“That’s it. Have you been to say hi?”


“Why would I do that?” Irritation prickled along her skin. Justin knew perfectly well what had happened. She’d been gutted afterwards, and more so once Bella blew out of town. The only one she’d been able to vent to was her brother.


“You liked her,” Justin said, his gaze loving not mocking.


“So what? She caused me a whole lot of trouble and then fucked off and left me to deal with the aftermath.”


“I doubt she sold a house—her parents’ home—and made the choice to move. There’s a story there.”


Not willing to concede, Lisa pursed her lips. “And I don’t want to hear it.”


“You always were bull-headed.” He ruffled her hair playfully. “But don’t forget, people change. It was a difficult time to come out in ninety-five.”


“It’s a difficult time to come out now.”


“And maybe she has.”


“Or maybe she’s married…to a man. She wears a wedding ring and there’s a pair of bloke’s boots by the back-porch steps.”


Justin cocked an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”


Trust her to put her foot right in it. “Because I’m a nice person. I baked some muffins and welcomed her to the neighbourhood.”


“That’s a start.”


She shook her head. “Drop it, bro, before I drop you.”


He danced around like a boxer, feigning a jab here and there. “Bring it.”


She laughed. “You know I’d kick your arse like when we were kids.”


“Once.” He held up a finger.


When they were teens, she’d accidentally clocked him with her elbow during a play fight. It hadn’t been hard enough to break his nose, but she still liked to tease him.


“Bye, sis. Say hi to your neighbour—when you stop acting like you’re five.”


“I was fifteen.”


“Your point?”


“Piss off.” She shoved him in the side, grinning despite herself.

 




Chapter 5


Lisa gathered up the last of the cable and their tools and handed them down to Paul. They’d finished the electrical fit-out with a day to spare.


“The boss is pretty happy,” Paul said.


“He should be.” If they went over the deadline, it cost him big money for each day they ran behind.


“Looking forward to next week?”


“Yes and no.” They had a week between projects, which meant a week of doing residential work—something that was as enjoyable as it was challenging. Doing commercial jobs meant they didn’t have to deal with customers.


“It’s only four. Should we grab a coffee before we blow this place?” Paul suggested. Lisa smirked, and he shook his head. “You have a filthy mind.”


“Hey, that’s your mind. I’m not even into—”


“Stop”—he held up a hand—“or you’ll be paying for your own cappuccino.”


He started walking, and Lisa fell into step beside him. They dumped the leftover cable and conduit into the van, then returned to the Plaza. Once they had their drinks and were seated opposite each other at a café tucked away in a corner, they resumed their conversation.


“How are things with your neighbour?” Paul blew on his coffee.


“How so?” Lisa wasn’t ready to admit she’d been spying on Bella.


“Have you seen her?”


“Of course. She lives next door.”


He tapped his thumb and forefinger together imitating pliers. “Don’t make me pull teeth.”


“Fine.” Maybe talking about it would help put things in perspective. “Thing is, she keeps weird hours.”


His eyebrows drew together. “That doesn’t sound unusual.”


“No, not in itself. But here’s the thing—she always heaves two suitcases into her car before she goes out at night and then lugs them inside again once she gets home.”


Paul leaned back in his chair. “Not that you’ve been looking.”


“Not at all.” She glanced away, feeling a tad sheepish.


“She goes out and comes back the same night?”


“Correct. And the other thing is, once she takes the bags inside, she tosses a whole lot of cleaning gear in the car and disappears early in the morning.”


“Maybe she’s a serial killer. Chops them up and stores them in the freezer, then goes back and cleans up the crime scene.”


Not believing that for a minute, Lisa burst out laughing. Paul polished off the last of his drink, leaving a milk moustache on his upper lip. Lisa handed him a paper napkin.


“Thanks.” He wiped his mouth. “What’s your theory?”


“Fuck if I know.” She finished her cappuccino. “Maybe she’s a thief. Robs rich folks’ homes while they’re away. Once she’s certain the coast is clear, she goes back the next day and vacuums up the broken glass from the window she smashed to get in.”


It sounded ridiculous, but she was running out of ideas, and the not knowing bugged her more than she cared to admit.


“A thief with a conscience.”


Paul stood, and she did the same, pushing in their chairs before they left the café.


“No, I don’t think she’s a thief.”


“Why don’t you ask her?” Paul asked as they made their way towards the exit.


“Because that would involve speaking to her. Not to mention, it would be incredibly nosy.”


“Says the girl spying on her neighbour.”


“Am not,” Lisa protested weakly.


“Then talk to her.”


No! She tamped down her frustration. None of this was Paul’s fault, and he was right. What harm could it do to be civil?


Her heart would get involved, that’s what, and it was a risk Lisa wasn’t willing to take. She shook off the thought.


“How’s Emma?”


“Great, she’s just started saying duck, but it doesn’t sound a lot like that right now.”


Lisa nudged him playfully, grateful he’d lifted her mood. “Are you sure you’re not teaching her bad words?”


“My wife would kill me.”


“Doesn’t mean you’re not.”


His boyish grin was infectious.


***


Saturday night, after taking out second place in the pool final, Lisa arrived home with a smile on her face and a trophy in her hand. She set it down, guzzled a glass of water, and peered out the kitchen window.


Stars dotted the sky; a light was on in the house backing onto her yard; otherwise all was quiet. She put her glass in the sink, wandered through the living room, and did an about face when she heard Bella’s car. Yes, she was weak.


The curtain called to her. Half-drunk, she didn’t bother fighting it. She’d been surrounded by good people all night, but she suddenly felt incredibly alone and a tiny bit sad.


She peered through the drapes, waiting for the porch light to go on, but it didn’t. Bella left the car running, headlights bathing the backyard in a golden glow.


When she tripped and fell, Lisa was out the door before she could think twice about it. She jogged up Bella’s driveway just as Bella pushed to her feet.


“Arrr!” Bella screamed, hands up protectively. “Please don’t hurt me.”


“It’s only me.” Lisa approached slowly.


Bella’s chest rose and fell as she sucked in air. She wore a snug-fitting black dress, a waist-length jacket, high heels and stockings that now had a hole in the knee. Her green eyes looked almost black in the dim light, and her chestnut hair flowed over her shoulders.


“Are you okay? I saw you fall.”


“I will be, once my heart slows down.” Bella rubbed her knee. “Lost a bit of skin, but nothing I can’t handle.”


No, you like a bit of pain, don’t you? Lisa shook her beer-fuddled head.


“What’s in the suitcase?”


“Nothing important.” Bella shrugged. “Thanks for checking on me.”


The rational side of Lisa’s brain told her to walk away, but the pull of desire kept her rooted to the spot. She never should’ve broken her own rule. It would’ve been safer to stay on her own side of the fence.


Bella lifted the suitcase off the ground, holding it by the handle.


“Have you thought about having security lights installed?” Lisa asked.


“I can’t afford them.”


“It’s not about the cost. It’s about keeping you turned on.”


The air crackled between them like someone had exposed a live wire. It would be dangerous to get too close, but Lisa couldn’t leave Bella standing there in the dark.


“I’ll wait until you’re safely inside.”


“Thank you.” Bella headed back towards her car.


For a split second, Lisa considered lunging for the suitcase and popping it open, but that would be a breach of privacy. Watching Bella come and go was one thing; invading her personal property was entirely something else.


Bella glanced up at the porch light. “I’ll get someone to take a look at that.”


“I could take a look for you. I’m qualified,” Lisa said, feeling a sense of pride.


“You followed your dream.” Bella’s face lit up, and Lisa’s heart softened ever so slightly.


“You remembered?”


“Of course. I remember everything about you.”


She stared at Lisa’s mouth, or maybe that was her imagination. It was hard to tell in the dim light.


“The way you looked at me at swimming sports. The way you kiss…”


Okay, Lisa hadn’t imagined it, but as tempting as it was to flirt, the ring on Bella’s finger and the work boots by the back door stopped her. “On second thought, get your husband to fix it. It’s his job to keep you turned on.”


“I told you, it’s not what it looks like.”


“And I told you, I don’t care.” Lisa strolled down the driveway before her walls could crumble. Once she was back on her side of the fence, she sprinted inside and slammed the door.


She never should’ve gone next door. Bella had tripped. So what? She still cared, that’s what. And that terrified her, especially now she was pretty sure Bella was telling the truth about not being married.


So what were the boots and wedding ring about? Oh, fuck. Lisa’s stomach somersaulted when the thought hit her. Bella could be a grieving widow.


Maybe she moved back to her hometown to escape the memories she’d made somewhere else with her husband.


What other memorabilia had she kept? Was her house lined with photos of the happy couple? Maybe Lisa should’ve accepted that coffee after all.


Then again, maybe not. Even so, knowing Bella was alone brought out the protective instinct in her. She would go over tomorrow, while Bella was out doing whatever it was she did at seven o’clock on a Sunday morning, and repair her porch light. It was probably only a blown bulb, anyway.


“Check you out—stepping up from spying to trespassing.” Great, now she was talking to herself. Okay, she would wait until Bella got home, then go over and offer to fix her light.


It’s not about the cost, it’s about keeping you turned on. She shook her head at the ridiculous line. The minute the words left her mouth, she realised how lame it sounded, but it was too late to take them back.


The desire that sparked between them had been undeniable. Lisa had seen beneath the surface. The part of Bella that she tried to hide from everyone else was still there. The desire to give herself to Lisa.


Too bad. She’d had her chance. Everyone deserves a second chance.
Shut up, brain. She flicked out the light and headed for bed. 
 




Chapter 6


The following day, the second Lisa heard Bella arrive home, she swallowed her pride and walked up her driveway. “Hi,” Lisa called out, not wanting to spook her like she had last night.


“Oh, hi.” Bella looked on-guard, and Lisa couldn’t blame her.


“I wondered if you wanted me to take a look at your light?”


“It’s fine. My brother will be around later. I’ll get him to take a look.”


“Oh, okay.” The snub hurt, but she was damned if she was going to show it. With a shrug, she thrust her hands in her pockets.


Bella towed the vacuum cleaner towards the house, the wheels bumping over the uneven concrete path.


“You work a lot,” Lisa said, wondering if Bella was in a hurry to get away before Lisa asked more about where she went at night.


“Oh, you’re still here?” She arched an eyebrow.


Lisa was tempted to call her a brat, but she didn’t have that right, and she couldn’t tell if Bella was surprised she hadn’t gone home or if she was giving her a subtle hint to leave.


She spun on her heels and crawled home with her tail between her legs. Not literally, of course, but she felt like a kicked puppy.


That afternoon, a guy turned up at Bella’s and Lisa immediately recognised him as her brother. Dean, from memory. He was older than them, but she’d seen him at a few sporting events.


Even if she hadn’t, she’d have to be blind not to notice they were related. He was a striking guy with chestnut-brown hair and vibrant green eyes, just like his sister.


Yes, she was still perving on her neighbour, despite her resolve to cut it out. A tiny piece of her hoped Dean didn’t have the know-how to fix her light.


It was Lisa who should be keeping her turned on. Stop it, Barnett!


He handed over a toddler looking adorable in green shorts and a camouflage T-shirt—ah, the kid she’d seen Bella looking after—then retrieved a stepladder and climbed up. Lisa’s gaze flicked from Bella bouncing the kid on her hip to what Dean was doing. He changed the bulb, then motioned to Bella.


Lisa held her breath praying it wouldn’t turn on. Her stomach plummeted when it flickered to life. Then, something fantastic happened. It blew. Lisa did a happy dance on the couch, then ducked down again.


She popped up just in time to see Dean shaking his head. Bella and Dean exchanged a few words, then went inside.


A few minutes later, the phone rang, and Lisa wandered into the kitchen to retrieve it. “Hello.”


“Hey,” Cherie said. “What are you doing?”


Spying on my neighbour. She kept the words to herself. It was something she was yet to tell Cherie, and she didn’t want to start now. Yes, they were friends, but Lisa kept her personal life close to her chest. “Just chilling. Why’s that?”


“It’s such a nice day, I was going to head to the beach. Wanna come?”


Boy, did she ever! Preferably with Bella on her knees and her face buried between Lisa’s thighs.


“Have you been running?”


“What?” She frowned. “Why?”


“Your breath hitched.”


Fuck. She cleared her throat. “Nah, I was just doing the vacuuming.” Did looking at Bella’s vacuum cleaner count? Probably not, but it made her feel better, like she wasn’t outright lying.


“So, what do you say to the beach?”


“Foxton or Himitangi?”


“Kai Iwi beach in Whanganui.”


“That’s an hour away.”


“Yeah, I know. But Alice loves it there.”


“Oh my God, you hooked up with her, didn’t you?” Lisa narrowed her eyes, even though Cherie couldn’t see her through the phone. “Did you call to rub it in my face?” She laughed, not the least bit upset.


“Never. But it was about as close as I could get to asking for your permission. You kind of said it would be okay.”


Her actual words had been you’re welcome to my leftovers, but Cherie didn’t need to hear that. She was doing the best she could in typical Cherie fashion, and Lisa couldn’t begrudge her.


“Have fun. No sex in the dunes.”


“No way. The beach and sex don’t mix.”


Lisa snorted. “Yeah, there are some places sand has no right to be.”


“Spoken like a trooper.”


She’d had sex once at the beach, parked up in her car with people milling around, beach towels blacking out the windows. It’d been risky, hot and awkward all at once. It’d been a one-time thing and just what she needed after Bella blew up her life and blew out of town.


And she was back to thinking about Bella. Now that she was living next door, that seemed to be all Lisa could think about.


Bella’s dismissal had hurt more than she cared to admit, and with Cherie seeing Alice, Lisa felt like she was going to be left behind. The next decade would roll by and before she knew it, it would be 2015 and she’d be thirty-five and still single.


Maybe she should get a cat or five and become a crazy cat lady. The problem with that was, she wasn’t particularly fond of cats. All they did was dig up her garden and poop in it.


After rubbing on a liberal amount of sunscreen and stripping down to as few clothes as possible without risk of being arrested for indecent exposure, Lisa grabbed her gardening gloves and headed for the door.


She caught a glimpse of herself as she strolled past the mirror in the hallway. Cargo shorts hung low on her hips, and her cut-off T-shirt revealed her toned arms and flat stomach. She didn’t have many curves to speak of, and that was okay; she preferred to admire them on other women…like Bella.


Shit, why couldn’t she get Bella out of her head? Because she was totally going outside, half-naked, in the hopes Bella would catch a glimpse of her through the fence palings.


It was a scorcher of a day, and after ten minutes of pulling weeds, Lisa’s scalp felt like it was on fire. She ducked inside, threw on a cap, and popped back out again.


A few minutes later, she heard a vehicle arrive next door. Doing her best to ignore whoever was visiting Bella, she focused on her garden, digging out weeds and sifting dirt through her hands.


The distant murmur of a male’s voice drew her attention. Acting as nonchalant as possible, she picked up the trowel and wandered over to the fence line. If anyone noticed her, she was simply pulling weeds.


Her blood boiled when her gaze landed on an electrician’s van, not because it was the opposition, but because it was a slap in the face.


Well, fuck it. This had to stop. Perhaps she should poke her head over the fence and thank Bella, or jump up and down flipping her the bird.


She did neither. She straightened her spine and strode inside. She didn’t need Bella in her life. That ship had sailed and sunk ten years ago. 
 




Chapter 7


Bella shut Max in the living room before answering the door. He was still adjusting to the move, and she was yet to let him outside. She’d adopted the big grey Tom when he was eight weeks old, and he’d been her constant companion for the past three years.


She opened the door and was met by an elderly gentleman with a grandfatherly disposition. “Hi, thanks for coming out on a Sunday.”


“No problem. The name’s Marty.”


She needed her porch light fixed, and it hadn’t felt right to accept Lisa’s generous offer, not while there was so much hostility between them. If only Lisa would listen to her, but she’d made it clear she didn’t want to hear it. Bella was doing her best to accept that, and the last thing she needed was to be indebted to her.


When she saw movement on the other side of the fence, her stomach lurched. Knowing Lisa had probably seen she’d called in someone else made her feel like an ungrateful arse.


“What seems to be the problem?” Marty asked.


She pointed to the porch light. “It keeps blowing.”


“Well, you can always count on an electrician to get rid of your shorts.” He chuckled like it was the funniest joke in the world, but to Bella it sounded creepy.


“That’s not very appropriate.”


“My apologies. You look like the type of person who can appreciate a good joke. Never can tell, though. I got a punch in the nose once.” He gave her a playful wink, and she felt like a prude.


“Sorry. It’s been a long day.” She didn’t get to sleep until one in the morning and was up and out again by six.


“You don’t have to stand watch. I’ll call out once I’m done.”


“No, it’s fine.” She sat on the top step watching him work, silently wishing it was Lisa climbing the ladder with her lean legs and toned stomach on display.


She still had the boyish figure she’d had in school, but she was very much a woman, more so than back then. To be expected, really. They were no longer teenagers; they were grown women with ten years of unknown between them.


She had no clue if Lisa had ever been in a long-term relationship, but from what she could gather, Lisa was very much single, and that gave her a tiny bit of hope that maybe, one day, they could rekindle what had been snatched away from them, partly due to her own actions, but mostly due to circumstances out of her control.


She didn’t have a mobile back in 1995, and she’d had no way of keeping in touch. She could’ve tried Lisa’s home phone, but she’d been too much of a coward, unsure what Lisa’s mother might say if she answered. Did her mum know what had happened? As far as Bella knew, her own parents were blissfully unaware. At least one good thing came from moving out of town—she didn’t have to come out until she was ready.


Facebook had been around for a year, but the few times Bella had looked for Lisa, she’d come up blank. She wouldn’t be surprised if Lisa didn’t have Facebook—or a computer for that matter. She’d always been somewhat a loner, even before everything turned to shit.


“There you go.” Marty climbed off the stepladder. “Try the switch.”


Bella reached her hand inside the door and turned on the porch light. It flicked to life, leaving an orange spot in her eye. “Thank you. How much do I owe you?”


He told her the price and she tried not to let her mouth fall open. “Good money for fifteen minutes’ work,” she grumbled.


“You forget, it took me fifteen minutes to get here, and it will take me just as long to get home. Minimum charge is an hour. I’ve waived the Sunday call-out fee.”


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.” Working such erratic hours made it easy to forget what day of the week it was. “I won’t be a minute.”


She ducked inside and grabbed some of the cash she’d been paid for the clean-up job she’d done that morning. She shuddered at the memory. It had been messy. The worst yet.


After Marty left, Bella let Max out of the living room. “Are you ready to go and explore yet, big guy?”


He weaved between her legs, purring loudly.


“Come on.” She picked him up and ventured outside. Music filtered over from next door, but she didn’t spot Lisa. Not that that was unusual. She had to be on tippy-toes to see over the fence or staring out her kitchen window, which was opposite Lisa’s living room.


She’d caught her looking at her the day she’d had her nephew, but Lisa had quickly looked away—a dead giveaway she didn’t want Bella to know she’d been watching her. Maybe she should waltz around the house naked. That would get her attention. Or would it? Perhaps Lisa didn’t believe in second chances.


“Max,” Bella called when he started down the driveway. She still worried he would wander away, but she also knew she couldn’t keep him inside forever.


At the last place she lived, he spent more time outside rolling around in the garden than he spent inside. He slunk back over to her and rolled over on the concrete, giving himself a backrub. Bella patted his belly, then stood. “Come on, it’s food time. I’ll let you explore more tomorrow.”


***


The following day, an hour after letting Max out, Bella spotted him next door high in a tree. Not thinking much of it, she let him explore. Two hours later, worry set in when she spotted him still up the tree.


Bella stepped outside and called to him. He meowed back, sounding distressed. He took a tentative step, putting a paw on a branch, then sat again. Anxiety warred within her. She had to do something, but she’d also vowed to heed Lisa’s words and stay on her side of the fence.


If she went over, would Lisa sense she’d been there? Max let out a long meow, and Bella threw caution to the wind. With any luck, Lisa wouldn’t make it home from work before four. That gave her plenty of time to coax Max down and be back on her side of the fence, unseen.


Ten minutes later, Bella stood at the bottom of the tree questioning her wisdom. What had she expected? Max to jump into her arms? Relief surged through her when she spotted a ladder leaning against Lisa’s garage. She dragged it over to the tree, feeling all kinds of wrong for touching Lisa’s stuff without her knowledge or permission.


Once she extended the ladder, she climbed the rungs, her knees trembling along with the wobbly ladder. An image of her lying flat on her back with the wind knocked out of her flickered through her mind. She pushed it away and continued her climb.


“Come on.” She extended one hand, but Max didn’t budge. She spent the next several minutes trying to coax him down.


***


“What the fuck are you doing?”


Shit.
Not only had Bella been caught up her neighbours tree, but no doubt Lisa had a perfect view of her butt cheeks hanging out of her cut-off shorts. 
 She glanced down and met Lisa’s angry glare. “My cat’s stuck.” 
 “She’s a cat. She’ll come down in her own time.” Lisa folded her arms over her chest.


“He.”


“Whatever. You’re trespassing.”


Deciding now wasn’t the time to go to battle, Bella bit back an angry retort. “He’s been up there all morning. I think he’s really stuck.”


She climbed a rung higher. The ladder wobbled, and she held her breath, exhaling when it didn’t topple over.


“As much as I like the view,” Lisa called up at her, “you need to get your arse down here before you land on it.”


“I can’t just leave him there,” Bella snapped. She wasn’t an angry person, but she was loyal to her cat, and she refused to abandon him. She relaxed when Lisa walked away. She hadn’t offered to help rescue her cat, and Bella didn’t need her help.


Instead of going inside like Bella had expected, Lisa plucked up the garden hose and marched back toward them.


Oh, no. Oh, shit!


Bella clung to the ladder for dear life. “What the hell are you doing?”


With what could only be described as a positively wicked grin, Lisa turned the spray nozzle and let rip. Water arched high into the tree, hitting its goal. Max shot past Bella, bounded down the tree and vanished in a blur of grey fluff.


“That was mean.” Bella glared, backing down the ladder one angry step at a time. The second her feet hit the ground, she received the same treatment. Water rained down on her as surely as if she was at home standing under a shower. Except, the water
was cold and her very annoying neighbour was grinning widely.


“No, that’s mean,” Lisa said, her expression smug.


“You’re not a very nice person, Lisa Barnett.”


“And you’re trespassing. If I catch your cat over here again, I’ll send him home with his tail between his teeth.”


“You wouldn’t dare!” Surely, Lisa wouldn’t cut off Max’s tail and feed it to him.


“Try me.”


“He’s a cat. They have free will. I can’t make him stay at home.”


Lisa’s gaze locked on Bella’s nipples pebbling beneath her wet T-shirt. “Maybe we can come to some kind of agreement.”


Bella folded her arms across her chest, both in anger and to preserve her dignity. “You won’t talk to me, and now you want to fuck? Should we have angry sex and just get it over with?”


Lisa shot her a disapproving look. “I don’t do angry sex. You know that. It’s your friends who seemed to think I throw myself at women. No thanks to you.” Lisa’s heated gaze turned to ice.


Bella lowered her head, shame burning her cheeks.


“Go home.”


Despite everything, Bella didn’t want to go. Not yet. Not like this. “I thought maybe we could talk.” 

“Yeah, well, you know what thought thought? Thought thought he had a new car and when he woke up, he only had a horn. Our thoughts aren’t always our reality, Bella.”


“Is there some kind of electricians’ club where you all sit around telling lame jokes?”


“Not that I’m aware of.” Lisa looked bored.


“The guy who fixed my light offered to get rid of my shorts.” He hadn’t said it exactly like that, but the look of outrage on Lisa’s face was worth rearranging his words.


“He what? Did you report him?” She clenched her jaw. “That is wrong on so many levels. You should’ve let me fix your light.”


“And get rid of my shorts.” Bella nibbled her lip.


Lisa’s nostrils flared. “You are playing with fire, Bel.” She held her gaze, heat blazing between them. “I’ve got five minutes to get back to work, and you’ve got two minutes to get off my property.”


Refusing to cower, Bella stuck her chin in the air and marched past Lisa.


“Wait up,” Lisa called after her.


Bella stopped midstride, hope blooming in her chest. Did Lisa want her after all? She turned. “Yes?”


“Put the ladder back where you found it.”


“Oh.” Feeling dejected, she walked back over to the tree and pulled on the feet of the ladder, slowly dragging it down the side of the tree.


“Forget it.” Lisa pushed her out the way. “How the fuck did you get it up there?”


“I—”


“It was a rhetorical question. Go home. Max will be waiting for you.”


Bella’s spirits lifted a little. Despite Lisa’s bravado, she’d remembered the reason Bella had dared to venture onto her property.


Bella wandered home, wet T-shirt clinging to her chest, an image of Lisa’s appreciative gaze raking over her body. Had being hosed down ignited something in Lisa, or had Bella just created a bigger gap between them?

 




Chapter 8


Lisa headed back to work, both annoyed and amused by the encounter with Bella. If she hadn’t gone home for lunch, she never would’ve known Bella had been on her property. The sight that greeted her had been equally infuriating and enticing. Bella had always had a killer figure, but with age, she was magnificent.


Lisa had to agree with Bella. Turning the hose on her cat hadn’t been very nice, but she’d achieved her goal. Max had bolted out of the tree as if a magpie was on his tail.


Turning the hose on Bella also wasn’t a very nice thing to do, but the temptation was too hard to resist. It had been worth Bella’s wrath. She looked cute when she was angry and hot when she was wet. Lisa’s blood pounded at the memory of Bella’s breasts visible through her wet T-shirt. Her puckered nipples had been begging for attention.


It was probably a good thing Lisa had to head to her next job, because the temptation to take Bella right there and then had almost overwhelmed her. And when she took Bella—if she took Bella—Lisa would be one hundred percent in control. It wasn’t a discussion they needed to have. She knew it, and Bella knew it.


In the next instant, Lisa’s erotic thoughts gave way to anger. How dare some random one-man-band electrician offer to get rid of Bella’s shorts. If she ever saw the prick, she would give him a piece of her mind.


Or maybe not. She’d been so bent out of shape that Bella called in someone else, she didn’t take note of the business name…lucky for him.


***


Shortly after one, Lisa pulled up at Mrs Payton’s. After parking the van, she grabbed a handful of electrical supplies. Her boss had given her very little information, so she was yet to know if it was a double or single power outlet that needed fixing.


She rapped on the door and waited. It was a quiet cul-de-sac street with average to high-end houses, most of them more expensive than she could ever hope to afford. Not on one income, anyway.


The door opened, and a woman who appeared to be in her early seventies greeted her. She had silver hair and wore a drab pink and grey dress with a high, frilly neckline. “Can I help you?”


“No, ma’am. I’m here to help you.”


“Oh, right. The electrician. Sorry, I was expecting a man.” She turned. “Follow me.”


Pleased she hadn’t been mistaken for a guy—it wouldn’t be the first time—Lisa kicked off her boots and stepped inside. The hallway was lined with portraits of what appeared to be family members.


“In here.” Mrs Payton stepped into the master bedroom. “The switch behind my bedside table.”


“Okay.” Lisa nodded. “But I’ll need to isolate the circuit first, if you wouldn’t mind showing me where the switchboard is.”


“Sure.” Mrs Payton led her through the house and out to the back porch. “It’s just around the corner, on the side of the house.”


“Thanks.” Lisa bounded down the steps, pleased the concrete was clean and dry.


Back in the bedroom, she pulled out the bedside table. Her gaze landed on a familiar object, and her eyes bugged out. Well, well, well, Mrs Payton, aren’t you a dark horse?


Lisa didn’t know whether to call her back into the room or deal with it herself. Rather than embarrass the poor woman, she nudged the large, white dildo with her sock-covered toe until it disappeared under the bed.


A second later, Mrs Payton came charging back into the room, stuttering and spluttering. “I, um, I think I might’ve left something on the floor.”


Lisa popped off the cover plate of the double power outlet. There was no need to mortify the woman any more than she already was. “Nope. Nothing here.”


“Oh, okay. I must be losing my mind.” She shook her head and left the room again.


Lisa smiled to herself. To be honest, she got a kick out of knowing such a prim and proper looking woman had the same needs as herself. After ensuring there were no broken wires, she affixed a new plate. It was a simple job that the man of the house could’ve taken care of.


“Your plug’s all good now,” Lisa said, finding Mrs Payton in the living room.


“How much do I owe you?”


“My boss will send you an invoice, but it shouldn’t be too much.” Lisa looked at the band of rings on Mrs Payton’s wedding finger. “You know, your husband probably could’ve done it.”


“I’m a widow, dear.”


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”


“It’s fine. We had a lot of good years together. I almost passed him up—thought he was a pompous prick.”


Lisa chuckled, delighted by how forthright Mrs Payton was. Her spunky personality was at odds with her appearance. The older woman was actually a breath of fresh air.


“Do you have a special someone?” Mrs. Payton asked.


“No.” Lisa shook her head.


“Well, when you find the one, hold on tight. Don’t waste a single day not talking because of some silly fight, and never be too proud to say you’re sorry.” Mrs Payton stared wistfully at a handsome gentleman in a picture frame. “You never know how long you’ve got. Brian passed away five years ago. I miss him every day.”


“Maybe you’ll meet someone else,” Lisa said. Her grandmother became a widow at the age of sixty-five. Ten years later, she introduced her new ‘boyfriend’ to the family. They were great together.


“No, he was the only one for me.” Mrs Payton picked up the picture frame, and Lisa felt the ghost of a breeze as if Mr Payton had joined them in spirit.


All she needed now was for a black cat to come running into the room, and she’d really lose her shit. A cold shiver ran up her spine, and she stood, eager to get out of there. “Okay, I better be off. Just be careful when you move your bedside table.”


Mrs Payton set the photo down. “I’ll walk you out.”


As Lisa drove to her next job, Mrs Payton’s words played on repeat in her head. Never be too proud to say you’re sorry.


Lisa wasn’t too proud to say she was sorry, but she wasn’t the one who needed to apologise. “Shit,” she cursed herself.


Bella had tried, and what had she done? Shut her down and followed up by spraying her cat, and then Bella. Perhaps she did have some apologising to do.

 




Chapter 9


Fuming, Bella strode inside and grabbed a towel. She pulled off her wet clothes and dropped them in the laundry basket. How dare Lisa Barnett hose her down and terrorise her cat.


Yes, Bella had been trespassing, but other than the ladder lying on its side by the garage, she hadn’t touched a thing. Threatening to send her cat home with his tail between his teeth had been the last straw.


Bella would heed Lisa’s words and stay on her side of the fence. She’d tried to make nice, and that hadn’t helped. Somehow, the years between them seemed to have hardened Lisa, and although Bella loved that Lisa wasn’t a girly-girl, she didn’t do heartless.


Sure, Lisa had always had a take-charge personality, but there was a fine line between being assertive and arrogant. Today she’d crossed that line.


After changing into some dry clothes and putting a load of washing on, Bella went in search of Max. An hour later, with a heavy heart, she stared blindly out the kitchen window. Where was he? A scan of Lisa’s backyard and the neighbour’s yard on the other side yielded nothing. Bella’s throat was hoarse from calling him, and she didn’t know what else to do. What she did know was she wouldn’t be going out as planned.


If he came home and she wasn’t there, he might never come back. She dialled her old school friend’s number and waited.


Hannah picked up on the third ring. “Hello.”


“Hi, it’s me, Bella.”


“Hey, what’s up?”


“I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to make it today.”


“Oh, boo. The girls were so looking forward to seeing you.”


“The girls?” She frowned, hating the sound of that.


“Yeah, you know—Janine and Karen. I told them you were back in town and they can’t wait to see you. Isn’t it exciting?” she practically squealed.


Bella cringed. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing any of them, really, but Hannah had been so excited about catching up, Bella couldn’t say no. Maybe they’d changed over the past ten years. Become more tolerant and less spiteful.


“My cat’s gone missing.” Her stomach plummeted. “I don’t want to go out in case he comes home.”


“You always were such a softie. What a shame that lezzy chased you out of town. Our group was never the same without you.”


Anger bubbled up inside Bella. “She didn’t chase me out of town. My father got a new job and we moved.”


“Oh, yeah. I remember. I think.”


Bella had told Hannah during one of their few telephone conversations after her family had moved. Grief-stricken over the entire incident, Bella had done nothing to nurture her friendship with a group of girls who apparently were never the same without her—something she had a hard time believing.


“I have to go. Maybe some other time, okay?”


“Oh, in case you were wondering, that lezzy’s still in town. The stupid bitch still thinks she’s a boy.” Hannah scoffed, her voice full of derision. “I’ve seen her driving around in a van for some electrical company.”


It’d been ten years since Bella had seen Hannah, and it was clear she was yet to grow up.


“And that makes her a boy how?” she asked, no longer afraid of upsetting Hannah and losing a couple of friends who were never really friends. Not the kind she’d wanted, anyway.


Bella had known that all along, but as a teenager deeply in the closet, she’d let her loyalties lie at the wrong feet—something she regretted to this very day, despite being sprayed with the garden hose.


The way Lisa had sucked in a breath, her gaze locked on Bella’s wet T-shirt, was a sign Lisa wasn’t immune to the attraction between them. She was just hard-headed enough not to admit it.


And hurt.


Yeah, that too.


“When you see her, you’ll know what I mean,” Hannah continued. “She’s even got short hair like a bloke.”


“Oh, right. Silly me.” Bella slapped her forehead even though Hannah couldn’t see her. “Okay, I think I’ve got it. All women with short hair think they’re men, and all men with long hair think they’re women?”


“Except Jon Bon Jovi.” Hannah chuckled.


Rather than pick up on Bella’s sarcasm, Hannah had immediately defended her teen idol. Back in 1995, Hannah had an impressive collection of Jon Bon Jovi’s albums, and she’d probably added to it over the last ten years.


“What’s up with Melissa Etheridge?” Bella tried another approach.


“What do you mean?” Hannah asked.


“She came out as gay two years ago, but she’s still got long hair.”


“Well, she must be one of those pretty girls who dates butch women. You know, so they know who’s the man and who’s the wife.”


Bile rose in the back of Bella’s throat. This was definitely not a friendship she wanted to rekindle, and she was angry with herself for staying on the line for so long. All this conversation had done was make her sick to her stomach.


“Oops, I’ve just spotted my cat. Gotta go.” Bella hung up without waiting for a reply. Her heart jumped into her throat when she realised the lie could come back to bite her.


She’d used her cat as an excuse not to go out, and she’d obliterated that excuse by saying he was home. If only it was true.


She headed back outside and did one more round of the neighbourhood. Half an hour later, she trudged home with her heart in her throat. After wallowing in self-pity for far too long, she grabbed a notepad and thick black pen and made a sign to hang up on the noticeboard at the corner dairy and some smaller ones to poke in letterboxes.


At least that way, if anyone spotted Max, they’d know who to ring.


***


Dinner was a solemn affair without Max sitting at Bella’s feet, silently begging her to drop a piece of chicken on the floor. She’d just cleaned up from tea and settled in for a lonely night when there was a knock at the door.


Bella leapt off the couch, hoping like hell someone had found Max. Her hope faded before she reached the door. She hadn’t put her address on the flyers, so that couldn’t be it.


She turned the knob and was greeted by her brother. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”


“Nah. I was just watching Piha Rescue.” Watching the surf lifesavers work their magic was as awe-inspiring as it was alarming. Piha was a beach Bella had no desire to visit. The number of near drownings was astounding, yet people still flocked there in droves.


“Come in.” She stepped aside.


“I can’t stay long,” Dean said. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay, and Shelley asked me to drop this off.” He handed over a container, and she popped the lid.


“Carrot cake!” She dipped her finger in the cream cheese icing and licked it off. “Mm. What did I do to deserve this?”


“It’s a small thanks for helping out with Zachery.”


“Thank you.” She wouldn’t accept payment for looking after her nephew, but she would never say no to home baking.


Her mind flicked to Lisa welcoming her to the neighbourhood. The muffins had been cooked to perfection. The memory of the note she’d left for Lisa made her cheeks heat.


“You okay?” Dean studied her face. “You look a little flushed.”


“Too much sun today.” She shrugged, pleased with her fast comeback.


“Don’t overdo it. You’ll have Mum dragging you back to the South Island before you know it.”


“That’s not going to happen.” She’d forgotten how laid-back Palmerston North was compared to the city. Ironically, her biggest fear when she lived in the busy street was that Max would get run over. Now, here they were in a quiet street and he’d disappeared.


No thanks to Lisa. She should be livid, but her concerns for Max had surpassed her anger long ago.


“Okay, I better get home.”


Back in the living room, Bella pulled a throw rug over her lap and absently played with the edges, imagining it was Max on her lap. Where was he? Heartsick, she kicked her feet up and put her head on the padded armrest. Please come home, puss.


Later that night, a rap on the door made Bella bolt upright on the sofa. She scrubbed at her face. The television was on and the drapes were still open, but it was dark outside.


Feeling spooked—anyone could’ve been watching her sleep—she shut the drapes and listened, her ears on full alert.


Another loud rap made her jump. Fuck. She hated this; people calling around after dark without a phone call first. She might not have cared a year ago, but she’d been super careful since being followed home from a job.


The memory of the jerk trying to push his way into her house made her shudder. She thought about phoning her brother, but he’d probably be in bed by now and Bella didn’t want to wake her nephew.


She fiddled with the wedding band on her finger, hoping the men’s work boots would work as the deterrent she’d bought them for.


“I know you’re in there.”


The distant sound of Lisa’s voice made her want to weep with relief and scream all at once. After all, it was Lisa’s fault Bella had fallen asleep on the couch. She dashed out to the kitchen and stared at the door. “What do you want?”


“I think I have something you want.”


“I’m not interested in a late-night booty call, thank you.” There, take that. She poked her tongue out at the door.


“Fine, I’ll just head on home with Max.”


“What?” Bella unlocked the door and yanked it open so fast she was surprised she didn’t pull it off the hinges. Joy exploded in her chest and she forgot to be mad. She nuzzled Max’s fur, wiggled her nose, and sneezed. He was covered in a layer of dry dirt.


“Where’d you find him?”


“Hiding under my house. I crawled under to get him.”


Bella took in the dust and cobwebs clinging to Lisa’s clothes and felt a great deal of gratitude, but she hadn’t forgotten who caused her cat to flee in the first place.


“I’m surprised he came near you.”


“Wet pussies seem to like me.” Lisa’s grin was as disarming as it was irritating.


“You’re not funny, and as an electrician, you should know better than anyone that water and electricity don’t mix.” Not the best example, but Bella had felt like frayed wire when Lisa hosed her down.


“Is that supposed to shock
me?” She finger-quoted the word, her smile never faltering.


“Still not funny.” Bella held her ground.


“Fine, I was just trying to spark up a conversation.” She grinned over her shoulder and disappeared, swallowed up by the night.


Bella’s resolve to be unfeeling crumbled. She flicked on her outside light, left it on until she saw Lisa’s lights come on, then turned it off again.


“Are you hungry, Max?” He struggled in her arms to get down as if he understood.


After locking the back door, she opened a tin of cat food, ecstatic to have him home. Or was that ex-static? Would Lisa appreciate the pun? Did it matter? Probably not. They were nothing more than neighbours barely tolerating each other.

 




Chapter 10


Lisa walked up her driveway pissed off with Bella and proud of her all at once. Pissed off because she could’ve been grateful to have her cat home, and proud of her because she’d stood her ground.


It was clear she held Lisa accountable for Max going missing, and Lisa accepted some of the blame, but not all of it. They were new to the neighbourhood, so he could’ve gone missing regardless.


When she’d found the flyer amongst her other mail, she’d immediately felt bad. A quick search of her property yielded nothing. But just as she was getting ready for bed, she’d heard a faint meow under the house.


When she called his name, Max meowed again. Surprised by how excited she was to have found him, she hadn’t wasted any time. Flashlight in hand, she’d crawled under the house and enticed Max with a small piece of steak, backing out until she could grab him.


It surprised her as much as Bella that he hadn’t fled the second he spotted her. As long as he didn’t start hanging around, she didn’t care. The main thing was she’d righted a wrong, and Max was back where he belonged. 


***


Friday night, rather than drive to the pub, Lisa accepted Cherie’s offer to pick her up.


“What? Not drinking tonight?” Lisa asked as soon as she opened the back door.


“Nah. I’ve got my monthly, and booze always goes straight to my head.”


“Whatever.” Lisa chuckled. “Come on in. I’ll just get my pool cue.”


Cherie stepped inside. “I see you have a new neighbour.”


“Yeah.” Lisa closed windows and shut drapes.


“Have you met her?” Cherie asked, following her from room to room.


“A few times.”


“She’s got a great arse.”


“What?” Lisa spun around, anger rising to the surface. “You know this how?”


“Holy fucking shit.” Cherie backed up. “Chill out. I caught a glimpse as I slowed to turn into your driveway. Some woman was bending over shoving suitcases into her car.”


“Really!” Lisa jumped up on the sofa and peered out. She caught a glimpse of Bella’s orange Corolla as she backed out the driveway.


“What’s going on?” Cherie eyed her with suspicion.


“That’s the thing. I can’t explain it…and we’ll be late for pool.”


“So what? Spill.”


“We went to school together.” She was intentionally vague.


“And?” Cherie quirked an eyebrow.


“We fooled around a bit.”


“And?”


“That’s it.” Lisa shrugged. If she told Cherie the entire story, they would never make it to the pub.


Cherie didn’t seem to care. She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t make me spank you.”


Lisa chuckled. “You tried that, remember? It’s why we don’t date.”


“Oh, yeah.” Cherie snorted. “But come on, you have to tell me what’s going on. You looked like you wanted to throttle me when I said she had a nice arse.” She held up a hand in surrender. “An observation.”


It was an accurate one too. Bella had a gorgeous backside. “I’ll tell you on the way.”


By the time they pulled into the car park at the pub, Cherie had the lowdown on what happened at school, and what had happened since Bella moved in.


“Firstly, there’s only one type of pussy that should be wet. No more tormenting her cat. Got it?”


Lisa unbuckled her seat belt. “Whose side are you on?”


“Yours. I’m going to give you a lift home tonight, and we’re going to wait up until she gets home and find out what all this suitcase shit is about.”


“And how do you propose we do that?”


“Good question.” Cherie climbed out. “And I’m actually meeting up with Alice later, so springing your neighbour will have to wait.”


Relieved, Lisa exhaled a breath. Cherie meant well, but she could be heavy-handed, which was exactly why Lisa hadn’t told her about Bella before now.


“Once we find out what she’s up to, you can decide if you want to go there again.”


“Why would I do that?” Lisa protested a little too loudly.


“Because you have unfinished business. I can see it in your eyes.”


Feeling annoyed and exposed, Lisa held open the door to the pub, letting Cherie go first and hoping that was the end of it.


***


By ten that night, Lisa had had enough. Enough of playing pool, enough of watching Alice moon over Cherie, and enough of thinking about her neighbour.


She swung the strap of her pool case over her shoulder. “I’m off.”


Cherie pushed off the bar leaner. “I’ll give you a lift.”


“It’s fine. I’ll grab a cab.”


“You don’t have to do that. It’s time we were off too.”


Alice picked up Cherie’s pool case and smiled coyly at Lisa. She’d shown up a little over an hour ago and had stuck to Cherie’s side ever since.


Fifteen minutes later, Cherie dropped Lisa at the foot of her driveway. As soon as she climbed out of the car, Alice got out of the back and hopped in the front.


Lisa had said she was happy to sit in the back, but neither Cherie nor Alice would hear of it. The power imbalance between them was a little too much for Lisa, but it seemed to work for them.


“Ring me tomorrow,” Lisa said, pulling up her jacket collar.


“Of course,” Cherie replied. “And I expect you to have news.”


“Whatever.” She scoffed, knowing exactly what Cherie was referring to.


“Bye.” Alice waved out the window as Cherie pulled away from the kerb.


The outside lights came on, illuminating the driveway. Lisa put the key in the lock and glanced over her shoulder. All was quiet next door; the yard was shrouded in darkness.


She filled a glass with water and sat on the couch. She watched the clock, feeling like she was waiting for Cinderella. Two minutes before midnight, she heard a car pull into her neighbour’s driveway. She glanced out the window to make sure it was Bella before making her move. Elation stole over her when the orange car came into view. Lisa fist-pumped the air. The time had come to find out what the hell was in those suitcases.


Hoping she didn’t smell like a brewery, Lisa gargled some mouthwash before heading out. Standing at the foot of Bella’s driveway, she called, “Hi, it’s just me.”


Bella shielded her eyes, squinting into the darkness. “Lisa?”


“Sure is.” She approached slowly, her sneakers barely making a sound on the uneven concrete.


“What are you doing? It’s late.”


“I could ask you the same thing,” Lisa shot back.


“I just got home from work.” Bella hefted the suitcase off the ground. “I’m tired, and I have to be up early. Good night.”


“Let me help you.” Lisa lunged for the handle.


“No!” Alarm flashed in Bella’s eyes. “It’s fine.” She shoved at Lisa’s hand, but Lisa wouldn’t let up.


A brief tug-of-war ensued, and then…almost in slow motion, the bag burst open, spewing its guts all over the concrete. Stunned, Lisa stared at Bella, mouth open, words failing her. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined this scenario.


She picked up a double-ended dildo, her gaze flicking from the monstrosity to Bella. “Just what kind of job requires one of these?”


Bella crouched, tossing items back into the suitcase: handcuffs, vibrators, novelty items, lingerie. “I host sex toy parties.”


Relieved it wasn’t body parts or stolen goods, Lisa bent and helped pick up the spilled contents. “And your husband’s okay with that?” She looked pointedly at the wedding ring on Bella’s finger, wanting to get to the bottom of what that was all about.


“I wear it to ward off any unwanted advances. Most of my customers are women, but some nights, like tonight, there are men too. I got followed home once. It wasn’t pleasant.”


The rumble of a car engine pierced the night air. Bella stiffened. It continued on up the street, and she relaxed her posture. “What are you doing here, anyway?”


“I came to offer a hand.”


“You never were a very good liar, Lisa Barnett.” She smiled shyly. “Good night.”


Not ready to be dismissed, Lisa remained rooted to the spot and watched Bella disappear inside. Shortly after, Bella popped back out carrying a vacuum cleaner.


She jumped, hand flying to her chest when she saw Lisa still standing there. “Fuck!”


Lisa shook her head in disapproval. “Swearing doesn’t suit you.”


“And stalking doesn’t suit you.” Bella pursed her lips. “For someone who likes to dish out orders, you’re not very good at following them.”


Before Lisa could think twice, her hand shot out. She grabbed Bella by the chin, and their gazes locked. Bella’s eyes blazed, but not with fear. They were swimming with desire. Lisa pressed her lips to Bella’s and the years between them fell away.


She captured her bottom lip, nipping gently before sucking on the fleshy pad. Bella moaned into the kiss, and Lisa revelled in the way she responded to her. By the time they came up for air, they were both breathing hard.


Bella pulled her lip between her teeth, looking every bit as tempting as she’d been ten years ago. “Would you like to come in?”


“You know what will happen if I do.” Lisa held Bella’s gaze, giving her a chance to back out.


“I do, and I consent.”


The declaration made Lisa’s breath hitch. Bella was as submissive as she’d been as a teenager. The only difference was she’d grown a backbone, and that excited Lisa.


Bella tossed the vacuum in the car and slammed the door. Lisa followed her inside, through the kitchen and into the dining room. Another suitcase was leaning against the wall.


“What’s in there?” Lisa pointed.


“Stock items for sale. The one that burst open is full of samples for show only.”


“And just what kind of show do you put on for your customers?” Lisa sidled up to Bella. “Do you fuck yourself with a dildo.” She leaned in close and spoke directly into her ear. “Or do you prefer to be handcuffed and let someone else fuck you?”


“I don’t play with my clients, Mistress L.”


It had been a long time since Bella had called Lisa that, and it still caused the same response. Her pulse raced, and her blood thrummed in her veins. “Open the suitcase. Pick two items and give them to me. I’ll pay for them.”


Without hesitation, Bella complied. She pushed the suitcase to the floor, dropped to her knees and unzipped it. Lisa looked away. She didn’t want to see what Bella picked until she handed over the items.
 




Chapter 11


Bella sifted through the bag, anticipation building with each item she moved. Lisa didn’t need to spell out that whatever Bella picked would be used on her. The sexual tension sizzling between them made it loud and clear.


Discarding the nipple clamps, which Bella loved, she selected a pair of wrist cuffs and a blindfold. After a brief hesitation, she returned the blindfold and selected the nipple clamps after all. She loved the sharp sting of the metal pincers as they bit down on her tender flesh, and she didn’t want to hide behind a blindfold.


She wanted to feast on the sight of Lisa. Her lean frame, small breasts, short brown hair, and those amazing eyes. Brown with flecks of gold.


Remaining on her knees, Bella offered up her selection, delighted when a smile ghosted across Lisa’s lips.


“Strip.”


Happy to oblige, Bella pushed to her feet.


“I didn’t say stand.” Lisa shook her head in admonishment.


“Sorry.” Bella dropped back to the floor. She pulled her blouse and bra over her head, then wiggled her skirt down her hips, under her knees and off.


“Panties too. I want to see all of you.”


Repeating the same actions she’d used to remove her skirt, Bella ditched her underwear. A day she’d dreamed of was finally here. She was pulsing with desire and Lisa was yet to lay a finger on her.


Lisa dangled the handcuffs in front of her. “Arms out.”


Bella complied, gazing into the smouldering heat of Lisa’s golden-brown eyes. She’d been told it was disrespectful to look your mistress in the eye, but she’d never understood that, and Lisa had never admonished her for it.


The restraints went on, and Bella felt beautifully vulnerable to a woman she’d fallen for ten years ago.


“You’ve been a bad girl, Bel, and bad girls need to be punished.”


“Yes, Mistress L.”


“How do you think I should do that?”


“I think you should spank me.” The reply came without thought, and Bella cursed herself for not picking a paddle as one of her choices. Although she enjoyed a good open-handed slap, it didn’t give her the same impact as a paddle—the impact she craved.


“Do you trust me?” Lisa asked, her sultry voice trilling straight through Bella.


“Yes.” She always had.


Lisa’s nostrils flared. “Head down, arse up.”


Bella placed her bound hands on the carpet and lowered herself to her elbows, legs slightly parted, backside in the air. The position felt incredibly dirty and insanely arousing. Lisa would have a perfect view straight between her legs and the wetness that had already gathered there.


The unexpected caress of Lisa’s hand made Bella flinch.


“So flighty.” Lisa chuckled. “And fucking gorgeous. I’ve dreamed about turning this arse red since the day you flashed me with your tight red dress.”


Just how long had Lisa been watching her? Bella couldn’t remember wearing that dress since—


The slap that landed expelled the thought from her mind and the breath from her lungs. The crack echoed around the room, ringing deliciously in her ears. “Thank you, Mistress L.”


“Would you like another?”


“Please.”


Another slap landed, and she welcomed it, relishing in the heat spreading across her backside and lower.


Lisa slid a finger along the seam of Bella’s pussy lips. “So wet. Is this all for me, or does hosting sex toy parties turn you on?”


“You turn me on.”


“Good. That’s my job.”


Bella smiled, recalling Lisa’s offer to keep her turned on. Another slap landed, and her smile disappeared as she hissed out a breath.


“That’s three. One for each of your friends.” Another slap landed before Bella had time to brace herself. “That one’s for throwing me to your pack of wolves.”


“Sorry, Mistress L.” She would take another ten lashes to put things right, but she knew no amount of spankings or floggings could ever erase the pain she’d caused Lisa.


“Flip over.”


Bella immediately complied. The carpet was soft, but her backside still smarted. She revelled in the burn, loving the pleased look in Lisa’s eyes.


Mesmerised, she watched Lisa slip out of her jeans and pull off her socks. She shimmied out of her briefs and stood, towering over Bella, legs spread, hands on her hips.


“You ready to atone for your transgressions?”


She spoke as if she was a goddess, and Bella would happily worship her. “Yes.”


Lisa positioned one foot on either side of Bella, standing so close her ankles brushed Bella’s shoulders.


“Pardon?”


“Yes, I’m ready.” She was more than ready. She was so turned on, a single touch was all she would need to detonate.


The slow descent of plump lips filled Bella’s vision as Lisa squatted and began rubbing herself against her face. Bella took a deep breath, lost in her musk. Lisa rode her face with unabashed abandon.


Bella wanted to taste her so badly, to lap at the arousal flowing from Lisa’s body and coating her chin, but she kept her lips sealed and eyes closed with a determination she hadn’t known she possessed, letting Lisa use her for her own pleasure.


Lisa’s hand tangled in her hair as she rode her faster and faster, harder and harder, and then she shuddered, thighs trembling around Bella’s ears as she rode out her climax.


Slowly, Lisa pushed to her feet. “Fuck. That was almost worth waiting ten years for.” She swiped a finger across Bella’s chin and pushed it into Bella’s mouth. Bella sucked greedily, accepting the offering.


Something soft brushed along her legs, and Max appeared beside them.


“Where’s your bedroom?”


“Across the hall.”


Lisa picked up Max—who promptly licked her cheek, the traitor—and deposited him in the bedroom. When she reappeared, she knelt beside Bella, removed the wrist cuffs, and snapped on the nipple clamps. Bella hissed out a breath. She’d been so eager to please, she’d forgotten about her second choice.


Grinning wickedly, Lisa turned the small screws on the clamps until Bella was gritting her teeth. “That should do it. Your tits are magnificent.” She tugged on the metal chain, and Bella bit her lip, breathing through the exquisite ache.


“Up,” Lisa commanded.


Bella rose until she was sitting. Her backside no longer throbbed, but the pulse between her legs was relentless.


Lisa released the chain and returned to the suitcase. She pulled out a huge purple dildo, still in its packaging, and a small box containing a ladyfinger vibrator. She held up both items. “Pick.”


It was hard to know what to choose. Bella preferred the small vibe, but she also wanted to please Lisa. Would she like to see Bella impale herself on the veined dildo?


“You took too long.” Lisa pulled the ladyfinger vibe out of the box, inserted a battery she must’ve found in the case, and tossed it to Bella. “Fuck yourself.”


“What?” Mortified, Bella’s cheeks flamed. She looked away, unable to meet Lisa’s gaze. She didn’t want to disappoint Lisa, but she didn’t know if she could do this either. At least Lisa hadn’t told her to ‘go’ fuck herself. That one little word would’ve made a world of difference. It would’ve turned something potentially hot into something that left her cold.


“I’ve never done that.”


“What? Never fucked yourself?”


Of course she’d done that, but always in private. She even made sure Max was out of the room before she masturbated. “Not in front of anyone.”


“Pretend I’m not here.” Lisa tossed Bella the blindfold she’d discarded earlier.


Taking the small offering, Bella plunged herself into darkness and slid the toy home. The small ridges and vibrations massaged her inner walls. She spread her legs wider, certain she looked ridiculous sitting in the middle of her living room fucking herself but too horny to care.


“Oh, yes. You are a naughty girl.” Lisa tapped Bella’s clit, and Bella gasped, moaning wantonly.


“You like that?”


“Yes,” Bella whimpered, eyes screwed shut behind the blindfold.


A few more taps landed, and Bella pumped the toy faster. She could feel Lisa’s breath on her face, and an image of Lisa watching her intently ramped up Bella’s excitement. Tension coiled low in her body, muscles grew taut, and tiny whimpers escaped her lips.


The blindfold disappeared, but she kept her eyes screwed shut.


“Look at me,” Lisa commanded. “I want you to know who your orgasm belongs to when you come.”


Oh, she was right there, right…there. Bella popped her eyes open and screamed her release. “Oh, fuck, yes. Yes, yes, yes.” Breathing hard, she slowly removed the toy. The clamps came off and she hissed out a breath.


“You are something else, Bella McBride.” Lisa tossed a fifty-dollar note into the suitcase. “I hope that covers it.”


Humiliation slammed into Bella. “I’m not some kind of fucking sideshow you need to pay for.” She reached for her blouse and yanked it over her head. “Keep your money.”


An amused grin tugged at Lisa’s mouth, pissing Bella off further. “What’s so funny?”


“You. You’ve grown a backbone. I like it.” Her smile was warm. “The money’s for the toys we used from your work stash. I said I’d pay, and I’m a woman of my word.”


“Oh, right. Sorry.” Bella hung her head. She’d forgotten about that in her post-orgasmic haze. An orgasm at her own hands, under Lisa’s direction. Something she wasn’t sure how she felt about right then.


“I’ll see myself out.”


“What?” Bella’s head snapped up. She didn’t want Lisa to go, but she could hardly ask her to spend the night either.


“It’s one in the morning. I need sleep. So do you.”


“You’re right.” What else could she say? Call me? Let’s do it again sometime? Is all forgiven?


“Night, Bella.” Lisa stroked her cheek and then she was gone.


Bella stayed where she was until she heard the door click shut. When she could get her legs to work, she wandered through the kitchen and locked the back door.


Back in the living room, she peered out the drapes. The lights next door went out and she felt acutely alone. What have you done to me, Lisa Barnett?

 




Chapter 12


Groaning, Lisa rolled over and pulled a pillow over her head. She would bet good money Bella had purposely revved her car right outside her house before speeding off to wherever she sped off to at the arse crack of dawn on a Sunday morning.


What happened last night had been spontaneous, hot as hell, and beyond reckless. Where they went from here, Lisa had no clue. But one thing was for sure: they couldn’t move forward without putting the past behind them… and it was too early in the morning to think about that.


She reached into her bedside drawer and retrieved the sleeping mask she used when it was light out. Lisa ran her fingers over the fabric and her mind immediately flicked to Bella.


The intense look of concentration playing across her face as she’d plunged the ladyfinger in and out of her wet heat was a sight Lisa would never forget—chestnut hair fanned out around her shoulders, nipple clamps glimmering under the ceiling light.


The erotic images did nothing to help quiet her mind. Giving up on sleep, Lisa tossed the blindfold back in the drawer. She climbed out of bed, chucked on some running gear, and hit the streets.


An hour later, she jogged back up the drive, feeling euphoric. She’d pushed herself hard and was riding the endorphin high. After cooling down with some stretches, she tossed her sweaty clothes in the laundry basket and climbed in the shower.


She grabbed the soap and pictured herself through Bella’s eyes. Small breasts, taut stomach, lean legs, and a thatch of curls covering her mound—so different from Bella’s curvaceous figure. If it was true that opposites attract, they were doomed, or fated, or whatever the hell else was going on between them.


Just as she was drying off, the phone blared to life. Lisa flicked the towel over the rail and streaked through the house. “Hello?”


“Hi, it’s me. Cherie.”


“I know who it is.” There was no mistaking Cherie’s voice. It was raspy, similar to Stevie Nicks. “What’s up?”


“I was going to ask you the same thing.”


“Not much, really. I’m just about to do some chores, and then I’ll have to think about what to have for lunch.”


“Fancy grabbing some fish and chips from that shop by you and meeting at the lagoon? I’ll pay you back.”


“Sure. They open at one. All going well, I’ll see you by twenty past.”


“Sweet,” Cherie said. “I’ll grab a picnic table under a tree.”


***


As she drove to the lagoon, fish and chips on the passenger seat, the aroma of grease and paper filling her car, Lisa contemplated what she would say to Cherie. Should she pretend she hadn’t seen Bella or give Cherie the lowdown?


The question was moot, really. Lisa sucked at lying, and Cherie would see right through her. Still, it could be fun to tease her.


She coasted around a corner, and the Centennial Lagoon came into view. The natural ox-bow lake of the Manawatu River was a popular venue for people to walk their dogs, feed the ducks, enjoy a stroll or simply relax on the grass and enjoy the surroundings.


Sun sparkled off the lake, and although it looked pretty, anyone who grew up in Palmerston North knew not to swim there. It was full of duck and dog poo, and the council had recently issued warnings about high levels of E. coli.


A smile spread across Lisa’s face as she neared The Chalet, memories of her brother’s wedding day filling her with warmth. Erin had asked her to be one of her bridesmaids, and Lisa had happily agreed on the one condition she didn’t have to wear a dress.


Her smile grew bigger when she spotted Cherie, standing on the seat of the picnic table, waving her arms in the air. Lisa grabbed the fish and chips wrapped in newspaper and shoved open the car door. Her heart leapt into her throat, adrenaline surging through her when she narrowly missed clocking a cyclist.


He swerved, glaring at her. “Geez, dude. Watch it.”


“Sorry.” Lisa cursed herself for not checking the rear-view mirror before climbing out. She’d been too busy watching Cherie, who was now watching her with her eyes bugging out and a cheeky grin on her face.


“Not funny,” Lisa said as she strolled towards her. “Are you laughing because of the look of shock on my face or because that dude called me a dude?”


“I’m smiling because it’s good to see you.”


“Good answer. Here.” She handed the parcel of fish and chips to Cherie. She spread them out and they dug in.


The sprinkle of vinegar Lisa had asked for pinged on her tongue. The only thing missing was a bottle of tomato sauce.


A couple of ducks wandered over, watching them expectantly. Cherie tossed them a chip, and they watched them squabble over it.


“So, how was your night?” Cherie asked.


“What do you mean? You know how it was. I went to the pub, had a few beers, you dropped me home and drove off into the sunset with Alice.”


A distant look sparkled in Cherie’s eyes. She smiled but didn’t say a word.


“You’ve fallen for her, haven’t you?” Lisa asked as she broke a piece of fish in half.


“I suppose.”


“Don’t be coy.”


“It’s not that. I’m not ashamed to admit I’m falling head over heels in love, but I also feel like a complete arse.”


“Don’t. I’m happy for you.” Lisa injected all the sincerity she could into her voice. “Is she totally submissive or is it just in the bedroom?”


“Totally.” Cherie nodded. “When I left to meet you, I told her I expect the house to be clean by the time I get back and for her to wait for me on her knees.”


“You’ve moved her in already?”


“No.” Cherie shook her head, blonde hair swishing about her face. “But she stayed at my place last night.”


“And you left her there to meet me for lunch?”


“I did. And if I’m not home by three, she will kneel ’til four and thank me for it.” Cherie dusted salt off her hands. “But enough about me. Tell me what happened with your neighbour.”


“Who said anything happened?” Lisa screwed up the paper and glanced around for a rubbish bin.


“There’s one over there.” Cherie pointed to a bin on a post over by The Chalet. “And don’t you dare lift your backside off this seat until you give me the dirt.”


“You want dirt?” Lisa bent down and picked up a tuft of grass and tossed it at Cherie.


She shook her head. “Childish.”


“Check you out, Miss Grown-up.” Lisa threw her hands in the air. “Chill.”


“Spill.” Cherie nailed her with a look that made Lisa squirm. She was the only one who could do that, which was why they weren’t a couple. As a friend, Lisa appreciated it. As a lover, not so much.


“She’s not a mass murderer.”


“Go on.” Cherie took a swig of Coke and offered the bottle to Lisa.


She shook her head no, anticipating Cherie’s response. “She hosts sex toy parties.”


Cherie’s eyes went wide. She looked equally shocked and impressed. “Get the hell out of town!”


Lisa returned her grin.


“Wanna tell me what happened?”


“I fucked her.” Actually, that was a lie. She’d ordered Bella to fuck herself.


Cherie quirked an eyebrow. “Details, please.”


Lisa lifted a shoulder nonchalantly. “Not much to tell.”


“Was it intimate?” Cherie asked, resting her elbows on the picnic table.


“She got naked.” Lisa couldn’t keep the smile out of her voice, but Cherie didn’t look impressed.


“So what? Just because you can order someone to strip doesn’t make it intimate.”


“Who said I ordered her?”


Cherie’s eyebrow shot up. “Did you kiss her?”


“Briefly,” Lisa answered, angry with herself for not pouring more passion into the kiss. “What’s with the fifty questions? Don’t you have a sub to get home to?”


“Fine. I’ll go where I’m needed.” Cherie climbed over the bench seat and pushed away from the picnic table. “See you at pool club.” She snatched up the greasy paper and marched off.


Fuck! Cherie was a great friend, but she could also be downright infuriating.


Frustrated, Lisa called after her, “Wait!”


Cherie stopped, arms folded across her chest, mouth set in a thin line. She did not look happy at all.


“I’m sorry.”


Cherie’s posture relaxed, but she remained rooted to the spot. “Do you want to talk or not?”


“I don’t know.”


“Call me when you decide. I have a sub to get home to,” she said sarcastically.


“Who needs enemies with friends like you,” Lisa muttered under her breath.


“I heard that.” Cherie glanced over her shoulder, a small smile playing across her lips.


Phew. They were all good. Lisa jogged across the dry grass, catching up to Cherie. They walked side by side, neither of them saying a word until they reached the rubbish bin.


“I don’t know what to say.” Lisa shoved her hands in her pockets. “Worse, I don’t know what to do. I broke some of my own rules last night.”


Once again, Cherie waited her out.


“I ventured onto her property, uninvited. I touched her shit, uninvited. And I played after I’d been drinking.” She was far from drunk, but still. If she’d been stone-cold sober, she doubted any of those things would’ve happened. And that’d be a crying shame.
Bella was magnificent in all her naked glory.


“Did anyone get hurt?”


“No.” The only casualty had been Bella’s backside and nipples, and she’d welcomed it. Loved it.


“Was everything consensual?”


“More or less. I told her if I came inside, she knew what would happen. She consented.”


“So, what’s the problem?” Cherie eyed her with compassion, her take-no-shit persona taking a backseat.


“She hurt me, badly. Then up and fucked off. I’ve heard nothing, nada, for ten years, and now I’m supposed to just forgive her?”


“Depends.” Cherie held her gaze. “Is this grudge you’re holding on to worth it?”


“I’m not holding on to anything,” Lisa grumbled, hating the truth of Cherie’s words.


“That’s about the most honest thing you’ve said today, and if you’re not careful, another ten years will roll by and you’ll still have nothing to hold on to. Being dominant doesn’t mean being tough all the time, Lisa. It’s okay to let your guard down.” She put a hand on Lisa’s arm. “Talk to her.”


“Okay.” Lisa still had no clue what she was going to say.


“Oh, here.” Cherie fished in her pocket and pulled out a ten-dollar note. “For lunch.”


“Keep it.” Lisa pushed her hand away. “Call it payment for the counselling session.”


“You’re a good person, Lisa. Don’t fuck this up.”


“I don’t even know what this is.” She finger-quoted the word.


“Go find out.” Cherie’s smile was as warm as the sunshine. Thankful she had such a good friend, Lisa pulled her into a hug. When they broke apart, her gaze landed on two young guys watching them.


“Fucking dykes.” A thick-set guy sneered at them.


“No need to guess which one’s the husband.” His lanky mate snickered.


Cherie marched around Lisa, eyes blazing. Lisa grabbed her by the arm. “Don’t. They’re not worth it.” She’d dealt with arseholes like this all her life. They weren’t worth her time or energy, and they certainly weren’t worth the risk of being charged with assault.


Pulling out of her grip, Cherie strolled towards the bigger guy of the two, her expression transforming into a flirty smile. “You want to show me what I’m missing, big guy?”


She grabbed his crotch and squeezed. Lisa didn’t know whether to laugh or gasp. His mate looked on, uncertainty flitting across his features.


“Oh, I think I’ve found it,” Cherie tightened her grip.


The guy’s eyes went from big to bigger. He slapped at Cherie’s hand, but she wouldn’t let up. With a strangled cry, he doubled over.


Cherie released her hold and got in his mate’s face. “Boo.”


The poor guy looked like he was going to pee himself. He cupped his crotch, lip quivering. “Please. I don’t want any trouble.”


“Then apologise to my wife.”


The guy stuttered, tripping over his words. “Sorry, Miss…Mister. Shit. I mean Missus.”


His mate straightened, face red, eyes watering. Cherie offered him a final piece of advice. “Watch who you mouth off at next time.”


Gobsmacked, Lisa watched the guys flee, then turned to Cherie. “Why did you do that? They weren’t worth it.”


“You are. And nothing pisses me off more than ‘who’s the husband?’ type comments. Do you want to be a man?”


“About as much as I want to be with one.” Lisa shuddered.


“Exactly! Now go make your peace with that fine piece of arse next door.”

 




Chapter 13


Bella took great pleasure in revving the engine outside Lisa’s house before speeding off to work. If she had to get by on less than six hours’ sleep, Lisa could do the same. Only, unlike Bella, Lisa had the luxury of turning over and going back to sleep.


Would she be cursing Bella right now, or rolling onto her back and staring at the ceiling, recalling their…their what? Hook-up? Tryst? Their way back to each other?


No, it didn’t feel like the way back to each other. They had a lot of air to clear before that happened. If Lisa even wanted more. Did Bella? Hell, yeah.


She’d dropped to her knees like a wanton hussy last night, eager to do Lisa’s bidding. But had it been enough? No, not for her. She wanted the whole package. Mm, did Lisa pack?


Stop it, Bella.


She wanted it all, not just the physical, but the emotional too. And from what she’d seen, Lisa had closed off emotionally. Bella didn’t regret last night, but she wasn’t going to be Lisa’s plaything to pick up and discard at will.


Just because Bella was submissive didn’t mean she was a doormat Lisa could wipe her boots on. With that thought, she hardened her resolve to stay on her own side of the fence.


There was no denying she would happily kneel before Lisa again, but when that day came—if that day came—they would talk first…and maybe this time Lisa would kiss her like she meant it.


She pressed a finger to her lips and memories of that fateful day, when everything came crashing down around her, flooded her mind.


***


Ten years ago…March 1995


Relieved swimming sports were finished, Bella spread out her towel and sat next to her mates, letting the sun dry her skin. “Thank goodness that’s over.”


“What do you mean?” Hannah swept her arm in a circle. “Look at all that male flesh on display.”


Turning sideways, Bella took in the sight of someone far more attractive than the boys prancing around like peacocks. Lisa Barnett strode toward the changing rooms, toned legs eating up the distance. When Bella turned back around, one of the boys from their homeroom was heading in their direction.


Janine, who was paying Bella no attention, slapped Hannah’s arm. “I told you Daniel’s been watching you all afternoon, and here he comes.”


“I’m going to get changed.” Bella stood and wrapped her towel around her waist.


“Yeah, yeah.” Her friends waved her away.


Not wanting to raise any suspicion, she did an awkward walk-run to catch up to Lisa. The air was cooler inside the changing room, but when her eyes locked with Lisa’s, the temperature skyrocketed. Lisa curled a finger, beckoning her forward, and Bella joined her in a stall.


“Hey.” Lisa shot her a seductive smile.


“Hey, you,” she said, feeling shy, even though they’d danced this dance before. She watched and waited, anticipation building as Lisa zipped up the mandatory burgundy skirt they all had to wear.


Her heated gaze locked on Bella, and with a quick tug, Bella’s towel dropped to the floor. Despite having her one-piece bathing suit on, she felt naked and vulnerable. It was thrilling.


She dreamed about this day all week, every week. The day Lisa pushed her against the wall and coaxed low moans out of her. In the blink of an eye, Lisa pulled Bella’s hands behind her back and pinned her against the wall, her taut body setting nerve endings on fire.


“Tell me you want me.”


Bella whimpered. “I want you.”


Time stood still as Lisa captured her lips in a passionate kiss. Bella moaned into her mouth, parting her lips to allow Lisa entrance. Their tongues duelled, and Lisa’s hand snaked up, cupping Bella’s breast. Her thumb and forefinger clamped onto a nipple. Bella groaned.


“Shh.” Lisa held a hand over her mouth. If only Bella had the guts to come out, they wouldn’t be holed up in a changing room stall.


Lisa put a foot up on the low bench behind them and pushed Bella to the seat. It was wet and cold, and she didn’t care. Her gaze was fixed on Lisa’s crotch, waiting for that intoxicating moment when she pulled her briefs aside and let Bella taste.


The sound of someone outside the stall turned her blood to ice. Lisa pressed a finger to her lips, staring at the door. “Get dressed,” she whispered, but it was too late.


The door banged open and Bella’s worst nightmare became her reality. Images of being suspended from school, of her parents’ outrage and her friends blanking her filled her with dread. Anxiety seized her, squeezing her chest in a vice-like grip.


“Oh my God. What the fuck are you doing?” Hannah shot daggers at Lisa with her eyes.


At that moment, Janine entered the changing room. Seeing the standoff, she came to an abrupt stop. “What’s going on?”


Hannah grabbed Bella by the hand and pulled her out of the stall. “Lisa fuckin’ Barnett threw herself at Bella. Isn’t that right?”


Feeling like the shittiest person in the world, Bella hung her head in shame. Despair washed over her like a tidal wave, drowning her in its intensity.


“Look at her. She looks like she’s comatose. What the fuck did you do?” Hannah wrapped her towel around Bella, offering her comfort she didn’t deserve.


“If you know what’s good for you,” Janine screeched, “you’ll get out of here and never come near her again.”


“Whatever.” Lisa shouldered Janine out of the way as she marched out of the stall without so much as a backward glance.


The second they were alone, Hannah and Janine fussed over her. “Are you all right? Who knows what that lezzy would’ve done if I hadn’t come in when I did.”


Who knew indeed? Why she thought they could get away with their stolen kisses without being caught was beyond her.


“You’re as pale as a ghost.” Janine’s look of concern turned to disgust. “I’m not surprised, though. I’d puke if some girl tried to kiss me.” She shuddered as if she hadn’t already made her feelings clear.


“You should’ve stayed with us.” Hannah’s face lit up. “Sam was asking where you went.” She nudged Bella. “He’s got the hots for you.”


He was a good-looking guy and very sweet—not boisterous like the other jocks, which presented two problems. Bella didn’t want to date a guy, and she didn’t want to be handled with kiddie gloves either.


“The boys have asked us to hang out with them on Friday night. Are you coming?”


***


She’d gone on the intended date, for no other reason than to save face. She hadn’t been out like Lisa, or ready to deal with all the bigotry that came with it.


When her family had announced they were moving, it was like being handed a lifeline and a death sentence all at once. It got her away from a bunch of girls she didn’t think much of, but it also quashed any chance she had of making things right with Lisa. Something she regretted to this very day.

 




Chapter 14


Over the next several days, Lisa barely saw Bella. She seemed to be out more than ever. Was she hosting parties every night of the week now, or was she avoiding Lisa for loving and leaving her? They’d hardly made love, and it wasn’t angry sex either. It was what it was. A spur-of-the-moment thing. So what was the problem?


Pull your big-girl shorts up and move on. If only it was that simple.


She’d just got home from work when her phone rang. Figuring it was Cherie, she picked up. “Hey, bitch.”


“Pardon me?” her sister-in-law said.


“Shit, sorry, I thought it was someone else.”


Erin was an easy-going person, but even in jest, Lisa would never call her a bitch. Hell, she was supposed to be watching her language, full stop. But since the last project she’d been on with Paul, she’d backslid.


“Expecting a call from your girlfriend?” Erin sounded hopeful, and Lisa knew she’d like nothing more than for Lisa to say yes, but she couldn’t.


“No. No girlfriend.” Lisa chuckled.


“So, no hot date on Saturday night either?”


Lisa leaned against the kitchen bench and crossed her ankles, wondering where Erin was going with this. “No, no date.”


The closest thing she’d had to a relationship in the last two years was her hook-up with Cherie that went nowhere. That wasn’t true. She’d made a great friend.


“Good. Keep the night free,” Erin said. “Justin’s babysitting, and you’re coming out with me.”


“Really?” It always amused Lisa how her sister-in-law thought she could boss her around. If Lisa didn’t want to go, she wouldn’t. But she had to admit, she was intrigued. “And where are we off to?”


“My mate’s hosting her sister’s hen do. It’ll be a blast.”


The enthusiasm in Erin’s voice did nothing to sway Lisa. She couldn’t think of anything worse than spending a night with a bunch of drunken women she didn’t know.


“Sorry, I’m going to have to pass. I just remembered I’ve got pool club.”


“You’ve always got pool club. Stop being such a stick-in-the-mud. Come on, it’ll be fun.”


“Let me guess, we’ll be drinking through penis straws and talking about men all night?” She had nothing against men, they just weren’t her favourite topic, and the thought of sucking through a penis straw turned her stomach.


“No penis straws, and no men. But never mind.” Sarcasm dripped from Erin’s words. “I forgot you’re a square.”


Lisa snorted. “Don’t you mean queer?” If Erin wanted to get into a discussion about sex toys and kink, she would be blushing long before Lisa.


“So you’ll come?”


“Tell me more.” She still wasn’t convinced, but Erin was right. She didn’t have to go to pool club every Saturday night. Cherie certainly wouldn’t begrudge her.


“Apparently,” Erin continued, “there’s this woman in town who hosts sex toy parties. Cindy, the matron of honour, heard about her a few weeks ago, and…”


Lisa tuned out. How many women in town hosted sex toy parties? It had to be Bella. Had to be! No way was she passing up the opportunity to see her in action. “What time?”


“Eight o’clock. You can leave your car here and Justin will drop us off. I’d offer to pick you up, but I don’t intend to drive anywhere.”


***


Saturday night arrived, and Lisa dressed in a pair of black jeans and a white T-shirt. She grabbed her leather jacket and gave herself a quick once -over in the mirror. She ran her fingers through her short hair, flicked the length on top to the side, and was good to go.


After calling a cab, Lisa stepped outside and locked the house. She’d called Justin the night before to tell him not to bother dropping them off. She didn’t want to leave her car at their house and have to worry about retrieving it in the morning.


Erin was waiting out front when the cab pulled up. She climbed in and gave the driver her friend’s address.


“How are you, sis?” Erin asked, hanging on to the back of the passenger seat, breath carrying the hint of wine.


“You been drinking already?” Lisa asked.


“Of course. I haven’t had a night out since Abbey was born. I’ll be a cheap date.” She laughed.


Lisa craned her neck to look at Erin. She had mousey brown hair, hazel eyes, and a warm smile that transformed her features from ordinary to remarkable. She wore her emotions on her sleeve, and Lisa loved her like a sister.


“I’ll be your chaperon,” Lisa said, certain Erin was going to have one mother of a hangover tomorrow.


***


Bella arrived at the address she’d been given and pulled into the driveway. There were cars on the front lawn and in the street. If all the owners of the vehicles were at this house, it was going to be a busy night.


She angled the rear-view mirror and checked her appearance before climbing out. Black eyeliner accentuated the jade-green of her eyes, and the plum lipstick she opted for brought out the darker shades of her chestnut hair and complemented her blouse.


Ready as she’d ever be, she climbed out, enjoying the mild night air swishing around her ankles as she strolled toward the house in her black high heels.


She knocked on the door and was greeted by a woman with long, dark hair and a friendly smile. “Yes?”


“Hi, I’m Bella. Your party host.”


“Oh, right. Welcome.” She glanced around. “Where’s your, um, stuff?”


“In the car. I just wanted to make sure I had the right address.” Bella had learned the hard way to check first. Knocking on the wrong door with two suitcases full of sex toys was a mistake she never wanted to make again.


The woman extended her hand. “I’m Cindy.” A burst of laughter came from inside, and Cindy glanced over her shoulder. “My sister Joanne’s the bride-to-be.”


“Okay. I’ll just grab my stuff.” Bella air-quoted the word and Cindy grinned in return.


“Do you need a hand?”


“That would be great.” It would save her two trips.


Once she was all set up and ready to go, Bella did a quick head count of the women in the room. There were approximately fourteen, but with people flitting all over the place, it was hard to know for sure.


“Can I get you a drink?” someone she was yet to be introduced to asked.


“A glass of water would be nice.” She smiled her thanks, then scanned the room, wondering where Cindy had gone and if it was okay to get started.


Her gaze landed on the bride-to-be, who was wearing a black T-shirt with The Bride printed in bold pink lettering across the front. All the other guests wore neon pink T-shirts with The Bride Team in black lettering. In the grand scheme of things, they were a relatively tame bunch.


Each party was different. The last one Bella hosted, the women all wore bunny ears and pink dresses. The most memorable party she’d hosted was when the women had all worn tuxedos. Lisa would rock a tux.


She could see her as plain as day, literally. Bella blinked hard, twice. The vision remained the same. Lisa Barnett was eyeing her with a curious expression, eyebrow quirked, head tilted.


She wasn’t wearing a tux, though. She wore tight-fitting jeans, a white T-shirt, and she had a leather jacket casually draped over her shoulder. She was also with an attractive woman who was holding her elbow with a familiarity that made Bella’s stomach tight.


Cindy, the woman who’d greeted Bella at the door, took Lisa’s jacket from her and handed her and the woman she was with a pink T-shirt. They yanked them over their heads and joined the gaggle of others.


Bella smiled to herself, wondering how Lisa felt about wearing pink and doubting she’d ever see it again. Shame she couldn’t take a photo to tease her with.


Her mirth turned to angst. Who was the woman with Lisa? Bella shook her head. What did it matter? She was there to do a job, and she would do it with a smile on her face. She would not let Lisa throw her off her game.


Cindy clapped her hands and the room fell silent. “Ladies, take a seat. Pull up a piece of floor or sit on someone’s knee.”


Bella watched with amusement as a room full of women scrambled for the sofa, tripping over one another. Not Lisa, though. She remained on her feet, leaning casually against the wall, one hand in her pocket, the other clutching a bottle of beer. She took a swig, eyeing Bella over the lip.


The woman Lisa arrived with waved her over. She weaved through guests sitting cross-legged on the floor and flopped down at the woman’s feet. The woman put a hand on Lisa’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. Bella felt that squeeze like a vice around her heart.


Focus, McBride. Tuning out those golden-brown eyes that seemed to be pinned to her, Bella got down to business.


“Evening, ladies. It’s lovely to see you all here tonight to celebrate this occasion.” She reached in her bag, retrieved a bottle of French vanilla edible massage gel and tossed it to the bride-to-be. “A little something so your future husband doesn’t forget to pamper his wife.”


Joanne read the label as her friends clambered over the top of one another trying to get a look.


“What is it?” someone called out.


“Lube?” another asked.


“Why would she need that? She’s not even married yet,” someone else said.


Bella chose that moment to reveal the twelve-inch double-ended dildo nestled at the bottom of her suitcase. As expected, it set off a round of raucous laughter. Women tittered and fought over it, each trying to outdo the other deep-throating the monstrosity.


One person wasn’t laughing. Her penetrating gaze was locked on Bella. The woman behind her stepped over Lisa’s head. With her eyes still on Bella, Lisa pushed off the floor and slid into the seat.


“Want another drink?” the woman asked Lisa.


“No. I’m fine for now.”


“Party pooper.” The woman wobbled, and Lisa grabbed her elbow, holding on until she got her balance.


Dragging her gaze off them, Bella got back to the reason she was there. To do her job.


“For those of you who like to dress up and put on a little show for your lover, we have a range of outfits to choose from.” She held up the black-and-white maid’s outfit.


A woman snatched it out of her hands and tossed it to her friend. “Sold to Treena. Trev will love it.”


The woman eyed it dubiously. “Nah, your boyfriend would look better in it than Trev.” Grinning, she tossed it to another guest, who promptly got to her feet and paraded around, holding the maid’s outfit in front of her.


Once everyone settled down, Bella pointed to the other costumes and lingerie she’d hung on small coat hangers. “You’re all welcome to try on what you want. Most are one size fits all.”


A woman with huge breasts pushed to her feet. “Tell that to the girls.” She jiggled her boobs, and everyone laughed.


“I have the perfect thing for those.” Bella held up a set of nipple clamps. A number of eyes bugged out; others looked intrigued.


A woman who appeared to be in her early thirties waggled her eyebrows. “Oh, kinky.” She sat up straighter, trying to peer over the lid of the suitcase. “What else have you got?”


A sofa cushion flew across the room. “Perv.”


“Hey. Who said they’re for me?”


Keeping her attention focused on the group directly in front of her, Bella picked up the handcuffs and a blindfold. Thoughts of picking items for Lisa intruded on her mind, and she pushed them away.


“For the more adventurous of you, we have these.” She tossed fluffy handcuffs to a woman who had her hand in the air. “And, of course, we have a selection of dildos and vibrators. Feel free to handle them, but”—she plastered on her most charming smile—“no slipping off to the room to test them out.”


“Yeah, Gabby.” A dark-haired woman burst out laughing.


“Hey.” Gabby spun around. “I only did that once.”


“Pfft.”


The rest of the night went much the same, with laughter and banter tossed around as casually as the adult toys and lingerie doing the rounds.


Around ten o’clock, with a hefty load of orders and sales under her belt, Bella gathered up her samples and packed them away. Alcohol was flowing freely, and most of the women in the room were well on their way to being drunk.


Cindy walked Bella to the door. Lisa and the woman she’d arrived with were nowhere to be seen. The last time Bella saw them, they disappeared up the hallway…together. Lisa had her arm around the woman’s waist, and the woman was leaning her head against Lisa’s.


“What happened to the woman who was directly opposite me?”


Cindy furrowed her brow. “You mean the one sitting on the dining room chair with a short-haired woman on the floor between her legs?”


Like Bella needed a reminder of that. “Yeah, the one in the chair was asking about the Kegel balls, then I lost sight of her.”


“Oh, that’s Erin. Let me go check.”


“No!” Bella said, panic surging through her. The woman, Erin, hadn’t asked anything of the sort, and the last thing she needed was to be caught mid-lie. Plastering on a smile, Bella lowered her voice. “It’s fine. You have my number if she needs anything.”


With one last glance over her shoulder, Bella stepped outside. The fresh air and the quiet of the night were a welcome relief from the reek of alcohol and the high-pitched noise that had surrounded her for the last three hours.


The night had flown by and dragged all at once. Knowing Lisa was there, watching her, made her feel like she was on a stage—a platform she couldn’t wait to get off. Once she managed to tune her out, time moved forward in leaps and bounds. Now, here she was, heading home alone and having no idea where her neighbour disappeared to.


Images of Lisa making out in the bathroom just like they had back in school, ran through Bella’s mind.


She cursed herself. I consent. What an idiot. She had no one else to blame but herself. She’d given her body willingly. Unfortunately, her heart had followed without her permission.

 




Chapter 15


Lisa held Erin’s hair off her face, hoping that was the last of it. It wasn’t. Erin lurched forward and retched again. Lisa’s stomach churned in sympathy. She’d joked about being chaperon, but she didn’t really think she’d end up babysitting her sister-in-law.


There was a knock on the door. Someone called out, “You going to be long?”


“Hang on.” Lisa spoke through her nose, trying not to inhale the stench of regurgitated booze and food. “You okay?”


Erin turned her head, looking at her through one eye. “Why’s the room spinning?”


“Because you drank way too much. Come on, let’s get you up.” Doing her best not to look down, Lisa leaned over and flushed the toilet. Erin put her hand on the porcelain and pushed up at the same time as Lisa hooked an arm around her waist.


“You good?” she asked, taking in Erin’s pale complexion and bloodshot eyes.


“I think so.” Erin swallowed hard, throat working. Hopefully, they’d make it outside before she needed to heave again. Lisa pushed open the bathroom door and was met by three women bouncing on their toes.


“Me first.” One whizzed past her and shut the bathroom door.


“Sorry,” Erin said, promptly bursting into tears. “I’m such a bad friend. Everyone’s going to hate me.”


Lisa smiled to herself. It was a side of Erin she’d seen before, a crying drunk, but not for a long time. Not since before she became a mother.


“Your friends are worried about you. They don’t hate you.”


“Hey, babe. You okay?” Cindy appeared from out of nowhere.


Erin flung her arms around her neck. “I didn’t mean to ruin your party.”


“It’s not ruined.” Cindy glanced at Lisa over Erin’s shoulder. “Everyone’s about to hit the clubs, now that the party host has left.”


Lisa’s stomach fell. She’d been hoping to walk Bella out, to act like the chivalrous woman Bella had professed her to be.


“You can count us out.” Lisa forced a smile, feeling a small sense of relief that she didn’t have to go clubbing. Going to the pub was one thing. Going to nightclubs was entirely something else. Unless she intended to be designated handbag minder, she avoided them at all costs. Dancing rated high up there on her list of least favourite things to do.


After calling a cab and settling Erin in the back, Lisa climbed in beside her. “Tell me if you’re going to be sick. I’ll get the driver to pull over.”


Head lolled back, eyes closed, Erin didn’t say a word. Great. She’d fallen asleep. The cab pulled up at Justin’s, and Lisa tried to rouse her. Having no luck, she jumped out.


The chill night air seeped through her T-shirts. Both of them—the white one she’d worn and the pink one with The Brides Team she’d been given.


“Back in a minute,” she said to the cab driver before zipping up her leather jacket and sprinting up the driveway. She tapped lightly on the door, hoping it was loud enough to get Justin’s attention but not loud enough to wake Abbey.


The door opened and Justin stood before her, PlayStation controller clutched in his hand. “Why’d you knock? Erin’s got a key.” He glanced around, brow creasing. “Where is she?”


Lisa hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “Out for the count.”


Justin’s lip curled in amusement. “Pissed?”


“Yep. Drunk as a skunk.”


“Some chaperon you make.” Her brother nudged her playfully as they strolled down the driveway.


“Hey, it wasn’t me who primed her with booze before she even made it to the party.” Lisa recalled the smell of wine on Erin’s breath when the cab picked her up earlier that night.


Justin yanked open the passenger door and caught Erin just before she tumbled out. “Good God. What’s that smell?”


“Vomit. She got some on her shirt.” Lisa smirked. “She’s all yours.”


Groaning, Justin tossed Erin over his shoulder and headed back up the driveway. “I’d offer you a ride home, but…”


Right at that moment, Erin heaved, showering the back of Justin’s shirt with the rest of the contents of her stomach.


“Night, bro.” Grinning, Lisa climbed back into the cab. She probably could’ve driven to the party, but even with only two beers under her belt, she didn’t like to take her chances.


“Your friend normally get that messed up?” the cab driver asked as she pulled away from the kerb.


“Not normally. She hasn’t had a big night out since her daughter was born. I guess she’s out of practice.”


“Ah, that’ll do it.” The driver stopped at an intersection, headlights cutting through the night. “I had three kids within three years. When my youngest turned one, I sewed myself up good and proper. Made a complete twat of myself.”


Lisa loved her choice of words. “How old are they now?”


“Twenty-three, twenty-four and twenty-five. My eldest just made me a grandmother.”


“Congratulations.” Lisa returned her smile, wondering if she’d ever get to experience what it was like to be a parent, let alone a grandparent.


If she didn’t get her shit together and settle down, it was highly unlikely. And that was okay. She would rather embrace her own company than be in an unhappy relationship.


***


Lisa awoke the next day with a clear head and a clear conscience. As tempted as she’d been to knock on Bella’s door last night, all she had to do was picture the way Bella had blanked her and the desire vanished.


No hello, no smile. Nope, Bella had done her best to act like she didn’t know her from a bar of soap. God forbid anyone realise they knew each other.


Shaking off the thought, Lisa pulled on her running gear and hit the streets. It was an overcast day, and the air felt damp as though they might be in for rain.


Not long after arriving home and showering, the phone rang. Lisa wandered out to the kitchen and plucked it from the cradle. “Hello?”


“Hi, it’s me. Your drunken sister-in-law.”


Lisa made her way into the lounge and sank into a chair. “Praise be. The dead has arisen.”


“Ha, ha. Ouch. Don’t make me laugh, my head hurts.”


“Take some painkillers,” Lisa said, pleased once again she’d only had a couple of drinks.


“What are you doing later today?” Erin asked.


“I haven’t thought that far ahead. Why’s that?”


“Why don’t you come over for tea? I’ll cook, and you can hang out with your bro and Abbey.” She paused briefly. “I’ll toss in a bread-and-butter pudding to sweeten the deal.”


“Are you greasing?”


“Maybe. Just a little.”


“You don’t have to.” It wasn’t like Erin needed to suck up. She hadn’t puked on Lisa or embarrassed her. The only one she’d embarrassed was herself. “Have you given Justin the item you bought?” A cock ring that Lisa refused to touch and wished she hadn’t asked because now she was thinking about her brother’s sex life. Ugh.


“No. He’s too busy making jokes about me talking to the great white telephone all night.”


“Not sexy.” It’d been a long time since Lisa had spent a night with her head down the toilet, and she didn’t envy Erin one bit.


“Hey, do you know the woman who hosted the party?”


Say what? Lisa sat up straight. Should she lie or play it safe and deflect? She decided on the latter. “What makes you ask?”


“Cindy phoned to see if I was okay this morning. She mentioned the woman—Bella, I think she said her name was—asked where we’d gone. She figured one of us must know her because she didn’t ask after anyone else, and a few had left by the time I got my head out of the loo.”


“God. I thought you were trying to eject your entire stomach.”


“I feel like I did.”


Delighted her powers of deflection had worked like a charm, Lisa slumped back in the lounge chair.


“What time will we see you?” Erin asked.


“I’ll come over around three, if that’s okay? Oh, and I’ll bring wine,” Lisa added, picturing Erin cradling her head in her hands.


“Ugh, please don’t.”


“Fine, but tell that brother of mine to make sure he’s got a few cold beers in the fridge.”


“Stop.” Erin groaned.


“Bye.” Lisa hung up, looking forward to spending some time with her niece and enjoying a hot meal she didn’t have to cook for herself.

 




Chapter 16


A few nights later, not long after sleep claimed her, Lisa found herself in the middle of an erotic dream, starring none other than her sexy neighbour. This time, no stall door opened. Bella was sitting on the low bench in the changing room, looking up at Lisa with such longing her jade-green eyes looked like polished marble.


“Please, Miss, please may I taste?”


Without a word, Lisa hiked a foot up on the bench seat, opening herself to Bella. She fisted Bella’s hair and guided her forward. Bella let her take control, always had, always would.


Bella’s tongue made contact, and a violent jolt rocked Lisa…followed by another. Her eyes flew open and she came crashing back to reality. She was in bed, alone, and the house was rocking like a boat in stormy waters.


Adrenaline surged when the sound of glass shattering pierced the air. Lisa flicked off the duvet and bolted out of bed, skidding to a stop under the doorframe. Pictures on the hall walls swayed back and forth, making her feel seasick.


Her heart pounded in her chest. Was this the big one? She closed her eyes and whispered, “Please stop.” 

Another violent jolt hit, knocking her off her feet. She sat sideways under the doorframe, back pressed against one side, feet hard up against the other. She probably should crawl under her bed, but the thought of being trapped in a confined space terrified her. She’d rather watch the house fall down around her ears.


Actually, she’d rather be back in bed dreaming of Bella. How was she holding up? An image of Bella hiding under her school desk long after everyone else had crawled out made Lisa’s chest tight. Bella was terrified of earthquakes. The pig-headed thoughts she’d had about avoiding Bella for blanking her at the hen party vanished as her concern grew.


Finally, the house stilled. Not trusting it was over, Lisa crawled out to the kitchen. Once there, she tentatively got to her feet, snaking a hand up the wall, turning on the light.


A glass she’d left on the kitchen bench had toppled off and shattered on the floor. Careful to avoid the shards, Lisa edged around the mess and poked her head into the living room. Two pool trophies had fallen off the shelf, but everything else appeared to be intact.


An aftershock hit, and she held her breath, relieved when it was short-lived. The phone rang and she lunged for it. “Hello?”


“Are you okay?” Her mother sounded frantic.


“I am.” She took comfort in hearing from her mother despite the situation. “How are you and Dad?”


“In one piece. He’s trying to get Justin on his cell phone, but all I can hear is swearing.”


Alarm shot through Lisa. “Why? Is Justin hurt? What about Erin and Abbey?” They’d bought an older home and renovated it. Whether it was as sturdy as modern homes, or maybe even more so, remained to be seen.


“I’m sure they’re fine, but I’m not sure the mobile phone’s going to survive the night.”


Lisa heard a thud, then her dad’s angry voice. “Stupidest invention ever.” There was a chuckle from her mum, then her dad was on the line.


“Hello, daughter. You good?”


“I’m good,” she reassured him.


“Good, we need to phone your brother.”


“Okay. Bye, Dad.” She hung up, certain that if Justin’s place had taken any damage, or anyone was hurt, she’d hear soon enough.


She had to agree with her father when it came to mobile phones. It was a trend she was yet to embrace, but with them growing in popularity, it wouldn’t be long before she had to get up with the times or be left behind.


Lisa’s mind returned to her neighbour, and concern washed over her. She peered out the kitchen window. The porch light was on, illuminating Bella’s yard. Had she just got home from a job? Lisa pulled open the back door and stood on tippy-toes.


What the fuck?


Were her eyes playing tricks on her? No, that was definitely Bella with her arms wrapped around the clothesline pole, holding on for dear life.


Lisa’s protective instincts kicked in. With no time to waste, she sprinted over to the fence wearing nothing more than her briefs and a tank top.


She cursed under her breath when her foot came down on a sharp stone. Once she reached the wooden fence, she clutched the top rail and hauled herself up. Bella hadn’t moved. Her face was a mask of frozen terror.


“Bel.” Nothing. “Bella,” Lisa called out, louder this time. Still nothing.


She dropped to the ground, sprinted down her driveway and up Bella’s, barely feeling the concrete ripping at her feet. Lisa slowed down, her heart racing from her sprint and concern for Bella.


Bella’s gaze darted all over the place, but her body remained rigid. She looked on the verge of hysteria, lips trembling, eyes imploring.


“I’m going to touch you, okay?”


Bella’s gaze tracked Lisa’s movements as she stepped closer and put a hand on top of Bella’s. Her fingers were as cold as the metal pole she was clutching.


“It’s okay.” Lisa prised her fingers off, relieved when Bella didn’t fight her. “Let’s go inside.”


Panic flared in Bella’s eyes. “No!” She clutched Lisa’s hand, her voice desperate. “What if it hasn’t stopped?”


It was the strongest earthquake Lisa had felt in years, and the chances of aftershocks were high, but that didn’t mean they could stay outside all night.


“I’ll keep you safe.” Lisa held Bella’s gaze. “Do you trust me?”


Bella nodded, relaxing her grip on Lisa’s hand but not letting go. Lisa walked backwards and Bella followed. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, Lisa was feeling the chill of the night air, and Bella had to be too.


Once inside, Lisa towed Bella into the lounge, following the path they’d taken the one and only time she’d been in Bella’s home. Her clit jumped at the memory. Down, girl. Now was not the time to relive that night.


Lisa pulled the throw rug off the back of Bella’s couch and draped it across her lap. Bella pulled it up to her chin, huddling under it. She looked lost and frightened, and Lisa wanted nothing more than to take her in her arms and hold her close.


The phone blared to life. Bella just sat there, staring blankly. It rang and rang and rang. Clearly, whoever it was wasn’t giving up.


“Do you want me to get that?” Lisa asked.


Bella nodded, her expression blank.


“Hello?”


“Who’s this?”


“Lisa. Bella’s neighbour.”


“Where is she? Is she all right? It’s Dean. Her brother. Do I need to come over?” The words tumbled out, one on top of the other.


“She’s okay. A little shaken up…”


“Like the rest of us. Gave me a hell of a scare. Bella must be beside herself. They’ve freaked her out since she was a little girl.”


She looked very much like one right then, too. “I’ll stay with her for a while.”


“Thanks. Tell her Dean called.”


“Will do.” Lisa disconnected the call and put the portable phone back on the coffee table. She sat sideways on the sofa and took Bella’s hands in her own. They were freezing. “That was your brother. He’s worried about you.”


She nodded, still staring blankly.


Feeling as useless as tits on a bull, Lisa searched her brain for what to do next. First things first, Bella needed to warm up, and Lisa had the perfect solution for that. “Be right back.”


After a quick scan of the house, she returned to the living room feeling mighty pleased with herself. “Look who I’ve got.”


Bella slowly lifted her head, blanket clutched to her chest. Her eyes lit up like Guy Fawkes Night. “Oh, wow. Come here.” She held out her arms.


Beaming, Lisa handed over Max. She’d found him hiding behind the washing machine. Why he came to her when she called was still beyond her. The stupid animal should hate her.


An aftershock hit, and she watched Bella closely, praying she didn’t withdraw again. She breathed a sigh of relief when the house settled.


Bella eyed her over the top of Max’s furry head. “I can handle those. It’s the violent jolts that send me running.”


“Outside?” Lisa bit back a smile. The terror in Bella’s eyes hadn’t been anything to laugh about, but she made for quite a sight, clinging to the clothesline pole, negligee billowing around her thighs.


“The thought of being trapped under rubble gives me heart palpitations. I’d rather take my chances on being swallowed up by the ground than die a long, slow death stuck under my bed.”


“Well, when you put it like that.” Lisa knew the feeling all too well. “Do you want to ring your brother?” She picked up the phone and held it in the air.


“No, he’s probably gone back to bed.”


Lisa took a step back. “I should let you do the same.”


“Please don’t go.” Bella patted the spot beside her on the sofa.


Unsure if she trusted herself to get so close, Lisa hesitated for a moment. She didn’t want anything to happen between them while Bella was so vulnerable.


“I won’t bite.” Bella smiled coyly, absently running her fingers through Max’s fur.


“I might.” Lisa held her gaze.


“I’d like nothing more, but I think we need to talk first.”


She was right. Lisa sank onto the sofa, keeping a respectable distance. “I’m all ears.”


“A week after, you know…” Bella met Lisa’s gaze, her eyes full of remorse. And yes, Lisa knew. She’d lived it. They both had. The highs of those stolen moments, and the lows of everything coming to a crashing halt with no closure.


“Go on,” Lisa said.


“Dad announced he had a job transfer, and we moved down south.”


“That’s it? Saved by Daddy. Wahoo for you.” Lisa clapped, the resentment she’d felt over being left to deal with the aftermath alone rising to the surface.


“I wasn’t saved from anything.” Bella shook her head sadly. “I fell into a deep depression. My grades plummeted, and I pretty much flunked school.”


“Guess it sucked being so far away from your friends. No one to watch your back and prop you up. I heard about you going on a date with Sam just before you blew out of town. Did you miss him too?”


“Actually, the best thing about the move was getting away from him. I came out.” She looked proud of herself. Too bad it was too little too late.


“Good for you. I’m sure you made your parents proud.” Lisa poured all the insincerity she felt into those words.


“When did you become so cynical?” Bella’s voice rose in pitch. “You knew full well I was in the closet, and don’t tell me you didn’t get a thrill out of hiding what we had.”


Unwilling to admit the truth of it, Lisa stood. “I need sleep.”


“Oh no you don’t!” Bella jumped to her feet, eyes blazing, gorgeous body taunting Lisa.


This spitfire side of Bella was temptation on legs. It would make bringing her to her knees all the more rewarding.


“I might be submissive, but I’m not a fucking doormat. You come over here and order me around, you watch me like some fucking stalker, and then you sit here like you’re the only one who got hurt back then. Get over yourself, Lisa Barnett.” She glared. “And stop fucking smiling.”


“Oh, you are a treat.” Lisa pushed a lock of hair off Bella’s face. Bella’s anger died like a snuffed out candle. She burrowed into the touch, chestnut hair flowing over Lisa’s fingers like silk. Lisa longed to tangle her fingers in it and push Bella to her knees, but all in good time.


“We both knew we could get caught at any moment. Wasn’t that half the fun?” Bella pleaded.


It was until it wasn’t. “I didn’t expect you to side with your mates.”


“I didn’t expect you to walk away. You could’ve knocked their blocks off without breaking a sweat.”


Lisa shook her head sadly. “No, Bella. I’m not a fighter.”


“Exactly. You didn’t fight for us either.” Bella’s voice broke.


Exasperated, Lisa threw her hands in the air. “What the fuck was I supposed to do? You left town. Did you ever try to contact me?”


“How? We didn’t have cell phones back then. Not only that, I wasn’t the only one in the closet. You kept me a secret too.”


“For your sake, Bel.” The fight went out of Lisa.


They’d been little more than hormonal teenagers, really. And she knew what she was getting into when she’d set her sights on Bella, the high school bombshell who flirted with all the boys and stole sly glances at Lisa.


The first time Lisa had motioned for Bella to follow her into the changing rooms, Bella hadn’t hesitated for a second. As soon as they were alone, she’d dropped to her knees. No prompting, just the desire to be taken. To be fair, Lisa knew they were playing with fire.


But that wasn’t the point. Bella hadn’t stuck up for her, just let her friends assume Lisa had thrown herself at Bella.


“You didn’t defend me.”


“I didn’t think you cared what my friends thought.”


“I didn’t. I cared what you thought, and my feelings didn’t seem to matter that day.”


“Yours weren’t the only ones.” Irritation sparked off Bella. “I dismissed my feelings too. If I’d stuck up for you, it would’ve meant outing myself.”


“Would that have been so bad?”


Bella exhaled a heavy sigh. “In hindsight, probably not. But to my teenage brain, I thought the world would end if my parents and friends found out. I was never as brave as you. Unapologetically out, fiercely independent, and insanely beautiful.”


The praise seeped through Lisa’s self-imposed wall of isolation. “It’s not that I like being alone,” she admitted. “It’s just safer.” She lifted one shoulder, the wall coming down a little more. “I’m not that brave.”


“You’ll always be my hero,” Bella said, “and I can’t apologise enough for what happened that day.”


“Do you still see your friends?”


“No. I kept in touch with Hannah for a while, then, like I said, I fell into a depression. For a long time, I didn’t talk to anyone about anything of significance. Not even my parents.”


Lisa couldn’t imagine anything worse than not being able to talk to her parents. “I’m sorry.”


“I’m not. It gave me time to figure myself out. I came out eight years ago, and that gave me a new lease on life.”


“And your parents were okay with that?”


“No, not at first. But they came around and now they’re supportive.”


“And your brother?”


“I think he’s known for longer than I have. He’s always been supportive.”


“I’m happy for you.” Lisa stretched and got to her feet. “I guess I should get home. Let you get some sleep.”


“Please stay.” Bella patted the spot beside her, but Lisa didn’t trust herself to get that close.


“I can’t.”


“Can’t or won’t?” Bella asked.


“Both.”


“So I spilled my guts for nothing?”


“What do you want from me, Bella?” Frustrated, Lisa dragged a hand through her hair.


“Everything. I want the chance to get to know you. I want the chance to make things right…” Bella slid off the couch and peered up at Lisa with such want it robbed her of her senses.
 




Chapter 17


Bella’s heart pounded, waiting for Lisa’s response. If she laughed at her or walked out, that would be it. She couldn’t take any more.


The house creaked but remained still. It wasn’t ideal being on her knees with the threat of aftershocks, but Lisa made her feel safe. She also had the ability to take Bella out of her head. To make her fly high.


“Get up.” Lisa held out a hand. “I’m not going to fuck you.”


Humiliation slammed into Bella. She hung her head, shame burning her cheeks. What had she been thinking? Of course Lisa didn’t want her. If she did, she would’ve ordered Bella to her knees. Or was that the problem? Perhaps she didn’t want Bella’s submission without commanding it.


Gathering all the courage she could muster, Bella slowly met Lisa’s gaze. “Don’t you want me?”


“Oh, Bel. I want you so much it hurts. But not tonight. Not while you’re vulnerable. Not when there’s still the threat of aftershocks. The next time the earth moves for you, I want to be the one to move it.” Her smile was electric.


Great. Now Bella was thinking like an electrician. Finally relaxing a little, she took Lisa’s hand and let her pull her to her feet.


“Will you be okay now?”


“No.” Bella shook her head, playing to the softer side she knew was buried deep inside Lisa. “I probably won’t sleep. But that’s okay. Off you go. If you have to.”


“Are you trying to manipulate me?” Lisa’s penetrating gaze made Bella feel like she could see right through her, and she could.


She’d always been able to read Bella like a book. They didn’t hang out like mates at school, but Lisa knew her better than any of the girls Bella had called her friends.


“No.” Bella shook her head, feeling contrite for trying to influence her decision and wondering why she thought it would work.


“Good. Never do that.” Lisa’s expression softened. “But you’re too tempting for me to stay. If I do, I don’t know if I can fight the surge to take you.”


Bella chuckled. “Was that an electrical joke?”


Lisa shrugged, her smile playful. “If the zap fits.”


“Lame.” Bella shook her head. Oh, oh, here’s one…you’re sparking up the wrong tree.”


Lisa’s eyes glazed over, smile gone. “Am I?”


“No. I want you in my tree. I want you in my life.” I want you in my bed.


An aftershock shook the house. A vase hit the floor, and Bella screamed, terror ripping through her. All thoughts of sex gone, she turned to flee, but Lisa’s strong arms wrapped around her, holding her in place.


“It’s okay. I’ve got you.”


Bella sniffled. “I thought Wellington was earthquake city, not Palmerston North.”


“They can strike anywhere, anytime.”


That was hardly reassuring.


“I’ll stay with you tonight,” Lisa said.


Certain she’d heard wrong, Bella pulled out of Lisa’s arms. She was met by a winsome smile and warm brown eyes.


“Really?”


“Really. But only if you cook me breakfast.”


“Deal,” Bella said with conviction.


“In your maid’s outfit.” Lisa’s smile held the hint of a challenge.


“I don’t own…” Bella trailed off. She had a suitcase full of clothes she’d only ever sold. It wouldn’t hurt to own some of them herself.


Lisa retrieved the vase off the carpet and set it back on the stand. She plucked up the bouquet of flowers and eyed them with amusement. “Plastic?”


“We can’t all have a green thumb like you.” Bella couldn’t grow a plant to save herself. “What’s with the vegetable garden, anyway?”


“Throwback from the folks. We always had one as kids, and I like getting my hands dirty.”


“Are we still talking about gardening?”


“Of course.” Lisa grinned. “I’ll plough your garden anytime you like.” She held up a finger. “But not tonight.” She looked at Bella for a moment, considering.


Had Bella’s sad face won her over?


“If you don’t retract those pouty lips, I’ll put clothes pegs on them.”


Bella’s lip disappeared as fast as she’d stuck it out. She had no doubt Lisa would follow through with her threat.


“Yep, and I know where they are. I spotted them when I found Max behind the washing machine.”


Max! How had Bella forgotten about her beloved cat? He’d been as scared as her when the last aftershock hit.
“Max, here, puss, puss.”


Lisa’s lip kicked up, and Bella grinned at her. “Would it work?”


“No.” Lisa snorted. “My pussy’s a little hard of hearing.” Her gaze turned sultry. “But she’s rather fond of being lapped at.”


At a loss for a suitable reply, Bella went in search of Max. In her bedroom, she got to her knees and peered under the bed. Big yellow eyes stared back at her. “Come on, Max. It’s okay now. Lisa’s going to look after us.” She rubbed her fingers together, coaxing him out, but he didn’t budge.


The other side of the bedspread lifted, and she was met by another set of eyes and a disarming smile. Lisa smacked the carpet in front of her. “Go on, get. Mamma wants you.”


Rather than run to Bella, Max moseyed over to Lisa. She plucked him up and dumped him on the bed. “Stupid cat.”


He licked his chops and sat in response.


“You know,” Bella said, “they say cats are a good judge of character.”


“Like I said, stupid animal.” Lisa pulled back the bedcovers. “Get in.”


Too tired to argue, Bella slid between the sheets. “Aren’t you getting in?”


“I’ll sleep on top.” Lisa slid onto the bedspread, and Max set his sights on her. “Uh-uh. We’re not friends yet.”


“Max.” Bella snapped her fingers. “Sit down or you can go out to the living room.”


“That’s a great idea.” Lisa scooped him up, bounded out of the room, and was back again. She pushed the door closed and returned to her spot on the other side of the bed, leaving a huge gap between them.


Bella turned onto her side, resting her cheek on her hand. “What are you so afraid of, Lisa?”


“I thought it was you who was scared. Isn’t that why I’m here?”


If she wanted to play it that way, Bella could do the same. “Oh, yes. I’m terrified.” Her lip quivered. “Hold me, please. I’m so scared.”


Lisa laughed. “Brat.”


“Come on. Get in. You’ll freeze.” It wasn’t an overly cold night, but it wasn’t warm enough for Lisa to sleep on top of the bed wearing only her briefs and a tank top either.


The bed shook, and Bella held her breath, unsure if it was from Lisa’s movements or if they’d just had another aftershock. She flipped onto her back, staring at the ceiling.


Lisa slid under the covers and sidled up next to her. “Breathe.” The contact of skin on skin made Bella’s breath catch.


“I said breathe,” Lisa whispered into her ear.


“You’re going to be the death of me.” Bella’s body was on fire, and Lisa had barely touched her. Lisa had the body of someone with a physically demanding job, but she also had the softness and curves Bella wanted to spend hours exploring.


“Roll over.”


Bella curled onto her side, and Lisa spooned her from behind. “Sleep.”


She doubted she would sleep, but she closed her eyes anyway, basking in the feel of strong arms holding her close, Lisa’s bare leg entwined with hers. It was the closest thing to euphoria Bella had experienced in a long time.

 




Chapter 18


Lisa awoke to the sound of running water. She rolled over and took in her surroundings. Her gaze landed on a dressing table in the corner; necklaces hanging off the edge of the mirror, and a jewellery box on top.


A red robe hung off a doorknob to what appeared to be the closet, and two pairs of high heels were off to the side of that. She was definitely not in her own room, and as long as she didn’t have to wear any of that shit, she didn’t care.


A tap on the door drew her attention from one side of the room to the other. She smiled, amused Bella thought she had to knock to enter her own room.


“Come in.” She propped herself up against a pillow, feeling like she was in a hotel.


“Good morning. If Ms Barnett would like breakfast, it will be ready shortly. The bathroom’s at the end of the hall if you wish to freshen up.”


Gobsmacked, Lisa stared at the decadent vision before her. Bella wore a black-and-white maid’s uniform, complete with a tiny black apron, killer heels, and a tiara. She looked fucking amazing, and she was playing the role to perfection. No nervous giggles, no look of uncertainty. Just a desire to serve.


Awestruck, Lisa quickly gathered her wits about her. “Thank you. I’ll be along shortly.”


With a dip of a knee, Bella curtsied and backed out of the room.


The scent of bacon teased Lisa’s nostrils as she padded down the hallway. Her mouth watered, but it wasn’t for food. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on Bella.


In the bathroom, Lisa found a towel with a flannel folded on top. She wasn’t lucky enough to find a spare toothbrush, so she made do by putting some toothpaste on her finger and using it like a brush. Her breath smelt better and her mouth tasted like spearmint.


After a quick shower, she gathered up her underwear, wrapped the towel around herself, and wandered out to the kitchen.


“Good Morning.” Bella—the maid—nodded toward the table. “Please be seated.”


There were two place settings with plates, utensils and a glass of orange juice by each. In the middle of the table was a tall vase with a single rose.


Bella gave her a coy smile. “Plastic.”


There was nothing plastic about Bella, but Lisa got what she meant. Just like the flowers in the living room, the rose was fake. Rather than take a seat, Lisa crossed the kitchen to Bella.


“It would seem you have more clothes on than me. I intend to fix that…once we’ve eaten.”


Bella’s breath hitched, hand flying to her chest. “Please…” She stared into Lisa’s eyes, then shook her head as if to clear it. “Please, have a seat.”


Lisa grabbed Bella’s arse and squeezed. “Don’t burn the bacon.”


“No, Mistress. I won’t.”


A few minutes later, they sat opposite each other. Lisa stared at Bella as she ate, but Bella’s gaze remained on her plate. She took delicate bites and dabbed at her mouth, playing the maid to perfection. It was intoxicating.


Bella glanced up as if sensing Lisa watching her. “Is everything all right?”


Everything was perfect, and that was the problem. Lisa’s sexual appetite was dangerously close to overtaking her desire for food. Could a girl survive on sex alone? Probably not, and the bacon butties looked too good to pass up. The thick slabs of bread with bacon in the middle tasted every bit as good too.


Just as she popped the last bit into her mouth and wiped her hands on a napkin, Lisa spotted Max at his bowl in the corner, chewing on a piece of bacon rind.


Having the perfect excuse to punish the maid, Lisa finished her orange juice and banged the glass on the table. Bella jumped as if Lisa had shot electricity from her body. They stared at each other across the table, anticipation pulsing between them.


“You gave the best part of the bacon to your cat?”


“I… I’m sorry, Mistress.”


Lisa pointed to a spot beside her chair. “On your knees, maid.”


Chair legs screeched, and Bella was around the table and beside Lisa before she could blink. She dropped to the floor, hands clasped behind her back, jade-green eyes staring up at her.


Tension sizzled between them, crackling like bacon frying in a pan, only hotter and far more tempting.


“How may I serve you?”


Lisa pushed back from the table and turned her chair sideways. “Perhaps it’s me who should serve you.” She parted her legs, and the towel opened like a curtain.


Needing no further instruction, Bella shuffled forward. Lisa breathed in her scent. Something light and fruity.


Bella’s head dipped and her mouth was on Lisa. Oh, God. So good. Lisa tipped her head back, lost in sensation and the knowledge they didn’t have to hurry. There were no teachers or schoolgirls lurking around the corner.


She reached a hand down and tangled it in Bella’s hair, loving the tiny murmurs of pleasure Bella made as she swept her tongue over Lisa’s folds, making long sweeps before circling her clit and doing the same again and again.


Without thought, Lisa slid forward. She lifted her legs and wrapped them around Bella’s shoulders, knees out, ankles crossed, thighs framing her like a portrait. And boy, what a picture she made.


Lisa blinked, capturing the image like a snapshot. She watched Bella through heavy eyelids, basking in the feel of Bella’s mouth on her.


After a moment, Bella glanced up, lips glistening, eyes imploring. “Permission to enter?”


Thrilled she’d asked, Lisa nodded her assent. She relaxed her thighs, giving Bella room to move. A hand came up, and she watched Bella suck on a finger before gently entering her, first with one finger, then, as if happy to discover Lisa was soaking wet, she slid another home.


Bella curled her fingers forward, and Lisa gasped. She caught a pleased grin on Bella’s face just before her eyes slid closed, and Bella’s mouth was back on her.


Within what felt like seconds, Lisa was teetering on the edge. Although she would love to keep Bella on her knees for hours at a time, she didn’t bother fighting it.


Her thighs tensed, her back arched, the kitchen chair tipped back ever so slightly, and she was there, panting and breathing hard as an intense orgasm rocketed through her body, wave after wave of euphoria making her feel just that, euphoric.


Bella slowed her movements, backing off as far as she could with Lisa holding her in a vice-like grip between her legs. Lisa uncrossed her ankles and dropped her feet to the floor. When she opened her eyes, Bella was sitting back, waiting expectantly.


“Well done, maid. Clear the table.”


“It would be my pleasure.” She stood and curtsied. “But, um…” She chewed her lip.


“Out with it, maid.”


“Don’t you have work today?”


Shit, she did too. Making a split decision to do something she’d never done before, Lisa declared, “I’ll call in sick.”


“Oh, no. You don’t have to do that. What kind of maid am I if I can’t get you to work on time?”


“A naughty one.” Lisa leaned back in the chair. “Bring me your phone then retrieve an implement of your choice.”


“Yes, Mistress.” She trotted off on her high heels, disappearing up the hallway. A few seconds later, Bella returned with the portable phone. “For you, Miss.” She handed it to Lisa.


While Bella rummaged around in a drawer, Lisa phoned work. The dial tone sounded, and anxiety surged. She almost hung up—she didn’t want to lie to her boss—but it was too late.


“Hello, Spark Electrical. You’re speaking with Marie.” Their receptionist sounded as cheerful as ever.


“Hi, its Lisa. Is the boss in?”


“Nope. He won’t be in until nine.”


That made this way easier. “Can you let him know I won’t be in today?”


“Oh, no. Are you sick? There’s a bug going around, you know?”


No, she didn’t. But that made her excuse ten times more plausible. “Hopefully, I’ll be back tomorrow.”


“Okay, sweetie. Take care. And don’t worry about Gary. I’ll let him know.”


“Thanks.” Smiling, Lisa hung up. Technically, she hadn’t lied. Marie had put words into her mouth.


She turned back to Bella who looked every bit as subservient as a maid. Bella took the phone from her and laid a wooden spoon across both of Lisa’s hands, offering it to her like a sacred gift, and in a sense it was.


She was giving Lisa the gift of trust. Trusting her not to go too far. Trusting her to take Bella to the heights of pleasure she craved. Lisa motioned to her lap. Without a word, Bella draped herself over her knee.


Black satin and white lace filled Lisa’s vision. She pulled Bella’s skirt up and teased the crease of her arse with the edge of the wooden spoon. Bella’s breath caught and didn’t release. Lisa smiled, knowing she was anticipating the first blow.


“Breathe, Bel.”


She exhaled and Lisa let the first crack land. With no air left in her lungs, Bella let out an oomph.


Delighted, Lisa raised her hand again. “Would you like another?”


“Yes, please. And harder, please.”


Rather than chastise Bella for what could be seen as topping from the bottom—trying to take charge—Lisa was thankful for the guidance. Just because she liked to take control didn’t mean she was a mind reader. It’d been a long time since they’d played and never with more than an open-handed slap.


In time, Lisa would push Bella’s limits, but not until they’d had that discussion and Bella had a safeword. She pulled Bella’s skirt a little higher and let rip. The sound of wood hitting flesh echoed around the room.


Bella bucked and exhaled a groan. “Thank you, Mistress.”


“I think you deserve another, don’t you?”


“Oh, yes, Mistress L. Yes, please. I’ve been a very naughty girl.”


The words were a sensual harmony to Lisa’s ears. She cracked the wooden spoon across Bella’s right butt cheek, then tugged on her white panties, exposing two gorgeous globes with identical pink imprints.


“Beautiful.” Lisa ran her hand over the warm flesh.


“Thank you, Mistress.”


“Don’t thank me yet.” Lisa delivered two more blows, each of them landing on top of the first. The imprints turned from pink to red, and Lisa soothed the spots, relishing in the burn as much as Bella.


“Up.” Lisa pulled on Bella’s shoulder, and Bella pushed back until she was on her feet. She stood before Lisa, hands cupped in front of her. With a quick tug, her panties were down her legs and the rest of the way off. “Finish clearing the table.”


As soon as the plates were in the sink, Lisa got to her feet. “Can you see my living room from here?” Lisa knew the answer to that—she could see it herself—but she wanted to make sure Bella was looking at her house, so every time she stood in the kitchen and glanced out, she would think of this moment.


“Yes, Miss.”


“Good. Spread your legs and keep doing the dishes.”


She parted her legs so her feet were in line with her shoulders. Lisa dropped to the mat, turned and scooted back, ducking between Bella’s legs. She came to a stop when her spine hit the cupboards, cool wood pressing into her bare back.


Their eyes locked, Lisa peering up, Bella peering down. “Are the dishes done?”


“No, Mistress.”


“Then what are you waiting for?” Lisa shook her head in disapproval.


As soon as Bella resumed rinsing dishes, Lisa lifted the front of her skirt and buried her head beneath. Black satin and white frills fanned out around her head like an exotic hat, a thousand times sexier than the hard hat she wore for work.


She cupped the globes of Bella’s backside and tipped her pelvis forward, inhaling the musky scent of Bella’s arousal. The first swipe of her tongue drew a gasp out of Bella, and Lisa revelled in her reaction. She closed her eyes and lavished attention on Bella’s swollen flesh, nipping and sucking.


When the only sound she could hear was Bella’s laboured breathing, Lisa peered out from beneath the skirt. Bella’s head was tipped forward, eyes closed, hands gripping the benchtop.


This sexy little maid had a lot to learn. Lisa brought her elbow back and smacked it into the cupboard. Twice. Bang. Bang.


Bella’s eyes flew open. “Shit, someone’s here.” She tried to scramble back, but Lisa snagged her by the frilly white apron.


“Did I give you permission to move?”


“No, but…” Her frantic gaze flicked between Lisa and the door as if she expected someone to knock again.


“It was me. And you’re supposed to be cleaning up from breakfast, maid.” Lisa emphasised the last word.


“Oh, right. Sorry. I better get back to it.”


“Good girl.”


Bella took a step forward and put her hands back in the dishwater. Once she got back to work, Lisa continued where she’d left off, dragging out Bella’s pleasure with excruciatingly slow precision.


Bella whimpered, dishwashing slowing but not stopping. Delighted by her concentrated effort, Lisa turned up the heat. She entered her with two fingers and circled Bella’s clit with the pad of her thumb.


“Do you like being fucked, maid?”


“Yes, Mistress.” Her voice was raspy. “God, yes.” She rocked her pelvis back and forth.


After a minute, Lisa pushed to her feet, coming up between Bella’s arms, bodies aligning. She had to give credit to Bella for managing to keep her hands in the sink.

 “Do you think I should let you come?” Lisa held her gaze, entranced by the lust she saw shining back at her.


“If that pleases you, Mistress.” Bella looked to her for approval.


“It does.” Lisa leaned forward, and Bella’s lips parted. In perfect synchrony, their heads tilted, and their mouths aligned. The kiss was perfect. Gone was the urgency they’d felt every time they kissed as teenagers, but something bigger had replaced it. Intimacy. Emotion. Passion.


They moaned into each other’s mouths, and the desire to devour Bella was all-consuming. Lisa spun them around and pushed the drying rack out of the way. Without bothering to wipe down the bench, she hoisted Bella up until her backside hit the granite top.


Bella squealed, spine rigid. “Holy shit, that’s cold…and wet.”


“So are you.” Lisa entered her again. “Play with your clit.”


This time, Bella didn’t hesitate. She tipped her head back, hand dipping between her legs, eyes sliding closed. Sunlight streamed through the window behind Bella, turning her chestnut hair to spun gold. Her tiara was still in place, holding the long strands off her face.


With their combined efforts, Bella stroking, Lisa pumping, it didn’t take long for Bella to start trembling. She rocked her pelvis, water squishing beneath her.


Lisa couldn’t tear her eyes off Bella. Her face was a mask of blissed-out ecstasy that could easily be mistaken for pain.


“Oh, yes, oh, yes.” Bella’s hips bucked, and Lisa pumped in and out of her, harder, faster. Her clit throbbed, Bella’s responses feeding her arousal.


“Ah, yes.” Bella gripped Lisa’s arm, holding tight as she rode out her orgasm, panting and gasping, spasming around Lisa’s fingers.


It was the hottest thing Lisa had witnessed in too many years to count. She captured Bella’s lips, nipping and kissing her playfully. She pulled her forward. Water sloshed between them, dripping on the floor.


“Now that’s what I call a wet spot.” Lisa gave her a cocky grin as if all of that was due to her skills and not the soapy water coating the benchtop.


“You look stunning.” Lisa pulled on the apron strings. “Is this what you wear when you clean?”


“No.” Bella chuckled. “I wear jeans, old shirts and gloves.” She slid off the bench. “Would you like to borrow some of my clothes? They’ll probably hang off you, but it’s better than the alternative.”


“Maybe I like streaking.”


“Maybe you do.” Bella kissed Lisa softly. “Thank you for coming to my rescue last night.”


“It was my pleasure.” More than she could’ve imagined. “And I didn’t come over looking for a late-night booty call.”


“I know.” Bella smiled. “I’ll get you something to wear.”


Confusion and a little bit of hurt worked their way into Lisa’s psyche. “Are you dismissing me?” She’d taken the day off work and this was how Bella was repaying her?


“No. But I have a couple of cleaning jobs to get to. You’re welcome to come with me.” Bella gave her a cheeky grin.


“Brat.” Lisa swatted her backside. “But I might just do that. Come. You’ve made me hot and horny.”


“Can I watch?” Bella’s smile was cheeky.


“Nope. It’s something people should do in private.” Lisa held her gaze, challenging Bella to call her on it. She didn’t.


With a huff, Bella left the kitchen. While she was gone, Lisa slipped her tank top and underwear on. When Bella returned, she was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt.


“Here.” Bella held out a trench coat. “This should fit. I’ll get it off you later.”


“Wow.” Lisa laughed. “I hope no one sees me. I’ll look like one of those creepy old men who goes around flashing young girls in car parks.”


“You can borrow the stepladder and scale the fence if you like.”


It was something Lisa had already considered, but the thought of landing on hard concrete and sharp pebbles with nothing on her feet quickly put an end to that idea.


She took the trench coat and sniffed. It smelled like it’d been bathed in cologne. “You sure you haven’t got a husband stashed somewhere?”


“No.” Bella chuckled. “I nicked it off Dad when he bought a new one.”


The phone rang, and Bella grabbed it. Lisa waited, trying not to eavesdrop.


“Yes…no…aha. I’m fine. Okay. Love you too.” She hung up. “Sorry, that was Mum. She just heard about the earthquake on the news. They slept through it, blissfully unaware.”


Lisa had been so lost in the world of Bella, she hadn’t even stopped to wonder where the earthquake had been centred. But considering they lived on two separate islands, it wasn’t surprising Bella’s parents hadn’t felt it. The upper north island probably hadn’t either.


“Here.” Bella scribbled her phone number on a piece of paper and handed it over. “Give me a call later.”


“Sure.” Lisa tucked the note into a pocket on the trench coat.


They looked at each other like neither of them wanted the moment to end, afraid they’d never get the magic back. Lisa pulled Bella close, and Bella snaked her hands inside the jacket, resting them on Lisa’s hips.


They advanced at the same time, no power exchange, just two women on an equal footing, both hopeful this was the beginning of something new and exciting.

 




Chapter 19


Back on her own side of the fence, Lisa let herself inside, pleased she hadn’t been robbed and chastising herself for not locking up. Feeling slightly unnerved, she did a tour of the house, checking under beds and in closets. Her pulse picked up as she contemplated what she would do if someone looked back at her.


Thankfully, the only predator she encountered was dust. With nothing better to do, she ditched the trench coat and got out her vacuum cleaner.


By one that afternoon, Lisa was sitting on the back doorstep, twiddling her thumbs. She thought about going for a run, but if someone from work saw her, she’d be in the shit. The problem with ringing in sick was she had to play the part.


Lisa’s mind flicked to Bella, and an idea took root. After cooking up a storm, Lisa cleaned up the mess and did the dishes. She glanced out the window and groaned.


Why did Max have to choose her garden to poop in? She banged on the windowpane. He looked up but continued about his business.


“Max!” Lisa stepped outside.


He looked at her.


She picked up a gumboot. “Don’t make me hurt you.”


He stepped forward, back legs flicking up dirt. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was issuing a challenge. Resigned, Lisa returned inside. If she wanted Bella in her life, she had to accept Max was part of the deal.


As she grabbed a cold drink out of the fridge, something grey and furry caught her eye. Lisa closed the door and glanced down. “You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that.” She scooped up Max and scratched him under the chin. He rewarded her with loud purring.


“I don’t even like cats, you big goofball.”


She put him down, and he made himself right at home, wandering from room to room, sniffing furniture. “If you pee in here, that’s it. I’ll drop-kick you outside.”


He paid her no mind.


When Lisa heard Bella arrive home, she picked up the phone and dialled.


“Hello?”


“Hi, it’s me,” Lisa said. “Have you lost something?”


“Um, I don’t think so.” Bella sounded confused. “I’ve just got home.”


“Well, if you’re looking for Max, he’s over here.” Lisa wandered into the living room and saw Bella peering out her kitchen window and into Lisa’s yard.


“At least he’s not up your tree.”


“No, he’s made himself right at home. Why don’t you do the same?”


Geez, Barnett. How romantic.


“Is that an invitation?” Bella moved away from the window, and Lisa immediately missed the sight of her.


“Let me try again. I was wondering if you’d like to come over for tea.”


“That would be lovely,” Bella said. “What time?”


“Any time you’re ready. It’s nothing fancy.”


“I’m a no-frills girl.”


“You could’ve fooled—”


“When it comes to my food,” Bella finished before Lisa could remind her of the frilly apron and sexy maid’s outfit she’d worn that very morning.


***


Right on six, there was a knock on the door. “It’s open,” Lisa called out on her way through the kitchen.


Bella stepped inside, and Lisa’s breath caught in her throat. She looked stunning in a yellow summer dress that flared at the waist and showed off a hint of cleavage. It was sexy and casual all at once.


“Something smells good.”


Lisa closed the gap between them. “I think it’s you.” She smelled like sunshine and daisies.


Smiling, Bella pulled her hand out from behind her back. “I brought wine. I hope you like red.”


“Thank you.” Lisa took the bottle and set it on the bench. She generally only drank beer, but there was always an exception to the rule—especially when Bella was looking to her for approval.


“Want a quick tour before we eat?”


“Please.”


Lisa grabbed Bella by the hand and towed her into the living room. “This is Max.” She pointed to where he was curled up fast asleep on her sofa.


Bella smiled coyly. “There was this girl who once told me, wet pussies have a thing for her. I’m beginning to think she was right.”


Lisa snagged Bella by the arm. “Only beginning to? Do you need me to help you decide?” She trailed a finger along Bella’s collarbone, dragging it lower until she felt the stiff peak of Bella’s nipple through her dress.


Bella sucked in a breath, her hooded gaze locked on Lisa. “Yes, please, Mistress L. Help me decide.”


“As much as it pains me to say no, how about we spend tonight really getting to know each other? I want to know everything about you, Bella, not just the physical.”


“Sorry.” She diverted her gaze, cheeks turning pink.


Lisa hooked a finger under her chin. “You don’t need to be bashful around me. I shouldn’t have made innuendos.”


“Okay.” She nodded, looking like she felt out of place.


“I meant what I said. Make yourself at home. Look around. I’m a no-frills girl.”


Finally, a smile spread across Bella’s face. “That’s something I’d like to see.”


“That’s something you’ll never see.” Lisa shuddered dramatically. “Wearing a pink T-shirt at my sister-in-law’s mates’ party was bad enough.”


“I wondered who she was.” Bella’s cheeks turned an adorable pink.


“Bella McBride.” Lisa kept her tone playful. “Were you jealous?”


“Maybe.” She held her thumb and forefinger apart. “A tiny little bit.” She wandered over to the shelves in the corner of the living room and picked up a trophy. She eyed the eight ball and read the inscription underneath. “First Place. Women’s Singles. 2002.”


It felt like forever ago, yet Lisa remembered being awarded that trophy like it was only yesterday. She’d been twenty-two, single and content. Work and pool club were her life.


“What were you doing that year, Bella?”


She put the trophy down and turned back to Lisa. “Three years ago, I ended a relationship that wasn’t going anywhere and gave up on dating.”


“Why wasn’t it?” Lisa closed the gap between them again, searching Bella’s eyes. Did she end relationships for the same reason as Lisa?


“Because my heart wasn’t in it, and I got sick of being told my urges weren’t normal and I should see a shrink.”


“Did you?” Lisa asked as gently as she could.


“No.” Bella laughed without humour. “Just because I like a bit of kink doesn’t make me sick. But I did try to go the vanilla route.”


“And how did that work out for you?”


Bella gave her a wry smile. “Pretending to be vanilla didn’t make it go away any more than pretending to be straight magicked away the gay.”


“I’m glad you don’t have to pretend anymore. On both counts. But people tend to judge what they don’t understand.”


“I know.” Bella nodded. “What about you? Have you ever been in a long-term relationship?”


“Nothing significant.” Lisa shrugged.


“You just love ’em and leave ’em?” Bella looked both intrigued and vulnerable.


“Something like that. I just never met anyone I wanted to be with for long.” She wrapped her arms around Bella’s waist, breathing in her perfume. “I always wondered about the one who got away.”


“Me too,” Bella said, her voice full of regret.


Lisa tilted Bella’s chin and kissed her softly. “Here’s to second chances.”


Bella’s eyes lit up. “Let’s have a toast!”


Delighted by her exuberance, Lisa returned her smile. “Let me finish with the tour first.” She towed Bella into the hallway and pointed to the first door on the right. “Spare room.” She pointed to the door between her room and the spare room. “Dungeon.”


“Really!” Bella’s eyes bugged out. “Do you have a spanking bench? What about a Saint Andrew’s cross? Can I see?”


Bella’s excitement thrilled Lisa, but it also made her feel like an arse. “It’s actually my storage closet.”


“Tease.” Bella nudged her, and Lisa wondered if the joke had been on her. Shaking off the thought, she continued the tour. “My room.” She stopped at the end of the hallway.


Bella wandered in, but Lisa stayed put. She stood under the doorframe feeling just as much in danger as she had the night before. Not because she feared another earthquake would hit so soon, but if she crossed the threshold, she would have to eat her words.


“I like this.” Bella ran her hand over the navy-blue duvet cover with a lightning bolt streaking across the middle.


“Erin got it for me for my twenty-first birthday.”


“Ex?”


“No, my sister-in-law. The one I was with at the hen do.”


“Oh, right. The party where you wore pink.”


Her cheeky smile broke Lisa’s resolve to keep her hands to herself. She marched into the room and tossed Bella on the bed. Bella’s giggles filled the room and Lisa’s heart. Their eyes locked and the laughter died. Bella’s eyes slid shut and Lisa claimed her lips. They were soft as silk and tasted like lip gloss.


A wet nose nudged her face and Lisa popped her eyes open. Bella turned her head to the side and burst into a fit of giggles.


Amused, Lisa butted heads with Max. He nuzzled her face and started purring. “I should’ve left you up that bloody tree.” The minute the words were out of her mouth, Lisa held her breath. Bella had been so angry with her, she didn’t need the reminder of what had happened. Not that Max seemed to hold a grudge.


She pushed off the bed and pulled Bella into a sitting position. “Come on. We have wine waiting and lasagne to reheat.”


“Oh, yum. My favourite.” Bella bounded off the bed and Max followed.


Lisa pointed to the door opposite her bedroom. “Bathroom.” She pointed to the room next to it. “Toilet.” Even though she lived alone, she loved having a separate bathroom and toilet. On the odd occasion she did have guests, no one had to queue for the loo while someone else was taking their sweet time in the shower.


Back in the kitchen, Lisa dug through the cupboards and found two wine glasses. “You can do the honours.”


Bella held up the glasses, studying them closely, face scrunched up. “Are you sure you drink wine?”


“Give them here.” Lisa rinsed them under the hot tap, wiped the dust off and handed them back. “There. Good as new.”


“Right,” Bella said dubiously.


“A bit of dust never killed anyone. Think yourself lucky I didn’t make a salad.”


“Why?” Bella handed her a glass of wine. “I like salad.”


“Let’s just say the fertiliser was a little too fresh.” She stared pointedly at Max who had followed them from room to room.


“Oh my God!” Bella waggled a finger at Max. “No more pooping in Lisa’s garden.”


Lisa chuckled. “And on to more pleasant topics…” She raised her glass. “Here’s to getting to know more about each other.” They clinked glasses.


Lisa took a sip, pleasantly surprised to find the wine to her taste. She swirled it around in her mouth, savouring the red berries with notes of cherry and spice.


“You like?” Bella asked.


“I do. It reminds me of you. Sweet and spicy.”


“And you’re dark and tempting.”


Lisa remembered the note Bella had left on top of her Tupperware container and marvelled at how far they’d come since she tore the note in half and tossed it in the rubbish bin.

 




Chapter 20


Arriving at work the next day, Lisa clutched her stomach, keeping up the ruse she’d been ill the day before.


“Hey, hun. How are you feeling?” Marie asked, swivelling in her office chair. The reception area wasn’t much to speak of—desk, stacks of files, phone and computer.


Most of their business came via the telephone. They went to customers; customers didn’t come to them. Still, they needed someone to process the paperwork and field phone calls, and Marie did a wonderful job of both.


“I’m feeling better, thanks.”


“Man up.” An unmistakable voice came from over Lisa’s shoulder.


She turned and grinned at Paul. “Grow up.”


“Hey.” He puffed out his chest, pushing up on his toes. “Are you picking on my height?”


She tipped her head to the side, eyebrow quirked. “Are you saying I look like a man?”


“Good God. Would you two cut it out?” Marie folded her arms over her chest. “You’re worse than my grandchildren, and they haven’t even started school yet.”


“Yes, Mum.” They saluted and wandered out to the workshop.


Metal trays of cable ladder hung off walls, and huge drums of cable took up a large amount of space. Two electricians sat around drinking coffee, while two others were loading up a van.


“And she returns.” Timothy gave her a wide smile. He’d been with the company forever and had been a great mentor to Lisa while she completed her apprenticeship.


She made a cup of coffee and joined them at the table. “How’s everyone? Any earthquake damage?”


“A crack in one wall at home,” Richard said. “But that’s about it. Hopefully, insurance will pay for it.”


Her boss strode through the door. “Morning, crew.”


“Morning, Gary,” everyone chorused.


“Good to see you back.” He smiled at Lisa. “You can go with Paul today. I’m sure he’ll appreciate the help. Richard and Timothy, I want you back at UCOL, and Peter and Cory are finishing up at the new café in George Street.” He stroked his goatee. “And for those of you who are here, I wanted to let you know I’ve secured the contract at Linton Military Camp. Work starts early March, so let’s wrap up these other jobs as fast as we can.”


He received a round of nods, and everyone cleared out.


“So, where are we off to?” Lisa asked, feeling like she’d been away for a week instead of a day.


“Lift servicing.”


She groaned. Everyone hated doing lifts. Why the boss had fought for that contract was beyond them. “I thought you got most of them out of the way last week?”


“I did, but in case you’ve forgotten, an earthquake hit, which means they all need to be checked. I spent the entire day yesterday resetting lifts, and where were you? Playing hooky?”


He posed it like a question, but Lisa treated it like a statement. “You’re telling the story.”


“No, you are, and you can tell me on the way because I don’t believe for a minute you were sick.”


Yep, he definitely knew her too well. Damn him.


The first few stops weren’t far from work, so they walked.


“Here, I can take that.” Paul held out a hand for the red toolbox full of the keys and specialised tools needed for servicing and resetting escalators and elevators.


“It’s fine.”


They turned a corner, headed for the library. A bus whizzed past, leaving the stench of exhaust fumes in its wake.


“So…”


“So what?” Lisa wasn’t ready to spill her guts.


“Fine, let’s play that game.” Paul strode ahead, boots clomping on the pavement.


“You’re as infuriating as my best friend,” she yelled at his back.


He flipped her the bird, and she laughed. “Jerk.”


He turned around. “You know I won’t say a word. And now that I’m saddled with kids—”


“What a horrible thing to say.” Lisa glared.


He held up a hand. “It was a figure of speech.”


“Well, figure out a better figure of speech.”


“Huh?”


“You make it sound like your family’s a burden.”


“Geez, aren’t you a grumpy bum today. Is it that time of the—”


“Don’t you dare!” Lisa narrowed her eyes, smiling despite herself.


The library doors opened, and he spun around. After resetting the lift and checking the escalator, they were back on the street.


“Where to next?”


“Te Manawa.”


The only time Lisa had ever ventured into the Museum of Art, Science and History had been for work. Had Bella ever checked out the exhibits? Perhaps they could do so together. She smiled, thoughts of Bella filling her with warmth.


“That look is not the look of someone who’s been unwell.” Paul grinned. “Come on, what gives?”


“I had a doctor’s appointment. I think I’m pregnant.”


“Huh? How does that happen?”


“You’re asking me, and you have kids?”


“Yes, but you’re a—”


“I’m kidding.” Lisa let him off the hook. “My neighbour’s terrified of earthquakes. I had to prise her off her clothesline.”


“What? Was she perched on a line like a bird?”


“No.”


“I’m kidding.” Paul nudged her shoulder.


“My neighbour was clinging to the pole. I went to her rescue. By the time she was calm enough to be left alone, it was daylight. I was exhausted, so I took a mental health day.” Her state of mind had been perfectly fine, but the excuse was better than an outright lie.


“So you lowered the fence?”


“Nope. I still have to go on tiptoe to see over it.”


“But did you get over it?” Paul said. “And I don’t mean the fence between your properties.”


“We’re working on it,” Lisa admitted.


“Get out.” Paul’s eyes lit up. “You totally got laid, didn’t you?”


A woman in a business suit rounded them on the footpath, briefcase swinging at her side. She pushed through the doors to Te Manawa Museum and disappeared inside.


“Would you keep your voice down.” Lisa stopped outside. “That woman works here, and we’re supposed to be professionals.”


“Don’t you think professional people have—”


Lisa glared, cutting him off. Of course all kinds of people had sex; that wasn’t the point. And yes, she was totally overreacting. “Can we just get on with work?”


“Sure.” They reset all three lifts barely uttering a word. Paul’s silence made her feel all kinds of conflicted.


Once they were on the street again, she made amends. “Sorry for being a butch.”


“Did you just make a joke at your own expense?”


She shrugged. “I’m not good at showing my emotions.”


Paul gasped in mock horror. “No way!”


“Shut up.” Lisa shoved him playfully. “But you’ll be pleased to know, I’ve decided to be mature and stop avoiding my neighbour.”


He squeezed her shoulder. “I’m happy for you. You’re a good person, Lisa. You just need to let your guard down.”


Feeling as though Cherie was sitting on her shoulder, Lisa spun in a circle.


“What?” Paul frowned.


“I told you, you sound like my best mate.”


“She sounds like a wise woman.”


“Perhaps she is.” Lisa repeated Cherie’s words to herself, letting them sink in.


You’re a good person, Lisa. Don’t fuck this up.


***


With that mantra playing in her mind, Lisa phoned Bella the second she got home from work. Although she liked to think she could live on sex alone, she doubted a relationship could survive without more.


“Hello?” There was a smile in Bella’s voice.


“Hi.” Lisa wandered into the living room.


“I knew it would be you. I saw you arrive home.”


“Are you watching me, Bella McBride?” Lisa loved teasing her.


“Maybe.”


“Don’t you think that’s a little bit creepy?”


Bella chuckled. “Isn’t that like the pot calling the kettle black?”


“Moving right along.” Lisa grinned. “I was wondering if you’d like to go on a date this Sunday.” She’d thought about suggesting Saturday, but Lisa didn’t want the day to end with Bella having to race off to host an adult party.


“Tell me more,” Bella said.


“Well, I don’t really do dinner dates. Fancy restaurants and posh shit’s not really my thing.”


“Wow, sounds romantic.” Bella laughed, and Lisa felt like a bumbling idiot. Sex without emotion, no fuss, no fluff, was so much easier.


And less fulfilling, she reminded herself.


“What I was trying to say is, I thought maybe we could do something together.”


“Like go on a date-not-date?”


As infuriating as Bella could be, she was also delightful. “Exactly. We could go on one of the scenic walks through the Manawatu Gorge. Hold hands and that sort of shit.”


Bella chuckled. “And to think you’re better educated than me.”


Lisa had no intention of going down that road, but she could give as good as she got. “I’m probably fitter too.”


“Oh, you think so?” Bella challenged. “You want to try scrubbing floors and cleaning toilets for a living. Now that’s a workout.”


“Good to know you’re fit, because the Tawa Loop track takes about two hours to walk.” Lisa had heard many good things about the track, but she was yet to experience it for herself. “Do you think you can cope?”


“I hope so. But if I can’t, you’ll have to piggyback me.”


Images of Bella’s crotch bumping and grinding against her back sent a tingle of desire racing up Lisa’s spine. “Only if you wear no panties.”


Bella snorted. “Good God, woman. I don’t want to get arrested.”


“Fine, we’ll save the handcuffs until we get home.” Lisa was only half-joking about the restraints. She intended to make sure they were both shattered by the time the day was out.


“How can I say no to that?” Bella asked.


“The date-not-date or the restraints?”


“All of it. I told you, Lisa, I want it all.”


“Me too,” Lisa said, feeling a vulnerability that terrified her.

 




Chapter 21


Sunday morning, Bella dug out her hiking boots and dusted them off. They hadn’t seen the light of day since she’d spent an afternoon basking in the beauty of Otari-Wilton’s Bush—a six-star garden of international significance; the only one dedicated entirely to New Zealand’s native plants.


Backpack in hand, she made her way into the kitchen and tossed in some protein bars and a bottle of water. Right on ten o’clock, she locked up and headed to her neighbour’s.


Lisa poked her head around the corner of the house. She wore a wide smile and a black cap with Spark Electrical in bold lettering above the brim.


Bella narrowed her eyes playfully. “Have you been watching me?”


“I’ll always watch out for you.” Lisa pecked her on the lips. “Come in. I’ll just get my things.”


Bella stepped inside, admiring Lisa’s athletic frame. Her white tank top and brown cargo shorts complemented her golden skin. For someone who worked indoors, she had a great tan.


“Do you sunbathe?”


“God, no. I don’t have the patience to worship the sun.” Lisa eyed up Bella’s alabaster skin. “Nor do you, by the looks of things.”


Bella would rather worship Lisa, but it felt creepy to say, so she stuck to her heritage. “Must be the Scot in me. My great-grandparents descended from Glasgow.”


“I think mine descended from Vikings.”


“Really?” Bella played along. “Savages, were they?”


“Still are.” Lisa grinned. “They passed down their skills. If we encounter any looters on the trail, you’ll be pleased to know you’re in good hands.”


Viking or not, Lisa was fierce and loyal, and beneath it all, there was a softer side of her that she kept hidden.


“Well, then,” Bella said, “grab your machete. The bush awaits.”


Lisa patted her knapsack. “Already got it.”


Even though Lisa appeared to be joking, Bella hesitated. “I should’ve checked this place out online first.”


“On what?”


“Let me guess—not only are you yet to get a mobile phone, but you don’t have a computer either.”


“Why would I need one of those?” Lisa ushered her out the door and locked up.


“To look up sites like the one we’re going to.”


“Why would I do that when we can check it out in person?”


Feeling like she was arguing a lost cause, Bella let it drop. A vague memory of the Y2K debacle from five years ago came back to her. Lisa probably didn’t even know what that was. She asked anyway. “Do you know what Y2K is?”


“I’m guessing it’s not the same thing as KY gel.”


Laughing, Bella shook her head. “No, it has nothing to do with lube.”


“I was only pulling your tit,” Lisa said as they reached the van.


A hand-carved wooden sign above the garage door caught Bella’s eye. She cocked her head to the side, reading the words, Lisa’s Lesbo Lair.


It was either new or she’d missed it the day she came looking for Max.


Lisa pulled herself up into the van. Bella did the same on the other side, gripping the handrail above the door for leverage. Lisa jammed the key in the ignition. With her gaze on the dashboard, she waited a few seconds for the glow plugs to go out, then cranked the engine.


Bella peered into the back of the van. It was like a mini-electrical store: wall sockets, cable ties, wires, multi-meters, electrical tape.


“No wonder you have tinted windows.” Thieves would have a field day if they knew how well stocked Lisa’s van was.


“If it wasn’t so full of supplies, it would be perfect for a naughty-nooner.” Lisa shot her a sexy smile. “We could stop at a rest area and relive our stolen moments.”


“I think I’ve had enough of being terrified of getting caught.” Bella shuddered.


“Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?”


“I’d rather see what’s in Lisa’s Lesbo Lair.”


“You will. One day.”


Lisa backed down the driveway, leaving Bella to ponder that thought.


***


Half an hour after leaving home, they were out of the van and surrounded by native bush.


“Look, there’s a fantail.” Bella pointed, admiring the bird with its greyish head, white eyebrows, brown back and long black and white tail. It was one of New Zealand’s best-known birds, with its distinctive loud song and because it came within metres of people.


“Oh, no.” Lisa gasped, her brown eyes twinkling in the sun. “Who do you think is going to die?”


“You don’t really believe that, do you?” In Māori mythology, the fantail was believed to be a messenger, bringing news of death from the gods to the people, but Bella wasn’t entirely sure she believed that.


“Let’s just say, I hope I never have to find out.”


“True.”


They continued along the trail in companionable silence. Eventually, the main track branched off and meandered up and around the southern edge of the reserve. They veered off the trail and stopped at an outlook giving them a stunning view of Palmerston North.


“Hey, is that the hospital?” Bella rested her arms on the top rail of a safety fence, pointing to a tall building in the distance.


“Looks like it.” Lisa put her foot on a low wire, her shoulder brushing against Bella’s.


A bug sank its teeth into Bella’s arm, and she slapped at it, squashing it under her palm. “I’m being eaten alive.”


Lisa smirked.


Bella shook her head. “You have a filthy mind.”


“So I’ve been told.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. My workmate gives me crap about it.”


Bella retrieved the insect repellent from her pack and sprayed her arms and legs. “Want some?” She offered it to Lisa.


“Nah. They don’t like my tough skin.”


If they got a taste of what lay beneath, they would be drowning in her.


“Look, Mum.” A girl who appeared to be around ten pointed to the sky. Everyone standing around glanced up.


“Wow.” Bella peered out from under her wide-brimmed hat, enthralled by the formation of half a dozen skydivers.


“Would you do that?” Lisa asked.


“Not if you paid me a million bucks.” Bella flung her backpack back over her shoulders, catching her ponytail in the process. She grabbed the long strands and pulled them free.


“You ready to keep moving?” Lisa pushed back from the safety fence.


“Sure.”


They set off, following behind a middle-aged couple, who were moving at a good clip. When they reached the junction of the Tawa Loop and the Manawatu Gorge track, Bella stared in wonder at the sculpture of Whātonga, a Māori warrior.


She took a step closer, reading the plaque… Whātonga was one of three recognised Chiefs on board the Kurahaupo Waka, which journeyed across the Pacific Ocean to Aotearoa, New Zealand, possibly as early as the 12th Century.


Lisa tipped her head back, staring up at the
imposing six-metre-tall metal figure. “Impressive, isn’t he?”


Bella ran her hand over the intricate pattern work, the warmth of the steel seeping into her palm. Standing so close, she could make out logos of all the Gorge project partners. Impressive didn’t even begin to describe the work that had gone into it.


Bella fished out her digital camera. “Stand in front.”


“Nope. You can.” Lisa relieved her of the camera. “I hate having my photo taken.”


“Why? You’re gorgeous.”


A woman standing to the side of them smiled warmly. “Would you like me to take a picture of you both?”


“That would be great,” Lisa said. “Then I can remember this doofus when I’m stuck on the army base. Come on, Cuz.”


Grinning, Bella fell into step beside her. Lisa wrapped her in a side hug, stuck out a leg, and poked the tip of her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. Laughing, Bella faced forward.


With a grin big enough to match their own, the woman clicked off a round of pictures and handed over the camera.


“Thank you,” Bella said.


“You’re welcome. Enjoy your time with your cousin.”


The woman’s grin said she wasn’t fooled, but more than that, it said she approved. Perhaps tolerance had come further than Bella thought.


“That made for a nice change.” Lisa stood beside her, watching the woman wander back over to the group she was with.


“What?”


“Not being sneered at,” Lisa said.


“Do you get sneered at a lot?” Bella asked gently, knowing people immediately jumped to the conclusion Lisa was gay, based on her androgynous looks alone.


“Just last week, actually. When I met my mate at the lagoon.”


“Why? If she’s only a mate. I mean, chicks hang out together all the time.”


“I hugged her goodbye. Two dickheads saw us and got in our faces.”


“What did you do?” Bella asked, recalling Lisa saying she wasn’t a fighter while also not being able to imagine her walking away from a situation like that.


“I didn’t do anything. But Cherie sorted them out. You’ll like her.” Lisa gave her a sardonic smile that made Bella not so sure.


“Sorted them out how?”


“Let’s just say one of them was talking like a girl by the time Cherie was finished with him.”


“Ouch.” Bella winced. “Got it. Don’t fuck with Cherie.”


Lisa started back down the path, and Bella followed. “I meant it,” Lisa said. “You’ll like her. She’s a straight shooter. No pun intended.”


“Huh?” Bella glanced sideways.


“She’s my pool partner. A straight shooter. But I did mean it in more than one sense of the word.”


Bella tripped, almost faceplanting when the toe of her boot caught on a vine crossing the dirt track. Her hand shot out and she braced herself against a tree. “Shit. That’ll teach me for looking at you instead of where I’m going.” She clutched her chest, trying to slow her racing heart.


“You okay?” Lisa held her by the elbow.


Once she felt steady on her feet, Bella nodded, and they kept moving. A gentle breeze swirled around them, rustling the leaves and cooling sweat-damp skin. As much as Bella hated to admit it, she wasn’t as fit as she professed to be. She couldn’t wait to get back to the van, whereas Lisa looked like she could walk for hours.


Recalling what Lisa had said to the woman who’d taken their picture, Bella nudged her shoulder. “I guess being in the army keeps you fit.”


“I’ll find out next week.”


Unsure what she was getting at, Bella furrowed her brow. “Are you teasing me again?”


“Nope. I’ll do that when we get home.” The comment made Bella’s clit jump. “And to answer your question, we’re starting a new project at work next week. I’ll be working out at Linton Military Camp.”


“Oh, wow. You might see my brother.”


“He joined the army?” Lisa sounded surprised, but then again, why shouldn’t she? She’d only met Dean a couple of times and that had been years ago.


“He’s an automotive technician. Works on everything from forklifts to armoured vehicles.”


“Ah, that explains the camouflage clothes.” Lisa shuffled closer, angling her body sideways as the track narrowed.


“No, he wears overalls, coveralls, or whatever the hell they call them.” Bella slapped at a bug. “Do you think you saw him somewhere wearing combat gear?”


“No, I meant the kid you were babysitting.” Lisa’s eyes glinted, and her lips curved into a sexy half smile. “I may have been watching my neighbour for a while.”


“That’s kind of creepy, you know?” Bella returned her smile.


“I know. But I’m your creep.”


“I hope you’re more than that,” Bella said, feeling bashful.


“Me too.” Lisa hooked her arm through the crook of Bella’s elbow as they walked.


“What’s with the name on your garage, anyway?”


“It’s a treasure trove full of tools and knickknacks. I figured if it’s okay for men to have a man cave, then it’s okay for me to have a lady cave.”


Bella snorted, and Lisa grinned back at her. “Exactly! Lady cave sounds a little porny. And as you know, I’ve never hidden my sexuality.”


Lisa’s Lesbo Lair. Bella rolled the name around in her head. “I like it,” she admitted, once again wishing she had Lisa’s strength when it came to being out and proud. Sure, Bella was out, but she was still wary of judgment and the harassment that often came with it.


“I promise I’ll show you…one day,” Lisa said.


“When we get home?” Bella asked hopefully, slumping against the side of the van as they finally made it back to their starting point.


“Nope. I told you—I’m going to tease you, and that means not letting you see what I’m making for you until it’s done. If I catch you trying to sneak a peek, I’ll break it into a thousand pieces and you’ll never get to enjoy it.”


A myriad of thoughts and emotions ricocheted through Bella. Despite her disbelief that Lisa was making something for her, she was flattered and also curious as hell what it was but determined not to pry.


“Lady caves are sacred, right?”


“Some more than others.” Lisa shot her a sexy smile. “Let’s get home, wash the bug spray off, and get dirty.”


Loving her logic, Bella grabbed the handrail and hoisted herself into the van.

 




Chapter 22


The following weekend, Lisa wandered into the kitchen, wondering what the day would bring. The phone rang, and she picked up. “Hello.”


“Hi,” Cherie said. “Alice and I are heading out to Vinegar Hill. Why don’t you come along? Bring Bella with you.”


Memories of the last time she’d been there came back to Lisa. The campground near Hunterville had been a prime spot for the LGBTQ+ community to see the New Year in since 1977. She’d seen 2005 in at the popular spot with Cherie. They’d also kissed their share of campers when the clock struck midnight.


“Sounds great, as long as you don’t tell any stories.”


“What stories?”


“Exactly.” After ending the call, Lisa phoned her neighbour.


“Hello?” Bella sounded breathless.


“Did I catch you at a bad time?”


“No. I was just scrubbing the bathroom.”


“That doesn’t sound like much fun.”


“Do you have a better idea?” Bella’s voice was flirtatious, and for a minute, Lisa considered calling Cherie back and bowing out on the trip to the river. But she couldn’t abandon her friend just because she was falling for her neighbour.


“How does a trip to Vinegar Hill sound?”


“I haven’t been there for years,” Bella said. “It does sound good, but I have to work tonight.”


“I’ll make sure we’re back by four. Put your togs on, grab a towel, and come on over. Cherie will pick us up from here.”


“Your pool partner?”


“Yep. You’ll like her.” Lisa hoped so, anyway.


“Cool. I’ll see you soon.”


***


An hour later, Lisa was in the backseat of Cherie’s car holding Bella’s hand. Bella was looking out the window, and she’d barely said a word.


Concerned, Lisa leaned closer. “Are you okay?”


“Of course she is.” Cherie eyed them in the rear-view mirror.


“I’m fine.” Bella gave her a small smile. “Just a little nauseous from the windy road.”


“Me too.” Alice glanced over the passenger seat. “But Ma’am told me to focus on things in the distance. It really works.”


She smiled adoringly at Cherie, and Lisa shook her head, glad she’d dodged a bullet. Alice was a little over the top for her, whereas Bella was the perfect amount of submissive and assertive.


Lisa shook the back of the driver’s seat like an annoying kid. “Are we there yet? Are we there yet?”


“If you were mine, I’d spank your arse.”


Why the fuck did Cherie say that?


“I’d like to see you try.” Bella laughed, and Lisa exhaled a relieved breath.


She glanced out the window as they sped by two white road signs, one stacked on top of the other.


Putai Ngahere Domain


Vinegar Hill Camping Ground


“I wonder how Vinegar Hill got its name,” Lisa said, trying to take Bella’s mind off her churning stomach.


“Oh, I know the answer to that.” Alice beamed, sounding and looking every bit like the teacher’s pet.


Lisa waited for more, but Alice fell silent. Bella shot her an amused look. They grinned at each other, shrugging.


“And?” Lisa prompted.


“Huh?” Alice glanced over her shoulder, face scrunched up in confusion.


Lisa was beginning to wonder if Alice had fallen out of the stupid tree and hit every branch on the way down.


“Tell them how Vinegar Hill got its name,” Cherie said as she pulled out of an S-bend.


“Oh, right. According to my grandma, it was named after an accident in the early days. A cart carrying barrels of vinegar overturned when the bullocks slipped on a muddy track. The barrels burst open, and boom, the hillside was covered in vinegar.”


“Huh! Interesting,” Bella said.


Lisa turned to look at her, pleased to see her colour had returned. Cherie indicated left and pulled onto a dirt track leading to the reserve. Tall trees cast shadows over the car, and low-hanging branches scraped along the roof.


Finally, they popped out into a clearing. There were several vehicles parked along the length of the river, most of them under the shade of trees. A couple of campers were setting up, but a lot of people looked like they were just there for the day.


To their right, two kids were kicking a soccer ball back and forth. On their left, a couple of boys were playing swords with tree branches.


“Where should we park?” Cherie asked.


“I don’t know. Ask Alice,” Lisa said, trying to give her a voice.


“Wherever Ma’am wants to park is fine by me,” Alice replied, and Lisa wished she’d kept her mouth shut.


With her foot resting on the brake, Cherie leaned over and pecked Alice on the lips. Lisa turned to Bella and made a gagging motion.


Bella grinned, mouthing, “They’re cute.”


“I’ll remember that,” Lisa whispered in her ear, certain Bella would never be a pushover and not for a minute wanting her to be.


Cherie eased off the brake and drove along the riverbank. She found a spot between two trees and parked parallel to the river, leaving enough room to spread out their towels and a picnic blanket.


Once they were set up, Cherie glanced around, sunglasses holding her blonde hair off her face. “Swim first or food?”


“Swim,” Bella replied. “It’s not good to get in the water right after eating.”


“Old wives’ tale,” Cherie quipped. Even though she’d asked the question, clearly, she’d already made the decision.


“Why ask?” Lisa said.


“Because it’s polite,” Cherie shot back.


Lisa didn’t bother arguing the point any further. She wouldn’t win, and when it came to Cherie, she’d learned to pick her battles.


Cherie dropped her shorts and pulled her T-shirt over her head. Her one-piece matched the blue of her eyes. Her figure wasn’t unlike Bella’s—neither lean nor fat, just lots of curves.


The bikini Alice wore left little to the imagination. Her breasts threatened to spill out of her top. She rummaged in a bag and pulled out a bottle of sunscreen. Without a word, Cherie turned her back and gathered up her hair. Alice dutifully applied sunscreen to Cherie’s back and shoulders.


Dragging her eyes off them, Lisa turned, eyes glued to Bella as she pulled her sundress over her head. She wore a red-and-white-striped top, and the bottom half was solid red. It wasn’t a bikini or a one-piece. Lisa swallowed hard, drinking in her gorgeous figure.


Bella jutted out a hip. “You like?”


“Very much.”


“It’s called a tankini,” Bella announced proudly.


Lisa’s outfit failed in comparison. Boy shorts and a tank.


“No togs?” Bella asked, head tipped to the side.


“Nope. Haven’t worn them since school. You’ll never catch me wearing a bikini, and I hated those one-piece things we had to wear that used to try to eat my crotch.”


“Now you just leave the crotch-eating to the ladies.” Cherie shoved past her, towing Alice by the hand.


Glad to have a moment alone, Lisa focused her attention on Bella. “You look beautiful.”


“Thank you.” Bella smiled shyly. “So do you.” She said it with such sincerity, Lisa’s heart fluttered.


Glad for the trees obscuring them from view, Lisa wrapped an arm around Bella’s waist and captured her lips. Bella melted into the kiss, and Lisa had the insane desire to take her right there and then. Reluctantly, she broke the kiss and her sanity returned.


Bella fanned herself. “I think we better cool off.”


“I think you’re right.” Lisa took off running, plunging head first into the river.


***


After an enjoyable swim and a picnic lunch, Bella stretched out on the blanket. Just like Lisa had told her, Alice and Cherie were good people, although hearing Alice constantly refer to Cherie as ‘Ma’am’ was a little unsettling. But if it worked for them, who was Bella to judge?


Lisa lay back, head resting on Bella’s stomach. Cherie sat cross-legged, and Alice worked around them, packing up plastic plates and empty containers.


Bella had offered to help, but neither Alice nor Cherie would hear of it. She wasn’t used to being fussed over, but Lisa told her to relax and enjoy, and she was doing her best to do just that.


Lisa wiggled about, her head putting pressure on Bella’s bladder. She clenched her thighs, hand on Lisa’s shoulder. “Ugh. Keep still.”


Lisa sat up and spun around. “What’s wrong? You look pained.”


“I need to go to the loo.” Bella glanced around. “Are there any toilets nearby?” She hoped she didn’t have to squat in the bushes behind them.


“There’s one down there.” Cherie pointed to the right. “Alice will show you where.”


“Sure.” She pulled her dress over her head, covering her scrap of a bikini and huge boobs.


“I don’t expect you to do that.” Bella smiled, hoping she didn’t hurt Alice’s feelings.


“I’ll come with you.” Lisa pushed to her feet.


Cherie pointed to the picnic blanket. “Sit, we can go next. It’ll give these two a little bit of time to get to know each other without us hanging over their shoulders.”


Lisa held Cherie’s gaze. “I didn’t ask you.”


Bella didn’t want to cause a rift between Lisa and Cherie, but she had to admit that Cherie had a point. It would be good to see what Alice was like without Cherie dominating the conversation.


“It’s fine.” Bella gave Lisa a reassuring smile. Lisa hesitated for a second, then folded her legs and sat back down. Bella turned to Alice. “What are we waiting for?”


They fell into step beside each other, dry grass crunching under the rubber soles of their jandals. Bella searched her brain for something to say without being too intrusive. “How long have you been with Cherie?”


“Not long, but it feels like forever. What about you?” Alice asked. “Are you in love with Lisa?”


The forthright question took Bella by surprise, especially coming from Alice. “I fell for her when we were in high school.”


“Wow.” Alice’s eyes went wide. “You’ve known her for that long? What was she like back then?”


“Same as now,” Bella said wistfully. “Assertive. Sexy. Gallant.” She shook her head. “Then I fucked it all up.”


“But you’re all good now, right?” Alice cocked her head to the side.


“I think so. I mean, we’re working on it.”


“Well, you don’t need to worry about me and Cherie.” Alice nodded towards the river. “It’s all water under the bridge.”


Dread curled in Bella’s stomach. She had a bad feeling about this. “What’s water under the bridge?”


“Nothing. Forget it.” She let out a nervous chuckle.


A woman exited the toilet block, holding a young girl’s hand. She smiled and stepped around them.


Alice pointed. “You go first. I can wait.”


“Finish what you were saying.”


Alice glanced beyond Bella. “We’re holding up the queue.”


“Fine.” Bella marched into the concrete toilet block, screwing up her nose against the stench of sewage. There were globs of toilet paper on the floor and clinging to the roof. Teenage shenanigans?


Doing her best not to touch anything, Bella squatted over the metal seat and emptied her bladder. Alice would go next, and Bella would be waiting for her when she came out.

 




Chapter 23


Wondering what was taking Alice and Bella so long, Lisa glanced in the direction of the toilet block. A row of bushes prevented her from seeing the concrete building, but they should be heading back by now.


“Relax,” Cherie said. “They’re grown women.”


“Is that right, Ma’am?” Lisa mocked her.


“Jealous.”


“Am not.” Lisa crossed her legs, sitting in a lotus position. “Just look at Bella.”


“Like I said, she’s sexy.” Cherie shrugged as if to say ‘so what?’ But Lisa needed more. She wanted to know what Cherie thought of Bella besides the physical.


“And?”


“And she seems nice. A little complex, but nice.”


“Complex how?”


“She looks like butter wouldn’t melt, but she hosts sex parties.”


“Sex ‘toy’ parties.” Lisa finger-quoted the word.


“Same thing.” Cherie smirked.


“Is not!” Lisa tossed some dry grass at Cherie.


“More’s the pity. I’ve never been to an orgy.”


“What happened to Alice being the only one for you?” Lisa craned her neck, wondering again where they’d got to.


“Does watching other people fuck count as cheating?”


“You’re such a pig.”


“So you’ve said.” Cherie screwed up her nose and oinked.


Finally, Lisa caught a glimpse of Bella and Alice striding toward them. “We were just about to send out a search party.”


“There was a queue.” Bella gave her a tight smile. What was that about?


“Why don’t you come to pool club tonight?” Cherie said, glancing up at Bella. “Watch me and Lisa team up and kick arse.”


“Can’t, sorry. I have a party to host.” Bella’s clipped tone set off a cacophony of alarm bells in Lisa’s head.


“Oh, maybe you could host a party for the three of us one night,” Cherie said. “Wouldn’t that be fun?” She shot Lisa a cheeky smile, and Lisa was glad Bella hadn’t heard their earlier conversation.


“Sorry, minimum number’s ten,” Bella said. “Perhaps you could round up some of your exes and we could make a night of it?” She waggled a finger. “No more than twenty, though.”


Lisa burst out laughing. “She’s on to you.”


“What do you mean?” Cherie slapped Lisa’s leg.


“Ow.” She rubbed the sting.


“You know Alice is the only one for me.”


Alice smiled adoringly at Cherie. “Thank you, Ma’am.”


“You two are sickening.” Lisa shook her head, glad Alice no longer had eyes for her.


“So, what else does Bella do for fun?” Cherie asked, shielding her baby blues from the sun.


“I clean up piss and shit, and if it’s a really big night, I clean up vomit too.”


Regardless of what was bothering Bella, there was no need to be rude. Lisa shot her a warning look. “Everything okay?”


“Sorry, the heat’s getting to me.” Bella turned back to Cherie. “I’m a part-time cleaner as well as a party host. I have the contract for a few hotels and pubs. Cleaning the bathrooms on a Sunday morning can be…” She tapped her lip, looking up at the clear blue sky. “What’s the word I’m looking for?”


“Nasty.” Cherie screwed up her face like something smelled bad.


“Bingo.” Bella pointed.


“Here.” Alice handed a bottle of water to Bella. “It might help you cool off.”


For some reason, Lisa had the feeling there were more to those words than Alice was saying. Had these two had a squabble?


Bella took the bottle and tipped it back. Lisa watched her closely. “Better?”


“Not really. I feel a little sick.” Bella clutched her stomach.


“Oh, no. I hope you haven’t got sunstroke.” Alice looked genuinely concerned. “It’s terrible. I had it once, and—” Cherie held up a hand, and Alice fell silent as surely as if she’d had her tongue cut off.


“I’m sure she’ll be fine once we get out of the heat.” Cherie pushed to her feet. “I’ll start the car while you pack up.”


“Yes, Ma’am.” Alice beamed like she actually got off on being told what to do, and from what Lisa had seen, she did. Bella was happy to submit behind closed doors, but if Lisa started asserting her dominance outside of the bedroom, she was sure Bella would push back.


“Stick your feet in the water,” Lisa said. “It’ll help you cool off.”


“I’ll be fine.” Bella helped Alice with the picnic basket and blanket. Lisa watched her for a minute, then folded up the sun umbrella. Cherie popped the boot, and they tossed everything inside.


“Would you like to ride up front?” Alice asked. “It might help with your carsickness.”


It was nice of her to offer, and Lisa was relieved when Bella smiled her thanks.


“Good idea.” Cherie tossed her keys to Lisa. “You can drive. Alice, you’re with me in the back.”


***


With one last look at Bella, Lisa fired the engine to life. She might’ve fooled Cherie and Alice that she’d had too much sun, but Lisa wasn’t buying it.


Whatever it was, Bella clearly didn’t want to talk about it with an audience. Lisa reached over and squeezed her thigh. Bella’s gaze remained straight ahead, posture rigid.


Giving up, Lisa returned her hand to the steering wheel. She’d driven Cherie’s car often enough it was as familiar to her as her work van, but there were parts of Cheltenham Hunterville Road that demanded her attention.


After what felt like the longest thirty minutes of her life, Lisa turned into Regent Street, pleased they were almost home.


“Nearly there.” She glanced in the rear-view mirror and Alice popped up out of the floor well. Talk about risky, but Lisa certainly wasn’t going to lecture Cherie on the use of seat belts. Alice was Cherie’s priority.


She flicked her indicator on, did a U-turn and parked in front of her house. Bella was out of the car in a flash. Lisa popped the boot and followed, leaving the car running. Alice and Cherie emerged from the back, smoothing down clothes.


Smiling, Lisa shook her head at Cherie. “Thanks for a great day.”


“Yeah, thanks,” Bella said, draping her towel around her neck and swinging a bag over her shoulder.


They stood side by side and waved until Cherie disappeared along with the beep-beep-beeping of the horn.


“She’s a hoot,” Lisa said.


“Yeah, a laugh a minute.” Bella’s words were laced with sarcasm.


Lisa stared at her. “What the hell’s got into you?”


“Nothing.” Bella pivoted in the direction of her house, chestnut hair flying out around her shoulders.


Lisa grabbed her by the arm and spun her back around. She wasn’t getting away that easily. If she had a problem, she could spit it out. “If you don’t like my mates, just say so.”


Bella glared, cheeks flushing an angry red. “Are you sure they’re just mates?”


“What?” Lisa’s patience was wearing thin. “Are you accusing me of cheating?”


“Are you?” Bella held her gaze. A car whizzed by, and Lisa wondered how ridiculous they looked standing on the footpath, staring each other down.


“No. I would never cheat, and I can’t believe you even said that. If you really think I’d do such a thing, then you don’t know me at all.”


“At least we have that in common.” Bella’s nostrils flared, green eyes blazing with anger.


“Enough of the fucking riddles, Bella. Tell me what this is really about.”


“You invited me to hang out with not one but two of your conquests.” Her voice cracked. “You have no idea how pathetic I felt knowing I was sitting there, a third notch on your belt, making nice with two women you’ve fucked. It was degrading and humiliating. I felt like the joke was on me. You three were in on it, and I just had to figure it out.”


Fuck. Shit. Damn. What an idiot.
Lisa should’ve mentioned it first. But she hadn’t. Who had? “How did you find out?”


“It doesn’t matter. The fact is, you left me in the dark.”


The pained look in Bella’s eyes sliced Lisa in two. “You’re right. I should’ve told you.” She reached for Bella’s hand, but Bella snatched it away, tucking it behind her back.


“Yes, you should have. But you didn’t, and I can only imagine why. If you have nothing to hide, why hide it?”


“I didn’t—”


“No, you didn’t.”


“If you would just listen,” Lisa pleaded, doing her best to keep her frustration in check.


“Tell it to someone who cares.”


Oh, the irony. Lisa laughed without humour. She’d tossed similar words at Bella weeks ago, and now here they were. Bella spun on her heels and bolted, towel draped across her shoulders.


“I’m sorry,” Lisa called after her, but Bella didn’t stop.


Knowing Bella had to be at work in a few hours, Lisa let her go. There was no point in upsetting her more than she already was. Not right then.


Amazed how fast a day she’d been looking forward to had turned to shit, Lisa headed for home. She hadn’t intentionally kept anything from Bella. It just hadn’t seemed worth mentioning. Yes, she had a past with Cherie, if you could call a brief fling that, but for more than two years, they’d been nothing more than mates. As for Alice—that had been a one-time thing. A drunken mistake.


Alice! That was it. She’d told Bella. But why? Had it been innocent or was she trying to stir the pot? Either way, Alice had some explaining to do.


Nothing like passing the buck.


“Shut up, brain,” Lisa mumbled under her breath as she put the key in the door. She’d dropped the ball and it was up to her to pick it up…once Bella cooled off.

 




Chapter 24


Sunday morning, Bella spread out on her back, staring up at the ceiling. When she’d stormed off yesterday, she’d been mad as hell. Gutted. Pissed off. Was she right to be so upset? At the time, she’d felt she had every right to be, but in the dark of night, she wondered if perhaps she’d overreacted.


In truth, it hurt that Lisa hadn’t run after her. But that had never been Lisa’s style. When it came to Lisa, what you saw was what you got. But had Bella gotten more than she bargained for in the form of two of Lisa’s exes?


Could she live with knowing that? Because from where Bella was sitting, she couldn’t imagine Lisa ditching her friends. Did she want her to? Sick of the endless loop of thoughts, she roused Max. “Come on. It’s up time.”


The big furball lifted his head and yawned. Bella knew the feeling. Between the party she’d hosted last night and the early morning hour, she’d had less than five hours sleep.


She swished her legs about, and Max finally moved. He jumped off the bed, and Bella climbed out. It was time to go and clean up someone else’s mess. She would worry about her own later.


***


After scrubbing bathrooms and cleaning tabletops, Bella took one final look around the pub. It was the shittiest job she had, but it also paid the best. Happy the place was sparkling clean, she jammed the mop back in the storage cupboard and locked up.


Shortly after arriving home, Bella tossed her work-worn clothes in the laundry basket and had a quick shower. Feeling fresher, she slipped a dress over her head and wandered out to the kitchen. The jug had just boiled when a familiar voice wafted inside.


“Hey, Pussy McBride, can you let Pissy McBride know the electrician is here?”


Hearing Lisa mock her to Max was like an attack on the home front. Bella raised the proverbial shield, protecting her heart. Ready to give Lisa a mouthful, she yanked open the door. Bella’s eyes went wide, and the words died in her throat.


Lisa wore work boots, the trench coat Bella had loaned her, and a charming smile that threatened to tear right through Bella’s defences. Reminding herself she had good reason to be pissed off, Bella crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you want?”


“I’m here to check your box and to fix the fuse that keeps blowing.”


Now Bella was confused as well as annoyed. “I don’t have a fuse that keeps blowing, and calling me pissy isn’t going to get you into my box.”


Lisa’s smile grew bigger. Infuriating bloody woman.


“Quit smiling. You’re neither cute nor funny. You remind me of a creepy stalker wearing a creepy fucking trench coat.”


“There goes that fuse again.” Lisa slowly undid the buttons and parted the front of the coat.


Bella’s mouth fell open. She stared, wide-eyed, as the breath left her lungs. Lisa wore nothing more than her tool belt, work boots, and a sports bra. 
 The belt hung low on her hips, and it wasn’t stocked with regular tools. Wooden clothes pegs hung off one pocket, a pink dildo peeked over the top of another, and a pair of fur-lined handcuffs hung from the belt. 
 “Would you like me to help you with that fuse that keeps blowing, or do you want to find someone else to do it for you?” Lisa held her gaze, her expression all business. She didn’t need to spell out she wasn’t talking about getting another electrician. She was talking about their relationship. 
 Unwilling to relent so easily, Bella resisted the urge to drop to her knees. “Sex doesn’t fix everything, Lisa.” 
 “Maybe not, but it helps.” Lisa stepped into Bella’s space. Bella sucked in a sharp breath, getting a whiff of cologne. Not her dad’s. It was something dark and spicy and all Lisa. 
 “I thought you said you wanted me in your tree?” Lisa pushed a tendril of hair off Bella’s face. 
 “I don’t have any trees.” Bella glanced around her backyard. 
 “Shh.” Lisa pressed a finger to Bella’s lips. “I took that to mean your tree of life. If I got it wrong, tell me to leave and I won’t come back.” 
 Thoughts of Lisa walking away made Bella’s heart heavy. Even so, she still had questions. “Why did you lie to me?” Bella kept her gaze locked on Lisa’s face, determined not to let it wander to the tool belt and all it offered. 
 “I didn’t lie.” 
 “You lied by omission.” 
 Lisa put a hand on Bella’s waist and pulled her closer. “Like I tried to tell you yesterday, before you blew a fuse…” 
 “Not funny.” Bella bit back a smile, lost in those warm brown eyes. 
 “Alice and Cherie are nothing more than friends to me, so it never crossed my mind. Come on, Bel. Can you imagine me dating either of them?” 
 She had to admit she couldn’t, but that didn’t change the fact they had. “No, but you used to.” 
 “Alice was a one-time thing. It’s also why I never play drunk. Alcohol is no excuse, but I think most people would agree it impairs judgement.” 
 “And Cherie?” 
 “We dated briefly, very briefly, and that was more than two years ago. As friends and pool partners, we get along famously, but when it came to a relationship, we were like two protons repelling each other. Cherie drives me insane, but she’s also the best friend I have.” 
 Bella could see that now. 
 Lisa tapped Bella’s chest. “So, are you going to let me in or not?” 
 Placated, Bella nodded. Why try to fight the pull between them? Inside, the temperature went from simmering to boiling with the drop of a trench coat. 
 “I’ll need to examine the motherboard to sort out that short fuse of yours.” Lisa raked her gaze over Bella’s body. “Strip.” 
 Bella’s dress and underwear hit the floor in record time. She glanced at the open door, and Lisa pushed it closed behind her, shutting Max and the rest of the world out before she advanced on Bella like a predator stalking its prey. Bella stood stock-still, anticipation zinging through her veins. Lisa kissed the nape of her neck, and Bella felt every hair on her body stand on end. Could pubic hair stand? She fought the urge to look down because something had definitely awoken down there. 
 “Hands behind your back.” 
 Bella complied, and a second later, handcuffs snapped around her wrists. 
 “Show me where the fault is.” 

Huh? If Lisa wanted Bella to point to her crotch or chest, she should’ve asked before the cuffs went on. Or was she supposed to point to her backside? 
 “Which room. Hurry up, or I’ll just fuck you on the kitchen floor.” 
 Bella’s clit throbbed at the same time as she jumped to attention. “Bedroom. My bedroom.” 
 It suddenly struck her they were doing a good job of christening all the rooms of her house. First the dining room, then her kitchen, now her bedroom. She kept her eyes forward, staring at her unmade bed, blood-red bedspread askew, white sheets flicked back. 
 With the click of a key, one of Bella’s wrists was free. Before she had time to draw her next breath, Lisa slapped the cuff back on and secured her hands in front. 
 “Bend over and grab your ankles. I’ll check out the rear of the house first.” 
 Panic gripped Bella’s insides. Anal play wasn’t something she was ready to explore. When she didn’t comply, Lisa appeared in front of her. 
 She searched her eyes. “We should’ve talked about this first, but you’re so fucking sexy I got distracted.” She stroked Bella’s cheek. “What’s your safeword?” 
 Even though they’d never gone far enough to need one in school, Bella didn’t have to think twice. “Demi.” 
 Lisa smiled her approval, her eyes full of warmth as if the distant memory had come back to her too. Ghost was one of Bella’s favourite movies, and she’d once told Lisa she reminded her of Demi Moore in that movie. Her hairstyle had been similar and her eyes just as mesmerising, although Lisa’s were brown whereas Demi Moore had one hazel eye and one green. 
 After she was dragged out of school and unable to see Lisa, Bella had watched Ghost repeatedly, torturing herself with an already emotional movie and the ghost of Lisa’s breath sending shivers up her spine. 
 “If anything makes you uncomfortable, use that word.” Lisa gave her a wicked grin. “I don’t intend to enter your back door, so you can relax.” 
 Chastising herself for jumping to the wrong conclusion—she really should stop doing that—Bella bent at the waist, leaning over the foot of her bed. 
 Lisa shoved her, and she landed face first, bound hands under her, arse in the air. She tipped her head to the side so she could breathe. 
 Lisa pulled the dildo out of her tool belt and ran it along the crease of Bella’s arse. Bella held her breath. 
 Lisa chuckled. “Don’t you trust me, Bella?” 
 “I do.” Bella popped an eye open just as the dildo came down on her left butt cheek. The thud was an unusual sensation. Firm yet yielding. Enough to let her know who was in charge, but not enough to cause any real pain. 
 Lisa teased her with a few more whacks before she wandered out of view. A few seconds later, a crack landed that made Bella’s hips buckle. Whatever implement Lisa had switched to, it had a lot more bite than the dildo. Bella’s backside smarted and she relished the burn. 
 Another two cracks echoed around the room, and she exhaled a low moan. The throb in her arse spread lower, heating her core and soaking her pussy. 
 “It seems to me, I’ve found the problem.” A hairbrush appeared in her face. Lisa pulled strands of chestnut hair out of the bristles, dangling them in Bella’s face. “Look at all this copper wire and frayed ends. You’re lucky you didn’t set the place on fire.” 

Does my arse being on fire count?

 “Sorry, Mistress.” 
 “For what?” 
 Was that a trick question? The back of the hairbrush connected with Bella’s backside again, and she let out an oomph. Lisa’s hand was soon on her, soothing the burn and toying with her clit. She rubbed it in circles and then pinched. 
 Startled, Bella squeaked like a frightened mouse being batted by a cat. Only, she wasn’t scared. She loved it when Lisa toyed with her. 
 She struck Bella’s backside again. The sting of the hairbrush hit one side, then the thud of the dildo hit the other. Lisa kept up a steady rhythm, left right, left right, left right. She kept it up until Bella was soaking wet, hair clinging to her face, nipples painfully erect. 
 A hand snaked between her legs, teasing her slick folds. “Do you want to be fucked, Bella?” Lisa’s voice sent a ripple of lust up Bella’s spine. 
 “Yes.” More than anything. 
 An open-handed slap landed. Footfalls sounded, then two wooden clothes pegs appeared in Bella’s vision. “Roll onto your back.” 
 Sliding her legs out so she wasn’t bent in half with her hands trapped beneath her, Bella managed to flip over. The second she did so, the dimpled flesh of her areola was sucked between Lisa’s teeth. Her tongue drew warm, wet patterns across Bella’s breasts. Nerve endings fired to life, igniting the passion between them. A peg clamped down on her nipple, and Bella hissed out a sharp breath. 
 “Answer the question.” 

Shit. What was the question? Bella searched her memory banks, lost in a maze of sensation and nonsensical thought. 
 A clothes peg clamped down on her other nipple. She gritted her teeth, waiting for that blissful minute when pain gave way to pleasure. 
 Lisa snapped her fingers, and Bella’s eyes popped open. She gasped in dismay when she saw Lisa holding another clothes peg, this one just above her clit. 
 “I’m waiting.” 
 “I don’t know, Mistress. A fuse blew and my brain short-circuited.” 
 The ghost of a smile danced across Lisa’s face before she schooled her features. “Lucky for you, it’s my job to keep you turned on. So let me ask again. What are you sorry for?” 

Fuck. That didn’t help much. Lisa lowered the clothes peg, and Bella watched in stunned horror. The wooden pincers nudged the hood of her clit, and she freaked out. 
 Breathing hard, she spat out the word, “Demi.” 
 The peg dropped to the bed, and Lisa reached for the two on her nipples. 
 “No!” Bella screeched. She wasn’t ready for this to be over. “I’m sorry for the copper wire and frayed ends. I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions yesterday, and I’m sorry if I disappointed you now.” She’d only just picked a safeword, and she’d already used it. 
 “Oh, Bel.” Lisa cupped her cheek. “The only time you’ll disappoint me is if you go along with something you don’t want to do just because you’re afraid I’ll be disappointed.” 
 “Are you?” Bella asked softly, tentatively. 
 “Not at all.” Lisa tweaked a nipple clamp, and Bella hissed out a breath. “Now that I know for sure I can push your limits and I’m not afraid you’re just going along for the ride…I’m going to ride you into the ground.” 
 She dropped her tool belt, revealing a harness strapped to her slim hips. Bella’s pulse raced, and she ached with the need to be filled. 
 “Fuck, that’s hot.” And so was Bella—hot for Lisa. She wanted everything she had to give. 
 Lisa gripped her chin. “Any more cussing and I’ll put that final peg on your lips.” 
 With her gaze locked on Lisa, Bella clamped her mouth shut. 
 “Good girl. Shuffle to the end of the bed and get on your knees.” 
 Bella immediately complied, watching Lisa out of the corner of her eye as she retrieved the dildo from her tool belt and tucked the base through the O-ring on the harness. She pulled a small bottle out of another pocket on the belt, squirted some clear liquid into her palm and ran her hand over the shaft, twisting it back and forth and over the tip as if the toy was an extension of her body and she could feel every caress. 
 “Lube?” Bella asked against her better judgement. 
 A slap landed as Lisa lined up behind her. “I don’t think you need lube, do you?” She dipped a hand between Bella’s legs and ran her fingers through her wetness. 
 “No, Mistress.” She was so wet she could feel her arousal coating her thighs. 
 “It was toy sanitiser,” Lisa said, “so this might sting a bit.” 
 Unsure if she was joking or not, Bella braced herself for the burn. The tip nudged her entrance, and Lisa put a hand on the small of Bella’s back. 
 “Relax. I’d never put anything toxic inside that sweet pussy of yours.” 
 Bella exhaled a breath, and Lisa slowly slid into her, filling her, stretching her, consuming her. It was pure heaven. She exhaled a low moan. “Fuck.” She remembered Lisa’s reprimand a little too late, but she couldn’t say she was sorry. 
 The blow that landed made her lurch forward. Lisa followed, her weight going down on Bella, hands reaching beneath and tugging on the clothes pegs. 
 Bella screamed her pleasure, the biting pain making her pussy flood. She tipped her head back, and Lisa let go of the pegs, fisting her hair instead. “Fuck!” 
 “I…am…fucking…you.” She punctuated each word with a slam of her pelvis, pounding into Bella over and over again, harness slapping against her backside with each forward thrust. 
 The bed creaked, rocking beneath them. Tension coiled low in Bella’s body. She ached to stroke her clit, but with her hands bound and trapped beneath her, she was completely at Lisa’s mercy. 
 She revelled in the sense of helplessness. A bead of sweat trickled onto her lower back. The sound of them both gasping for breath filled the room. 
 “Have you learned your lesson?” Lisa grabbed a fistful of Bella’s hair, pulling her head back.

 “No, Mistress.” 
 “Brat.” 
 Bella braced for a slap that didn’t come. Unable to help herself, she let out a frustrated groan. 
 “Manipulation doesn’t work, Bella.” 
 “Sorry, Mistress L.” 
 Lisa’s movement slowed but didn’t stop. “Have you learned your lesson?” 

Which one? Bella’s brain was a scrambled mess. She couldn’t think about much other than the phallus sliding in and out in a slow, steady rhythm, driving her closer and closer to the edge. 
 A slap landed on her arse, and it was exactly what Bella needed. “Yes, Mistress. I’ve learned my lesson. I’m a naughty girl, and I deserve to be punished.” 
 Another slap landed, and Bella groaned, head tipped back. Lisa nipped her shoulder blade, then slid a hand around her throat. “Do you think you deserve to come?” The heat of her breath on Bella’s ear sent a shiver down her spine. “Scared, little girl?” 
 “Never. Not of you.” Her nipples were like tiny rocks trapped between two wooden pincers. The erotic torture was exquisite. 
 Lisa pushed up, and Bella immediately missed the feel of her weight on her back, her soft skin, firm, small breasts grazing her flesh. 
 Lisa grabbed Bella’s hips, fingers digging in. “Do you think you deserve to come?” 
 “If it pleases you, Mistress.” Bella whimpered, silently begging Lisa to start moving again. Thankfully, her prayers were answered. Lisa set a rhythm of short, sharp thrusts. Every time she plunged into Bella, the wooden pegs dragged along the bed, sending sharp pulses of bliss through Bella.

 When Lisa sought out Bella’s clit again, it was too much. She felt like her entire body was going to combust from over-stimulation. 
 “Oh, God. I can’t, it’s too much.” She screwed her eyes shut, riding that fine line between pleasure and pain that she’d always craved. Yet only one person had been able to tap into it. Lisa. 
 “You say you can’t, but your body says you can. You’re so fucking wet I’m surprised you can feel me sliding in and out of you.” Lisa pulled out, and before Bella could protest, she slid the phallus between Bella’s legs, the slick length gliding smoothly between her pussy lips and over her clit. 
 “Squeeze your thighs together. I want to feel them gripping my dick.” 

Fuck! Only Lisa could make those words sound hot. 
 Bella clenched her thighs, and in turn, her entire core tightened. Her pelvic floor lifted, and with a few more well-timed thrusts, she was flying high. Her body shook and her arms trembled as an intense orgasm claimed her. Breathing hard, she fell face first on the bed, arse still in the air. 
 She felt utterly destroyed and in the best way possible. No doubt, she looked it too. Sweat coated her skin and strands of hair stuck to her face. 
 Bella heard a thud on the floor, and Lisa guided her onto her back. She revealed a small key from somewhere and popped the handcuffs. 
 Bella would’ve teased her about the pink lining, but she was too exhausted. Lisa grabbed Bella’s wrists as if to check for any damage, then let them go. “This next part might not be as much fun.” 
 The clothes pegs opened, and blood rushed back to Bella’s nipples. She gritted her teeth, breathing through the intense tingling sensation. 
 Lisa slid onto the bed and gathered her in her arms. “How are you feeling?” 
 “Never better.” She snuggled into Lisa, relishing the feel of skin on skin, no barriers between them. 
 “I’ve wanted to do that for so long, it feels surreal.” 
 “It does,” Bella agreed, feeling sleepy and content. 
 Lisa stroked her hair. “I really am sorry about yesterday.” 
 Bella lifted her head and pressed a finger to Lisa’s lips. “It’s okay.” She gave Lisa a coy smile, feeling bad for the way she’d carried on, not only in front of Lisa, but her snotty behaviour after Alice’s reveal. “I guess your friend thinks I’m a stuck-up bitch.” 
 “Not at all. But Cherie wondered what was up when I was off my game last night.” 
 “What did you tell her?” Bella hoped like hell Lisa hadn’t told her about their stupid fight. 
 “I told her I was lovesick.” 
 “Are you?” Bella held her breath. 
 “Sick? Yeah, a lot of people might think so.” She tweaked one of Bella’s nipples, and Bella gasped. “Sensitive?” 
 “Very.” 
 “Sorry.” Lisa stared into her eyes. “I’ve figured out it was Alice who must have told you, but what I can’t figure out is why.” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “Yes, it does, because I care about you…” She cleared her throat. “I love you. And if she did it to hurt you, then she has a lot to answer for.” 

She loves me! Bella pushed up on an elbow. “You do?” 
 “Sometimes.” Lisa’s grin was cocky and bashful all at once. “Now, tell me if I need to hunt Alice down and kill her or not.” 
 Positively glowing on the inside, Bella pecked Lisa on the lips and snuggled into her side. “Let me get back to you on that.” 
 




Chapter 25

 Content in Lisa’s arms, Bella closed her eyes and let the previous day play out in her mind… 

Alice exited the toilet block, striding ahead of Bella, but Bella wasn’t having any of it.


“Wait up.” She caught up to Alice. “Tell me what I don’t have to worry about.”


“It’s nothing.”


“It’s not nothing, and I have a right to know. I mean, if I don’t have anything to worry about, then it’s no big deal, right?” Bella smiled, hoping Alice saw her logic while also dreading the answer.


Alice looked torn, and although Bella felt bad for hounding her, she had to know what was going on.


“There aren’t many lesbians that I know of in Palmerston North,” Alice said, coming to a stop. “Sooner or later, you’re bound to bump into someone’s ex. Right?”


The penny dropped, and Bella put two and two together. “Are you saying you and Lisa dated?” Bella could deal with that.


From what she’d seen, Lisa only put up with Alice because she was now dating Cherie. If Lisa didn’t begrudge them being together, it was hardly Bella’s place to stick her nose in. The only reason it would be a problem was if there was still something between Lisa and Alice.


Alice nodded. “Yes, we dated…and Cherie.”


The implications of that struck Bella like a blow to the face. “Oh my God. Are you saying all three of you dated, like a triad?” She wasn’t judging people who were into that sort of thing, but it was so not hers.


“No.” Alice shook her head solemnly. “Ma’am would never share me. She loves me.”


“I’m sure she does.” Bella fought to keep the irritation out of her voice. “So, help me out here. What, exactly, is it that I don’t have to worry about?”


“Me or Cherie still having a thing for Lisa. It didn’t work out with either of us, and that’s a good thing because now Cherie and I are together.” Alice clutched Bella’s hands, her eyes imploring. “Please don’t say anything. I didn’t mean to upset you, and Ma’am won’t be happy with me either.”


***


At the time, Bella had plastered on a smile so fake her cheeks hurt. She’d wanted nothing more than to run home, but after having time to process, she could see her anger came from being caught off guard.


She pushed up on an elbow, gazing into Lisa’s warm brown eyes. “I don’t believe Alice was trying to cause trouble. If anything, I think her innocence will get her into trouble.” 
 “You mean the lack of grey matter between her ears?” 
 “Hey! That’s not nice.” Bella narrowed her eyes. 
 “Oh, now you’re defending her.” Lisa smiled mischievously. “Should I be jealous?” 
 Throwing caution to the wind, Bella grabbed one of Lisa’s nipples and squeezed. Lisa stared at her, eyebrow quirked. Feeling like an idiot, Bella let go and flopped onto her back. Lisa slid on top of her, and the air sizzled between them. Bella had just been pounded into her bed, and she was ready for more. 
 A knock at the door startled them. Lisa froze, her breath warm on Bella’s lips. “You expecting someone?” 
 “I don’t think so.” 
 “Good. Keep quiet and they’ll go away.” 
 Bella hoped that was true. Sadly, it wasn’t. Panic tore through her when a male called out, “Bella, are you home?” What was her brother doing there? And why hadn’t he phoned first? 
 “Bell-bell.” That was her nephew. 
 “Hi, Max,” Dean said in his kitty-cat voice. “Where’s Bella hiding?” 

Shit. Bella scrambled off the bed, her gaze flicking between Lisa and the bedroom door. The open bedroom door. Shit. Bella didn’t know whether to shut the door first or grab some clothes. 
 “Who is it?” Lisa said, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 “It’s my brother and nephew. Hurry. Get dressed.” 
 Lisa bounded off the bed, her gorgeous body taunting Bella. “In what?” 
 That was a good question. 
 “Sis. Are you home?” Shit. Dean’s voice was too close for comfort. Bella pointed. “Never mind. Get under the bed.” 
 “I’m not getting under any fucking bed.” 
 Running out of time, Bella stuck her head out the bedroom door. “Hi, I’m just getting changed. Give me a sec.” 
 “Sure,” Dean said. 
 Zach appeared beside him, lugging Max in his arms. The poor cat’s tail and back legs were dragging on the floor. 
 “Hey, dude, Aunty Bell-bell will be right out.” She slammed the door. When she turned, Lisa was wearing her work boots and Bella’s lacy red robe. She looked ridiculous. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, Bella would’ve burst out laughing. “You’re not going out there like that.” 
 “I know, but I don’t want to freak the kid out if he comes in and sees me practically naked.” 
 “I’m freaking out enough as it is. Stay put. I’ll do my best to get rid of them.” Bella yanked on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and checked her appearance in the mirror. She couldn’t do much about her flushed cheeks, but she could sort out the tangled mess of her hair. She searched the top of her dressing table, frantically tossing makeup and jewellery aside. 
 “Over there.” Lisa pointed to the hairbrush lying on the floor beside the bed, a slow smile curving her lips. 
 Bella huffed. “Not funny.” 
 “Yeah, it is. You’re adorable when you’re flustered. Anyway, so what if he knows I’m here? I thought you were out.” 
 “I am, but introducing you wearing my robe probably isn’t the best way to make a first impression.” 
 “Fine. I’ll find something else to wear and be right out. Tell him the electrician was plugging a hole.” 
 “Wrong profession.” Bella yanked the brush through her hair and tossed it on the dressing table. “Stay put.” She pointed a finger, certain the words had fallen on deaf ears. God help her. 
 Taking a deep breath, Bella cracked open her bedroom door. She slipped out and pulled it closed behind her. The hallway was empty, and she heard the murmur of voices coming from the living room. Dean had his back to her, and Zach was playing with blocks. 
 “Hey, guys,” Bella said, hating how shaky her voice sounded. 
 “Hi.” Dean tipped his head to the side. “Everything okay?” 
 “Everything’s fine. I’m just a little tired. It was a big night last night, and I haven’t long been home from a cleaning job. I just got out of the shower.” She was rambling, and she knew it. 
 Dean held her gaze, his expression dubious. “Are you sure it’s still okay to look after Zach?” 
 Hearing his name, Zach glanced up. He held up a block and said, “Boo.” 
 “That’s right.” Bella smiled, feeling a sense of pride. She’d been teaching him his colours and he seemed to favour blue. 
 “What time will you be back?” Bella asked her brother, unable to recall agreeing to babysit let alone where Dean was going. 
 He frowned. “Tomorrow. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 No, she wasn’t, so she put the question back on him. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 “Because when I told you I was taking my wife out to dinner to celebrate our wedding anniversary, you said to make the most of it and that Zach could stay the night, since you don’t have work tomorrow.” 
 “Like I said, I’m just a little tired. Zach goes to bed by seven, and I won’t be far behind him. Now stop worrying and get out of here.” 
 In the kitchen, Dean pointed to the trench coat where Lisa had dropped it on the floor. He either didn’t notice her dress lying off to the side or chose not to comment. “Isn’t that Dad’s coat?” 
 “No.” Bella snapped. “I mean, yes. I got it out to clean.” 
 “In summer?” 
 A door creaked and Bella groaned. They glanced up the hallway just as Lisa appeared. She wore one of Bella’s T-shirts and a pair of her shorts—both of which were too big—cinched at the waist by her tool belt; minus the sex toys, thank fuck. 
 Zach came running out of the lounge as fast as his little legs could carry him. 
 “Hey, big guy,” Lisa smiled down at him. “What’s your name?” 
 “Zach-a-wee.” He gave her a toothy grin, then held his sippy cup up to Bella. “Drink.” 
 “What do you say?” Dean asked. 
 “Peas.” 
 Bella took the cup. 
 “Hi.” Lisa held out a hand to Dean. “I’m Lisa.” 
 “Nice to meet you. We spoke the other night.” 
 “We did.” 

Really? When? Bella held her breath. 
 “Thanks for checking on my sister. I would’ve come over, but the kid was sleeping, and the wife isn’t a fan of earthquakes either.” 
 “Who is?” Lisa tilted her head. “I spent the next day doing electrical repairs and resetting lifts—not that that’s unusual considering it’s my job.” 
 Dean stared pointedly at Lisa’s empty tool belt, and Bella blushed all the way to her toes. She didn’t know what would be harder to explain. The lack of tools or why Lisa was there. 
 “Electrician?” 
 “You got it, and this bright spark has places to be.” She turned to Bella. “Give me a call if that fuse blows again.” 
 Playing along, Bella grabbed her purse. “How much do I owe you?” 
 “This one’s on the house, but next time it blows, you’ll have to pay.” 
 With any luck, Dean wouldn’t read between the lines, but Bella got the message loud and clear. 
 Movement in the hallway caught Bella’s eye. The sight that greeted her was born of nightmares. Zachery came wandering out with Lisa’s harness hanging haphazardly off his head, the dildo jutting out like a rhinoceros’ horn. Mortified, Bella lunged for it. 
 Lisa, who was closer, beat her to it. “Thanks, kid.” She winked at Bella. “That one was on the house too.” 
 Too stunned to say a word, Bella watched Lisa sashay out of her home. The pair of Bella’s shorts Lisa had put on sagged around her backside, yet somehow, she still looked sexier than sin. 
 Bella closed her mouth and turned. Zach was patting his head as if he couldn’t figure out where his new ‘hat’ had gone. Mustering up some courage, Bella finally met Dean’s gaze. 
 To say he looked amused was an understatement. “Glad to see you’re spending some quality time with your neighbour.” 
 “It’s not what you—” 
 He held up a hand. “You don’t have to lie to me, sis.” He pointed to his eyes. “I see you.” 
 She knew that. She’d never had to hide who she was when it came to her brother. But there were some things he didn’t need to know. Like that his sister had just been thoroughly fucked by her neighbour. 
 “You’re blushing.” He chuckled. 
 “And you need to get going. Enjoy your date night and spare me the details.” 
 “You too.” 
 “Bit late for that now,” Bella mumbled, finally able to smile. 
 “Bell-bell.” Zach pulled on the leg of her jeans. “Come play.” 
 Dean scooped him up and tickled his tummy. He burst into a fit of giggles and Bella laughed along. 
 “Be good.” Dean kissed Zach on the head and handed him over. 
 Bella grabbed Zach’s hand and waved it at Dean. “Say bye to Dad.” 
 “Bye-bye, Dada.” 
 




Chapter 26

 The following Saturday, after seeing Bella off to host a party, Lisa called a cab and headed to the pub. She pushed through the doors and glanced around. When she spotted Alice standing by Cherie, anticipation thrummed through her veins. 
 She was pumped for so many reasons. Playing pool always gave Lisa a thrill, especially when she was on a winning streak. But tonight, she was also looking forward to playing with Alice. Whether that turned out to be literally was yet to be seen. Whether Bella would ever forgive her if she found out what Lisa was up to also remained to be seen. 
 After grabbing a drink from the bar, Lisa made her way over to the pool tables. The jukebox was blaring, and Jessica Simpson was singing something about boots made for walking. 
 A couple of regulars waved, and Lisa raised her glass in greeting. Once she reached the leaner—aptly named because most people stood around the tall tables leaning on them—she put down her jug of beer and glass and pulled up a stool. 
 “Hey,” Cherie said. “You ready to kick arse? 
 “If you mean yours, sure.” Lisa took a swig of beer, enjoying the cold brew. 
 “You’re on.” Cherie slid a coin across the table, and Alice dutifully plucked it up. She sashayed over to the nearest pool table and placed it behind two other coins. 
 “How’s the missus?” Cherie asked. 
 “She’s okay. Busy. Working.” 
 “Must suck not getting to spend Saturday nights with her.” 
 “Yes and no.” Lisa shrugged. It had its advantages and disadvantages. It would be nice to have an uninterrupted weekend together, but it also ensured they didn’t move too fast and that they both maintained some independence. 
 “How are you, Alice?” Lisa asked when she made it back to their table. Damn, she had big tits. Like, seriously big. Lisa wouldn’t be surprised if she suffered from backaches. 
 As if to prove a point they were indeed heavy, Alice leaned forward, breasts pillowing on the tabletop. “I’m good. Thank you for asking.” 
 “You and Bella seemed to get along well.” Lisa held her gaze. “I take it you like her?” 
 “Oh, yes. She’s very nice. I can see she makes you happy.” Alice smiled, but her words lacked any sincerity. 
 The song on the jukebox changed, and the Black Eyed Peas sang about lying and lying and lying a little more. 

How apt!

 Later that night, while Cherie was playing a game of pool against some guy, Alice excused herself to use the bathroom. 
 “I’ll come with you.” Lisa chugged back her beer and was right behind her. No one would think anything of it. Women went to the bathroom in twos all the time. 
 Once the door closed behind them, Lisa made sure the two stalls were empty and pulled Alice to a stop. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.” 
 “Yes?” Alice sounded hopeful. 
 “Did you tell Bella we had a past?” 
 “Oh, no, Miss. Not really.” 
 “Did you or didn’t you?” 
 Alice pulled her lip between her teeth. “Maybe. I mean, I might’ve mentioned it.” 
 Lisa backed Alice up until she hit the tiled wall. Alice’s eyes went wide, but she wasn’t scared. She was turned on. Lisa could practically smell her arousal. 
 “Why did you mention it?” 
 “It was an accident.” 
 “Are you sure?” Lisa thrust her leg between Alice’s thighs. Alice whimpered, eyes heavy with lust. She was putty in Lisa’s hands, and that made Lisa feel all kinds of conflicted. She almost kissed Alice but came to her senses just in time. Kissing was too intimate for what Lisa had in mind. 
 “I think you did it because you’ve still got the hots for me.” Lisa pushed her body flush to Alice’s. “I bet you’d like me to fuck you, wouldn’t you?” 
 Alice whimpered again. “Yes.” 
 “Come to my house tomorrow morning.” Lisa ran a finger along Alice’s jawline. “Tell no one. It’ll be our little secret.” 
 The door to the ladies’ banged open, and Lisa peeled herself off Alice. “Tomorrow. Nine o’clock.” 
 With any luck, Lisa would’ve had her fun with Alice and she would be long gone by the time Bella arrived home from work. 
 *** 
 The following morning, shortly before nine, Lisa glanced out the bedroom window. It was a dreary autumn day, but her body was buzzing. A smile split her face when she saw Alice pedal up the driveway. 
 Lisa let go of the drapes and was in the kitchen by the time Alice knocked. “You made it.” 
 “Yes, Mistress. I thought about you all night.” She gave Lisa a coy smile. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you.” 
 “Good. Come in. Shoes off and leave your helmet by the door.” 
 “Okay.” She slipped out of her sneakers and pulled off her bicycle helmet, letting her long hair tumble free. With a shrug of her shoulders, Alice’s backpack was off and beside the helmet. 
 Whatever was in the pack was anyone’s guess, and Lisa didn’t care. There was only one submissive who got to pick her choice of implement. Bella. 
 Lisa shook her head to clear it. She’d committed to doing this. It was too late to back out now. 
 “Enter the first room on your right. Strip and put the blindfold on. I’ll be in soon.” 
 *** 

Alice

 Alice walked into the room, and it felt like coming home. She’d been naked in Lisa’s home once before, and that one stolen night had played out repeatedly in her fantasies. She wanted Lisa with an intensity that hurt. 
 She should feel bad that she was there, but she didn’t. What Cherie didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. Lisa would never tell her, of that much Alice was certain. Not unless Lisa wanted to lose a friend and be ditched by her girlfriend. 

Now there’s a thought.

 With one last look at the leather cuffs hanging from the headboard, Alice pulled the blindfold over her eyes. Anticipation thrummed through her veins. She inhaled a deep breath. The room smelled musty, like it wasn’t used very often, and a pang of longing hit her. Why hadn’t Lisa taken her into the master bedroom? Alice knew why—that room was for Bella. 
 But, oh well, she was the one there now, not Bella, and she would take what she could get while she could get it. Hopefully, this would be the first of many stolen moments. 
 Footfalls sounded, and an incessant ache took up residence between Alice’s legs. The mere presence of Lisa was enough to make her wet. She inhaled the scent of Lisa’s cologne. It was a smell she would forever associate with Lisa. Dark and mysterious. 
 The restraints went on, then nothing. Her heart raced, anticipation building. A hand ran along the crease of her boob. Fingers clamped down on her nipples, squeezing and twisting. 
 Alice hissed out a breath, loving the sharp sting. She needed the pain as much as the pleasure…sometimes, perhaps even more.

 “What do you say?” Lisa asked, her voice full of authority. 
 “Thank you, Mistress,” Alice said. 
 “Wrong.” This time, the voice was menacing. Dark and cold. Alice screwed her eyes shut, dread churning in her stomach. The blindfold was yanked off, taking some of her hair with it. 
 “Open your fucking eyes.” 
 She didn’t. She couldn’t bear to see the look on Cherie’s face. She knew, in that moment, she’d made a huge mistake. She’d been set up, but why? The restraints came off and a pile of clothes landed on top of Alice. 
 “Get dressed,” Cherie snapped, “and get out before I hurt you, and not in the way you like.” 
 Finally, Alice popped her eyes open. It wasn’t the look of disgust in Cherie’s eyes that crushed her; it was the look of hurt. Wondering why the hell she ever thought she could pull one over Cherie, Alice scrambled to cover her tracks. “Lisa set me up.” 
 “You’re wrong, Alice.” Cherie’s voice was cold as ice. “I set you up.” 

What the hell? Alice yanked her top over her head, righteous indignation making her braver than she was. “Why the fuck would you do that?” 
 Lisa watched them from the doorway, her expression a mixture of amusement and disgust. “Oh, look, she does have a spine.” 
 “You think?” Cherie said. “From where I’m standing, she looks spineless. Gutless.” 
 “Don’t forget narcissistic, conniving cunt.” Contempt dripped from Lisa’s words. She pushed off the doorframe, leaving Alice alone with Cherie. 
 Alice wished she’d come back. Lisa might look like the more aggressive of the two, but Cherie was the force to be reckoned with. 
 “Get out, Alice.” 
 “No, please.” Alice knelt up on the bed, her moment of bravado gone. They could bounce back from this. “Please don’t make me go. I made a mistake. Come on—you used to date Lisa. You know she’s irresistible.” 
 Cherie’s nostrils flared. “Get. Out.” 
 Scrambling for her jeans before she got tossed into the street butt-naked, Alice yanked her socks and pants on. She wanted to say something, but she didn’t know what more she could say without digging herself into a deeper hole. As it was, the one she’d dug was too deep to climb out of. 
 She exited the room, but Cherie didn’t follow. Alice didn’t turn back. She found Lisa waiting for her in the kitchen. 
 Her expression was as cold as Cherie’s. “Don’t come back, and if I ever hear you’ve been near Bella, I’ll make sure you live to regret it.” Lisa handed Alice her helmet and backpack. 
 Alice was already regretting meeting Bella. Jealousy had flared that day at the river. It was one thing knowing Lisa didn’t want her, but seeing her with someone else had twisted something inside Alice. 
 Being with Cherie had seemed like the next best thing. At least she still got to see Lisa. Now she’d lost them both, and the reality of that sucked. 
 As bravely as she could, Alice met Lisa’s eyes. “You tricked me.” 
 “No, Alice. You fooled yourself. I would never cheat on Bella, and if you really thought I’d fuck my mate’s girlfriend, you’re more delusional than I thought.” 
 “Can we at least be friends? Maybe that would work better for us.” 
 Lisa tipped her head back and roared with laughter. “Un-fuckin-believable. Go home, Alice.” 
 “I have to get my things from Cherie’s.” 
 “Buy new ‘things’.” Lisa air-quoted the word, mocking her. 
 Like the flick of a switch, Alice flipped. “You know, you really are a bitch!” 
 “Yep, and you’ll find out just how much if you fuck with my friends.” Lisa grabbed her by the arm. 
 “Ow, you’re hurting me.” Alice tried to pull out of her grip, but Lisa held on like a pit bull. She dragged her to the door, and with a final shove, Alice was on the doorstep, staring at the door Lisa slammed in her face. Well, fuck them.

 




Chapter 27

 As soon as Lisa disposed of Alice, she went in search of Cherie. She’d had no problem frogmarching Alice out of the house, but she’d kind of expected Cherie to be the one to do that. 
 Lisa found her sitting on the end of the bed with her head in her hands. Unused to seeing her friend like that, Lisa put an arm across her shoulders. Her heart broke for Cherie when she felt sobs wracking her body. In the two years they’d been friends, Lisa had never seen her cry. 
 “Tell me I’m an idiot.” 
 “You’re an idiot.” Lisa bumped shoulders with Cherie, certain she wouldn’t like being mollycoddled. 
 Laugh-crying, Cherie tipped her head back, blinking back tears. “Believe it or not, I did care about her.” 
 “I know.” Lisa thought back to the day they’d had lunch at the lagoon and Cherie had told her she wasn’t afraid to admit she was falling for Alice. 
 “She has clothes and stuff at my house.” 
 “Let’s have a bonfire.” Lisa bounced up and down on the end of the bed. “We can burn them. I’ll buy a little Alice doll, and we can poke its eyes out and have a good riddance to bad juju ceremony.” 
 Cherie gave her a watery smile. “At least I don’t have to hear her prattle on about you anymore.” 
 “Really?” 
 “Yeah. She always used to ask me if I’d told you what a good girl she was. I didn’t think too much of it at the time, but after you told me about her conversation with Bella at the river, I got to wondering what her motives were.” 
 Even though she’d done nothing to encourage Alice, Lisa felt bad. “Is that why you asked me to set her up?” 
 “Yes and no. I hoped she would turn you down, but I also needed to know if Alice would cheat. It’s one thing I won’t tolerate.” 
 Still feeling bad for the part she’d played in all of this, willingly or not, Lisa tried to be objective. “If it was anyone else, she might not have taken the bait.” 
 “Conceited much.” 
 “Huh?” 
 Cherie drew a line through the air as if underlining a headline. “Lisa Barnett—the most irresistible lesbian in town.” 
 “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Lisa narrowed her eyes playfully. “Don’t make me hurt you.” 
 “Oh, really?” Cherie pushed Lisa onto her back and straddled her hips. “Typewriter.” She pounded on Lisa’s chest like a hen pecking at the keys. 
 “Ow. Ow. Ow.” Lisa bucked her hips, trying to throw her off. 
 “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” A voice came from the doorway. 
 The torment came to an abrupt stop as Cherie glanced over her shoulder, still straddling Lisa’s hips. “I was just teaching your girlfriend some respect.” 
 Without a word, Bella spun on her heels. Lisa’s stomach lurched. She knew exactly how this looked, and it served her right. She’d helped set up Alice and now here she was paying the price. 
 “Wait.” Lisa shoved Cherie aside and bounded off the bed. She found Bella in the kitchen, leaning against the bench. Her expression wasn’t murderous or even hurt. She was smiling. 
 “You done?” Bella asked, her beautiful green eyes twinkling with mirth. 
 “You’re not angry?” 
 “Do I have a reason to be?” 
 “No!” 
 “Good. I trust you. But you shouldn’t leave the back door open. I called out, but you were…busy.” 

Fuck. If Alice popped up now, Lisa was going to lose it. “One sec.” 
 She bolted, slamming into Cherie in the hallway. “Check the house. I think your ex might’ve snuck back in.” 
 “You’re shitting me?” 
 “No. I’m positive I closed the door, but Bella said it was open.” 
 “Open-open or just unlocked?” Cherie grinned, and although it was good to see her smiling, now wasn’t the time for jokes. 
 “Just do it,” Lisa snapped. 
 Cherie crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not the boss of me.” 
 “Oh my God. Are you fucking five?” Lisa glared. If she’d said it once, she’d said it twice: Cherie was her best friend, but she was also downright infuriating. 
 Lisa spun on her heels and came face-to-face with Bella, watching them curiously. “Is everything okay?” 
 “No. We need to talk.” The least Lisa could do was tell Bella what had gone down. If Bella was angry with her for her part in setting up Alice, Lisa would have to live with that. But she couldn’t live with secrets between them. 
 Worry lines creased Bella’s beautiful features, and Lisa wanted nothing more than to smooth them out. Unfortunately, they were probably about to get worse. 
 “Last night…at the pub.” Lisa swallowed hard. “I invited Alice over.” 
 A commotion came from the far end of the hall. Lisa and Bella bolted in that direction. After a minute, Cherie popped up on the far side of the bed, dragging Alice with her. 
 “Get the fuck out.” 
 “No! Please don’t make me go.” Ugly fat tears rolled down Alice’s cheeks. “I’m begging you, Ma’am.” 
 Bella shot Lisa a worried look. “Perhaps we should go. Give them some time to talk?” 
 “They’re beyond that,” Lisa said. “But you are right, we don’t need to see this.” They turned to go. 
 “Wait.” Alice screeched, locking her watery gaze on Bella. “I’m so sorry.” 
 Bella tipped her head to the side, her expression pensive. “What for?” 
 “Nothing.” Lisa tried to pull her out of the room. Alice had already said and done enough. 
 Bella shook her arm free, her gaze never leaving Alice. “What are you sorry for?” Cherie went to say something, but Bella interjected. “Please, let her speak.” 
 Cherie snapped her mouth shut. She wouldn’t like being told what to do, and Lisa appreciated the effort it must’ve taken for her not to overrule Bella. 
 “Go on,” Bella said. 
 “I lied to you at the river.” Alice sniffled. “We’re all still involved. We were making out, and when they heard your car, I got told to hide. But I can’t stand the lies anymore.” 
 Her comment was so ludicrous, Lisa burst out laughing. She turned to Bella, and the laughter died in her throat. Bella’s lips were pursed, and she looked like she was weighing up if there was any truth to the words. 
 “You don’t believe her, do you?” Lisa frowned. 
 “I have proof,” Alice said. “Check the other room. My underwear’s still under the bed.” 
 Bella took off down the hallway and into the spare room. Lisa followed, hoping Alice was lying but knowing in her gut she was telling the truth. Bella reached under the bed and pulled out a pair of underwear. 
 “These yours?” Bella knew damn well Lisa would never wear frilly panties. 
 “No, but I can explain.” But right then, Lisa didn’t have time to explain. “Please, just trust me.” 
 Finally, Bella’s expression softened. “Okay.” 
 Cherie appeared in the doorway. She had Alice in front of her with her hands thrust up behind her back. “Lisa’s guilty of nothing more than doing my bidding.” 
 “Exactly!” Alice screeched. “You asked her to fuck me and now you’re angry. I don’t get it.” 

What an idiot. The sad thing was, Alice probably believed what she said. In the time she’d been hiding, she’d probably twisted everything in her mind until it suited her way of thinking. 
 Sick of the sight of her, Lisa grabbed the lacy underwear out of Bella’s hand and tucked them in the waistband of Alice’s jeans. “You’re not welcome in my house.” 
 Without another word, Cherie marched Alice down the hallway, through the kitchen, and out the door. By the time she came back in, Lisa had given Bella the rundown on what happened. 
 *** 
 Bella sank onto the sofa. “I knew something was off when Alice said you made her hide when you heard my car.” 
 “True.” Cherie pointed. “We didn’t even hear you arrive.” 
 “That’s because I walked. I’m guessing she doesn’t know I live next door.” 

Thank God for small mercies. Lisa cupped Bella’s face with both hands and kissed her hard. 
 “What was that for?” 
 “Because that crazy woman doesn’t know where you live, and I don’t have to worry she might come after you.” 
 Cherie shook her head. “She won’t. Not after the talk we had.” 
 “Dare I ask?” Lisa didn’t really need to. Cherie knew people you never wanted to fuck with. 
 “No.” Cherie shook her head, her expression serious, her eyes sad. After a beat, she pushed to her feet. “I’m going to go. You guys need time to talk.” 
 “We can do that while you’re here,” Lisa reassured her. 
 Although Cherie was putting on a brave face, she had to be dying on the inside. Her girlfriend had more or less just shit on her. Cheated on her. Well, she would’ve, given the chance, and that made it just as bad as far as Lisa was concerned. 
 “Okay, I’ll stay. But I need coffee.” 
 “Sure. I’ll put the jug on.” Lisa pushed to her feet. 
 “Sit.” Cherie pointed. “I’ll get it.” 
 If Cherie needed to busy herself, she could have at it. She’d been to Lisa’s house often enough to know her way around the kitchen. 
 “Are you okay?” Lisa asked Bella the second they were alone again. 
 “A little shocked, I guess.” 
 “Should I call an electrician?” It sounded lame, but Bella’s smile was worth it. 
 “You like teasing me, don’t you?” 
 “I have to admit I get a charge out of it.” Lisa grinned. There were other ways she liked to tease Bella that got her fired up, but now wasn’t the time to go there. 
 Cherie wandered into the living room, carrying a tray. Steam billowed off three mugs and the aroma of coffee permeated the air. She set the tray on the coffee table and handed a mug to Bella. 
 “Thank you.” Bella twisted it in her hands, her smile growing wider as she studied the words. The word ELECTRICIANS was printed above a stick figure holding a light bulb, and the words LIGHT UP OUR LIVES were printed beneath. 
 “They do.” She smiled warmly at Lisa. 
 A charged silence settled over the room, each of them lost in their own thoughts. After a while, Bella let out a heavy sigh. She leaned forward and placed her mug on the coffee table. 
 “You know, I really thought Alice liked me. I mean, she offered me some water to cool off when I said the heat was getting to me at the river, and she let me sit in the front seat on the way home.” 
 “I wondered about that too,” Lisa said. “At the time, I thought her comment about you cooling off had an underlying meaning. It was clear you were fuming. As for offering you the front seat, my theory is she thought she’d get to sit in the back with me, then Cherie tossed me the car keys and ruined Alice’s plan.” 
 “It wasn’t intentional,” Cherie said. “But I’m glad I did. She was good at eating pussy.” 
 “Always a silver lining.” Lisa chuckled. 
 Bella’s smile faded. “I’m sorry you broke up.” 
 “Not your fault.” Cherie shrugged, always the warrior. She was of the mind if you fell off the horse you should get back on. Lisa only hoped Cherie’s wounds didn’t take too long to heal. 
 “You say that, but breaking up’s hard,” Bella said. “I’ve heard it can rate right up there with mourning the death of a loved one.” She paled. “I’m just going to shut up before I make things worse.” 
 “I don’t think that’s possible.” Cherie gave her a sad smile. “Why don’t you tell me something positive?” 
 “I can do that. This morning, I had to clean up piss and vomit, but no skid marks.” 
 “No shit!” Cherie chuckled. “And how is that supposed to make me feel better?” 
 “Because life could always be worse!” Bella beamed, and Lisa’s heart melted a little more. Last time Bella made such a crass comment, she’d been trying to get a rise out of Cherie. This time, she was doing her best to make Cherie feel better. 
 “I like you!” Cherie pointed. “But not enough to go there if Lisa’s ever dumb enough to let you go.” Cherie shuddered dramatically. 

What a thing to say. Turning, Lisa tentatively met Bella’s gaze. Thankfully, she was smiling. 
 “She’s not going to get rid of me that easily,” Bella said. “Not without a fight. And it won’t be as theatrical as Alice’s departure.” Her eyes bugged out. “Shit! Like I said, I’m just going to shut up.” 
 “And like I said, please, go on.” Cherie’s smile was as big as Bella’s. 
 “Actually, I have news of my own.” Bella met Lisa’s gaze. 
 “You’re getting a guard dog?” Lisa joked, although that might not be such a bad idea after today’s episode. 
 “I already have one of those.” Bella’s eyes were soft with warmth, and Lisa melted under her scrutiny. 
 “Woof,” Cherie barked, killing the moment. 
 If Cherie wasn’t nursing an open wound, Lisa would’ve thrown a sofa cushion at her. Instead, she gave her undivided attention to Bella. “You were saying?” 
 “The owner of the pub I cleaned this morning asked me a while ago if I would be interested in taking on more work. As in more work than I can handle.” 

Great. Now they’d get to spend even less time together. 
 “Pick up your lip.” Bella tapped Lisa under the chin. 
 “Oh, feisty. I like it.” Cherie waggled her eyebrows, and Bella chuckled. 
 “I give up.” Grinning, Lisa threw her hands in the air. “Why don’t you two have the floor and I’ll just listen?” 
 “Good idea.” Bella gave Lisa a cheeky smile. “I’m not getting a dog, but all going well, my cousin will be moving in.” 
 “Is she hot?” Cherie didn’t miss a beat. 
 Resisting the urge to oink, Lisa shook her head with amusement. Back in the saddle indeed.

 Bella picked up her mug and continued. “My cousin Lorraine has been looking for a change for a while. She’s sick of the hustle and bustle of Auckland.” 
 Lisa couldn’t begrudge her of that. She’d been to Auckland once as a kid. She’d had a blast going on all the rides at Rainbow’s End—New Zealand’s largest theme park—but the multi-lane highways and fast pace of the city had freaked her out. 
 “When I was asked if I’d be interested in more work,” Bella continued, “I got to thinking about how cool it would be to have my own cleaning business one day.” 
 Lisa loved the glint of ambition in Bella’s eyes, but at the same time, she didn’t want to see Bella burn herself out. “What about your night work?” 
 “I’ve been thinking about giving it up. The hours are too erratic and the income uncertain. Some nights, I make good money, other nights, I might as well have stayed home.” 
 “You know I’ll support you whatever you decide to do.” 
 Bella nodded, her eyes full of warmth. “Lorraine’s coming to stay next weekend to check things out. I thought maybe we could all go out, make her feel at home.” 
 The question was directed at Cherie as much as it was at Lisa, and Lisa felt an immense sense of gratitude. She smiled at Bella, trying to convey how much she appreciated her including Cherie in their circle, especially at a time like this. 
 “So, what should we all do?” Lisa rubbed her hands together. “We could visit Te Manawa Museum?” 
 “Yawn.” Cherie leaned back in her chair, hands folded across her stomach. 
 “How about mini-golf?” Bella said with enough enthusiasm for all of them. 
 “Now you’re talking.” Cherie sat up straighter. “But I’ll have you know, I’m a mean shot.” 
 “So Lisa tells me.” Bella got to her feet. “And I have a mean swing.” She imitated a golfer teeing off. 
 Cherie snorted. “We’ll see.” 
 Glowing with happiness, Lisa thanked her lucky stars she had two such wonderful women in her life. There was still a lot to tell Bella, like the fact Alice had pretty much only been dating Cherie to get to Lisa, but that could wait until they were alone. Cherie didn’t need her face rubbed in it again. 
 




Chapter 28

 Saturday morning, Bella bounded out of bed full of energy. It’d been months since she’d seen Lorraine, and she couldn’t wait to see her again. No matter how much time passed between visits, it always felt like just yesterday. 
 As kids, they’d been inseparable. Then life got in the way. Lorraine’s family moved north, and Bella’s family moved south—thanks to her father’s job transfer. But she wasn’t going to dwell on that today. What was the point? She couldn’t change the past, but she could shape her future. 
 The prospect of one day being a businesswoman thrilled Bella as much as it terrified her. What if she failed like she’d done in school? She shook off the negative thought. She was an adult and in charge of her destiny now, not a teenager who lived by her parents’ dictate and the dark cloud that had followed her all the way to the South Island. 
 Shaking off her past, Bella grabbed her car keys and dashed out the door. She skidded to a stop, almost tripping over Max in her haste. “Sorry, big guy. Mamma’s really excited.” She bent down and scratched him under the chin. “You remember cousin Lorraine? She’s coming to visit. All going well, this will soon be her home too.” 
 Max yawned. Of course, he had no idea what she was talking about, but that had never stopped Bella talking to him like he was a human. She could bounce ideas off him until she had her answer. For some reason, talking out loud always worked so much better for her. 
 Bella fired her car to life, backed down the driveway and drove up Lisa’s drive. She jumped out of the car and knocked on the door. 
 A few seconds later, Lisa appeared before her. She wore black jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. The ends of her hair were wet like she’d just showered, and her brown eyes sparkled as if Bella had just lit a candle behind them. 
 “Hi. What can I help you with?” 
 “This.” Bella reached up on her tippy-toes and stole a kiss. “I needed that to keep me going.” She bounded down the porch steps with an even bigger pep in her step. Smiling like a schoolgirl, she pressed a finger to her lips. 
 She’d missed Lisa last night, but she couldn’t turn down hosting a party on Friday night, not when she’d taken Saturday night off. She jumped back in the car and buckled up. 
 Lisa appeared in her peripheral vision, elbows resting on the windowsill. “I’m supposed to be the electrician, yet you never cease to shock me.” 
 “Well, that’s what happens when you play with live wires.” Bella gave her a cheeky grin and shoved the car in reverse. 
 Lisa pushed off the windowsill. “See you soon.” 
 At the foot of the driveway, Bella waved once more and sped off. Her heart was so full, she didn’t know if it could take any more. Yet every now and then, a niggling voice would pop up telling her nothing good lasted forever. 
 *** 
 Bella’s gaze landed on Lorraine among the throng of people in the airport, and her moment of despair vanished. Bella waved her arms over her head. “Over here.” 
 Lorraine’s face lit up. She was an attractive woman with an athletic frame, vibrant blue eyes and a killer smile. 
 “Hi.” Lorraine pulled Bella into a hug and held on tight. “It’s so good to see you, Belladonna.” 
 Bella smiled at the nickname. Lorraine had started calling her that after the name of one of Lorraine’s favourite albums. 
 “I recently met someone who sounds a lot like Stevie Nicks.” 
 “Really?” Lorraine grabbed her pack off the baggage carousel and flung it over her shoulder. 
 “Yep. You’ll meet her later today.” 
 “Your girlfriend?” 
 “No, her friend.” Bella led the way out to her car. 
 “You’re not trying to matchmake already, are you?” 
 “No!” It hadn’t even crossed Bella’s mind. “But you will get to meet Cherie and Lisa, my girlfriend, once I’ve shown you around and you’ve had a chance to put your feet up.” 
 “Are you kidding?” Lorraine said. “I’ve been sitting on my arse all morning. I could walk for hours.” 
 “Good to know. I have a round of mini-golf teed up.” 
 “Nice pun!” 
 “Huh? Oh.” Bella laughed. The pun hadn’t been intentional, but Lorraine had always had a quick wit. “I hope you decide to move back to town. I’ve missed you.” 
 “I’ve missed you too.” 
 Bella glanced at Lorraine. “What happened between you and Charlotte?” 
 “She got clucky, so I got the cluck out of there. Left her and Grant to it. Last I heard, she’s in the family way and they’re getting married. I’m happy for them.” 
 “Are you really?” Bella asked gently. 
 Lorraine nodded. “In the back of my mind, I knew our relationship had an expiry date.” They stopped at a zebra crossing. “I just didn’t know when or how. I mean, have you ever heard of a triad lasting a lifetime?” 
 “No, but that’s not to say it doesn’t happen.” To be honest, Bella couldn’t grasp the concept, but she sure as hell wasn’t in any position to judge. 
 “True. Most people thought I was just their boarder, anyway.” 
 “That’s not nice.” Bella hated the thought of Lorraine being swept under the carpet. 
 “That’s how I wanted it,” Lorraine said. 
 Bella pointed left, guiding the way to her car. “I hope it wasn’t a messy break-up.” Breaking up with one person was hard enough, let alone two. 
 “It was amicable, and we’re all still friends.” Lorraine adjusted her pack. 
 “Doesn’t Charlotte worry Grant will fool around with you behind her back? Especially now that she’s pregnant.” So much for not judging, but it was out there now. 
 “That’s not what an open relationship’s about,” Lorraine said. “And I haven’t come here to talk about my love life or lack thereof. Tell me about yours.” 
 Just like that, Bella’s insides lit up. “I hooked up with my neighbour.” 
 “Hooked up? From what you’ve told me, you’re head over heels in love with her.” 
 “Maybe.” Bella smiled coyly. “We’re here.” She pointed to her car. 
 “What the hell is my beautiful cousin doing driving a pumpkin?” 
 “Hey, don’t pick on my car.” Bella opened the boot and Lorraine tossed her bag in. 
 “At least we know we’ll be seen.” Lorraine climbed in the passenger seat. “We’ll look like a fireball blasting down the middle of the street.” 
 “Keep it up…and you can walk.” Bella jammed the key in the ignition and flicked down the visor. 
 *** 
 While Bella was picking her cousin up from the airport, Lisa went with Cherie to drop off Alice’s belongings. Lisa had to give Cherie credit for being so mature about it. 
 “You sure you don’t want to just burn them?” 
 “Yeah.” Cherie pulled up in front of a grandiose two-storey, white stucco house. 
 “Wow, flash place.” Lisa took in the wraparound porch and manicured lawns. 
 “If you haven’t guessed, she still lives with her parents. They’re nice. A little overbearing, but nice.” 
 A busty woman who looked to be in her mid-forties appeared on the doorstep. There was no mistaking her for Alice’s mother. The resemblance was astounding. 
 “Be right back.” 
 Lisa sat in the car, feeling as useless as a strap-on without a dildo. She’d only agreed to come along in case Alice flipped out again. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. She’d come along as moral support. 
 Cherie exchanged a few words with Alice’s mother and handed over the box of her belongings: clothes and books, according to Cherie. 
 With a final nod, Cherie gave the woman a brief hug. Wow, how many times had they met? That was so not like Cherie. The car door clicked open, and Cherie slid back into the driver’s seat. 
 “What was that about?” Lisa asked. 
 Cherie pulled away from the kerb. “Apparently, dear Alice is bipolar. Her parents have just discovered she stopped taking her meds.” 
 “Did you know she was supposed to take meds?” 
 “No. She never had them at my place. But it explains a lot. One minute, she would be flying high, and the next, she would crash. I put some of it down to sub-drop and took care of her as best I could, but at other times, she just left me bewildered.” 
 “Why did you stay with her for so long?” Lisa frowned, unable to make sense of it. 
 “I honestly don’t know.” Cherie shrugged. “But let’s look forward not back. I’m looking forward to meeting Madeline.” 
 “Oink.” Lisa couldn’t help but tease Cherie. “And her name’s Lorraine.” 
 Cherie slowed as they neared Regent Street. “Whatever. I’m off the market anyway.” 
 How long that would be was anyone’s guess. Lisa had never known Cherie to stop playing the field for long, but she’d taken a hit not only to her heart but also to her ego. 
 As soon as they arrived back home, Lisa opened the car door and Max bounded out of the tree. He came trotting over, all smiles. Could cats smile? He looked like he was smiling. 
 “Hey, you big goofball.” She picked him up and scratched him under the chin. 
 “The things you do for pussy never ceases to amaze me,” Cherie said. “You don’t even like cats.” 
 “People change.” Lisa had said those same words to Justin a few weeks ago when she told him she was seeing Bella. He’d given her a knowing grin, ruffled her hair, and said, “I’m happy for you, sis.” He’d also been the perfect gentleman the few times he called around and Bella had been there. Just as well for him. 
 Shaking off thoughts of her brother, Lisa put Max down and dug her house key out of her jeans pocket. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her noon was fast approaching. “I should’ve asked Bella to stop at the bakery to pick up something for lunch.” 
 “Way to make a first impression.” Cherie shoved past as soon as the door was open. 
 “I’m not trying to impress anyone.” Lisa hung up her keys, happy to let Cherie have the run of her kitchen. 
 Despite professing not being out to impress anyone, Lisa did a quick tidy up, stacking her PlayStation games and putting the console away. She grabbed a lint cloth and wiped down her pool trophies, straightened the sofa cushions, and sprayed some air freshener. 
 Cherie smirked. “I won’t tell anyone you’re not as carefree as you pretend to be.” 
 “We’re even then.” 
 “Whatever.” 
 *** 
 Just as Cherie was pulling a homemade pizza out of the oven, two heads glided past the dining room window, one with chestnut hair, the other with dark hair and red highlights. 
 A knock sounded at the same time as Lisa made it to the door. 
 “Hi, I’m back.” Bella stepped inside. 
 “I can see that.” Lisa pecked her on the lips, then held out a hand to Lorraine. “Nice to meet you. I’m Lisa.” 
 “Hi, I’m Lorraine.” She was an attractive woman with fair skin like Bella and a warm disposition. 
 Cherie took off the oven mitts and extended a hand. “I’m Cherie, but you can call me Cher.” 
 Chuckling, Lisa shook her head and Bella grinned at her. If anyone had ever called Cherie ‘Cher’, it was news to her. 
 “We all sleep alone,” Lorraine said. 
 Cherie’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “Pardon me?” 
 “Oh, sorry. Wrong Cher. Shame. That’s one of my favourite songs.” 
 “Right. Easy mistake. I get it all the time.” 
 Lisa burst out laughing. “You are so full of shit.” 
 “Tell me that when we whip your arse at mini-golf. Team Cherie and Lorraine against team Bella and Lisa.” 
 “Team C and L versus team B and L,” Lisa said. “That’s a no brainer. B comes first.” 
 “Well, isn’t she a lucky girl.” Cherie shot them an impish grin. 
 “Wow, you are on fire today.” 
 “Excuse me,” Bella said, ignoring the innuendos. “Mini-golf’s a solo sport.” 
 “So’s masturbation, but that doesn’t mean others can’t watch.” 
 “Stop!” Bella held up a hand. “We are supposed to be welcoming Lorraine to town, not traumatising her.” 
 “I’m fine,” Lorraine reassured them, and it was good to know she wasn’t a wallflower. 
 “What’s that grin for?” Bella asked Lisa. 
 “I’m just thinking about how we’re going to celebrate when we win the round of mini-golf.” 
 Bella looped an arm through Lisa’s. “I vote the winners put their feet up and the losers cook for us.” 
 “What’s this ‘us’ stuff?” Lorraine asked. “You say it like it’s already a done deal.” 
 “Yeah,” Cherie chimed in. “Ever heard the saying ‘don’t count your orgasms until they’ve been granted?’” 
 Lorraine turned to Cherie, eyebrow quirked. “And who is this genie who grants that kind of wish?” 
 “Stick around and you might find out.” 
 For someone who was off the market, Cherie was doing an impressive job of flirting, and judging by the playful smiles Lorraine was tossing back at her, she wasn’t immune to Cherie’s charms. 
 Deciding it was a good time to feed everyone, Lisa grabbed the oven mitts Cherie had discarded. “Who’s hungry?” 
 “I could eat,” Lorraine said. “The turbulence was so bad we didn’t even get a cuppa.” 
 “Did you come on one of those small jets?” Cherie asked. 
 Lisa grinned and Cherie tutted at her. “Child.” 
 “Me? You started it! You might as well have asked her if she comes in the bathtub.” 
 “Oh my God.” Cherie stared, mouth open. “That is not what I meant.” 
 “Now that you ask…” Lorraine grinned. 
 “Enough!” Bella held up a hand. “Wash up and get up the table.” 
 The words could’ve come straight from Lisa’s mother’s mouth, and just like when her mum had hollered at Lisa and Justin to get inside because tea was ready, she did as she was told. 
 Once everyone had rinsed their hands, Lisa ushered them over to the dining room table. Lorraine slid around the back and Bella and Cherie took an end each, leaving the seat closest to the kitchen free for Lisa. She leaned over the chair and slid a tray onto the table. 
 “Wow. Those look good.” Lorraine inhaled deeply. “And they smell divine.” 
 “Cherie deserves the credit,” Lisa said as she slid into her seat. 
 “It was nothing.” Cherie shrugged in a rare moment of modesty. “I like to cook.” 
 “Me too,” Lorraine said as she slid a mini pizza onto her plate. “I’m a chef.” 
 “Really?” Cherie looked impressed. 
 Bella snorted. “Working at KFC does not make you a chef.” 
 “Why not?” Lorraine tipped her head to the side. “I’m trusted with cooking the chicken, and people would kill for the Colonel’s secret recipe.” 
 She looked so serious it was comical. In the short time Lisa had known Lorraine, she already liked her a lot. And from what she could gather, Cherie felt the same. 
 “Hey.” Bella circled her finger over the food. “Less hot air and more eating.” 
 A comfortable silence settled over the room as everyone tucked in. The combination of ham, cheese and pineapple exploded on Lisa’s tongue. The pizza was heavenly. 

Orgasmic. Lisa kept the word to herself. This lot didn’t need any further encouragement. 
 




Chapter 29

 Bella climbed into the back of Cherie’s car and slipped her hand into Lisa’s. Her heart was full, and the sun was shining. She’d been certain Lorraine would fit right in, but she’d done so with such ease it had exceeded Bella’s expectations. 
 Not that it should’ve surprised her. Lorraine had always been the type to go with the flow. It took more than some harmless banter and sexy innuendos to intimidate her. Bella leaned against Lisa’s shoulder, melting a little when Lisa kissed the top of her head. 
 “You okay?” Lisa asked softly. 
 “Perfect.” She clutched Lisa’s hand, never wanting to let go. 
 In the front, Lorraine and Cherie buckled up. Cherie fired the car to life and wouldn’t you know it, Cher’s voice blasted through the speakers. 
 Cherie and Lorraine shot each other a sidelong glance, and Bella would’ve given anything to be able to see the expressions on their faces. 
 After finding a park and getting their golf clubs, all four lined up at the first hole. There was a slight nip in the air, along with the scent of lemonwood. 
 “So, how does this teams thing work?” Lorraine asked. 
 “That’s easy,” Cherie said. “It’s like when Lisa and I team up to play pool. We take turns playing a hole.” 
 A devilish grin lit up Lorraine’s face. “How very lesbian.” 
 In all the time Lisa had known Cherie, she’d never seen her speechless. Lisa chucked her under the chin. “Close your mouth.” 
 “What?” Cherie shook her head. “I was just trying to decide who goes first.” 
 “That would be me.” Bella placed the little orange ball at her feet and lined up the golf club. 
 Team Bella and Lisa were off. The ball hit the end of the runway, bounced off the wall, rolled down the hill and ended up right where it started. Okay, so they weren’t off to a flying start, but they were off. 
 By the time they made it to the last hole, Lorraine and Cherie were leading, but only just. Lisa lined up the ball, hips swaying as she sized up her target. It looked basic. The hole was directly in front of her. One straight shot would do it. The problem with that was the huge rock in the way. Playing it like a pool shot she had to bounce off the cushion, Lisa took aim. 
 The ball bounced off the left guide rail, flicked diagonally across the green, missed the rock by mere millimetres, bounced off the right rail, and boom, she had a hole in one. 
 “Yes!” Bella fist-pumped the air. 
 “I can do that.” Lorraine didn’t look as confident as she sounded. She put the ball at her feet, straightened, stared down the green, bent again and moved it to the left. 
 They all watched, holding their breath. Lorraine had to get this within three shots to break even: any more would put them in second place; a hole in one would put them first. Cherie stepped up behind Lorraine and wrapped her arms around her like a golf coach. 
 “That’s cheating!” Lisa protested. 
 “How? We’re a team.” 
 “You can’t change the rules now.” 
 “Oh, stop being a child.” Cherie pointed. “That kid over there’s better behaved than you.” 
 Lisa turned to see a toddler chasing a ball a guy had just hit down the runway. She picked it up and dropped it in the hole, looking proud as punch. 
 The guy shook his head, and Lisa immediately recognised her workmate, but she had more pressing matters to deal with. When she turned back around, Cherie had stepped away from Lorraine. 
 Bella was rubbing her hands together. “Pressure. Pressing down on you…” 
 “Quit it.” Lorraine glared, and Bella zipped her lips. 
 Lorraine teed off, and they all held their breath. The ball bounced off the retaining wall, zigzagged around the rock and came to a stop about four feet away from the hole. 
 “Two more shots to break even.” 
 “Who needs two?” Lorraine shot them a cocky grin. She lined up the ball with the club, pulled back and stopped, pulled back and stopped. 
 “Just hit the damn ball,” Bella said. 
 “Leave her alone.” Cherie jumped to Lorraine’s defence. “Take your time.” 
 Lorraine’s eyes slid closed, and she hit the ball without even looking. Cocky tart. And she had every right to be. The ball plopped into the hole and disappeared down the tunnel back to the office. 
 “Wahoo!” Cherie picked up Lorraine and spun her in a circle. “We are the champions.” She set Lorraine down, grinning like they’d just won gold. 
 “What’s for dinner?” Lorraine asked, looking as smug as Cherie. 
 “Cherie’s favourite. Fish and Chips,” Lisa said. “I’ll pay.” 
 “That’s cheating.” Bella rested her hands on top of her golf club. “I’ll cook. I have some leftover lamb. I’ll throw together some kumara and lamb cakes.” 
 “I’ll pay for the wine,” Cherie said. 
 Lorraine gasped, hand flying to her mouth. “I thought you abstained?” She clutched her chest. “I’m crushed. It was all a lie.” 
 Looking slightly uncomfortable, Cherie glanced at Lisa as if to say ‘help me out here’. At a loss, Lisa shrugged. 
 “Excuse me. Are you done?” A woman who was waiting to play the hole they were still standing around called out to them. 
 “Shit, sorry.” Lisa stepped off the green, and the others followed. 
 “What did you mean?” Cherie asked. 
 “Cher. She doesn’t drink or smoke.” Lorraine brushed a strand of hair off her face. 
 “Ah. I’ll let you in on a secret.” Cherie lowered her voice. “I’m not really like Cher.” 
 “Oh.” Lorraine’s shoulders sagged as if she was crushed, but her smile never faltered. 
 As they all made their way back to the office to hand in their golf clubs, Lisa and Bella lagged behind. “Please tell me your cousin’s gay and not just a hopeless flirt.” 
 “She’s actually bisexual, and she’s an extremely playful, friendly person. I wouldn’t read too much into it.” 
 For some reason, the assessment made Lisa’s heart sink. Perhaps she’d become a hopeless romantic since reconnecting with Bella, and Bella was right. Cherie and Lorraine were doing nothing more than having some harmless fun. Come to think of it, Cherie had told her that very morning she was off the market. 

Like that ever mattered.

 “Hey, shorty.” A voice came from over Lisa’s shoulder. 
 She spun on her heels, smiling before she even met Paul’s gaze. “Hey, mate. How’s it going?” 
 “Good. You?” 
 “I’m fantastic, but you know that.” 
 Paul chuckled, his gaze flicking to the trio of women standing around her. 
 “Go on, guess.” Lisa grinned, certain he was sizing up which one was Bella. 
 “I’m Cherie.” Cherie stuck out a hand. “This is Lorraine. We’re the champions.” 
 “Nice to meet you.” He turned his head slightly. “And you must be Bella. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 “All good, I hope.” 
 “Of course. A mass murderer, a thief with a conscience—all admirable traits.” 
 “Say what?” 
 Before Paul could reply, a woman screeched, “Ava, no!” 
 Lisa turned and a smile split her face. Paul’s eldest daughter was dangling a set of keys over the eighteenth hole. 
 “No!” Paul tore off in her direction, jumped a shrub and scooped up his daughter. He wandered back, carrying her under his arm like a rugby ball. 
 “Good save,” Lisa said. If Ava had dropped the keys, they would’ve disappeared down the shoot just like all the balls when you played the last hole. Not the end of the world, but still a pain in the arse and quite likely embarrassing. 
 Paul’s wife appeared beside them. “You remember Jessica?” 
 “Of course. It’s nice to see you.” Lisa had met Paul’s wife at a number of work functions. She gave a small wave to the wee girl perched on Jessica’s hip. “And this must be Emma?” 
 Emma burrowed into her mother’s side. 
 “She’s the shy one,” Paul said. “Not like this little monkey.” He set Ava on her feet between his legs. 
 “Hi, Ava. Haven’t you got big.” 
 “Aha.” She nodded. “I’m free.” She held up three fingers to show how old she was. 
 “That’s the same age as my cat!” Bella beamed, eyes wide, like she was super excited. 
 “Yay! We’re both free.” Ava jumped up and down, clapping her hands. 
 Lisa wasn’t huge on cats or kids, but for some crazy reason, her heart was doing all kinds of feel-good dances. She knew why. The reason she’d mellowed was standing right beside her. Since Bella had moved in next door and Lisa had lowered the walls of isolation she’d constructed around herself, the feels just didn’t stop knocking on her door.

 “Well, I won’t keep you any longer…loser.” Paul shot her a cheeky grin. 
 Jessica slapped his arm. “That wasn’t very nice.” 
 “Ow.” He frowned, rubbing his triceps. “I wasn’t being mean. It’s true.” His smile returned. “You lost, right? Your friends over there…they’re the champions.” He motioned to Cherie and Lorraine, who had moved off and were sitting on a nearby bench. 
 “We didn’t lose. We came second,” Bella said. 
 “That’s a great way to look at it.” Jessica smiled warmly. “Come on.” She turned back to Paul. “Let’s get these two ratbags home.” 
 “Hang on.” Lisa stopped him. “Who won your round?” 
 “Ava, of course.” He ruffled his daughter’s hair, and they were gone. 
 “So—” Bella began. 
 Lisa cut her off, anticipating the question. “Yes. That’s my wonderful workmate, Paul.” 
 “Not what I was going to say.” Bella shook her head. 
 “Oh.” Lisa took Bella’s hand, swinging her golf club in the other as they made their way over to Lorraine and Cherie. 
 “What was that about me being a mass murderer and a burglar?” 

Shit! Trust Paul. Before Lisa could answer, Cherie burst out laughing. “Busted!” 
 “What?” Lorraine looked amused despite having no idea what was going on, and she didn’t need to know about Lisa obsessively watching Bella when she’d first moved in. 
 “It was nothing. Paul likes to play the clown.” 
 “It wasn’t nothing.” Cherie laughed. 
 “Shut it.” Lisa narrowed her eyes in warning. She would tell Bella in her own time, and not in the presence of Lorraine. 
 Surprisingly, Cherie let it go. But not the cheek. “Loser pays,” she said as they reached the office. 
 “I paid before we teed off, smart arse.” 
 “Sixth sense, was it?” Lorraine asked. 

Oh, great. Now they were both ganging up on her. “What’s this? Pick on Lisa day?” She stepped aside to let a family walk by. 
 “She’s my loser.” Bella’s green-eyed gaze was full of admiration, and despite the slur, Lisa couldn’t stop smiling. 
 “Oh, yeah, you have it bad.” Cherie nudged Lisa’s shoulder as she walked by. 
 *** 
 The entire time they prepared dinner, all Bella and Lisa could hear was raucous laughter coming from the living room. 
 “I think my friend will be crushed if your cousin doesn’t move to town, and I think your cousin’s in trouble if she does.” 
 “They’ll figure it out.” Bella stopped dicing the potatoes. “Just like we did.” Her smile wrapped around Lisa’s heart and squeezed tight. 
 “We did, didn’t we?” 
 “Yes, we did.” Bella waved the paring knife in Lisa’s face. “Now tell me what Paul was getting at.” 
 Lisa took a deep breath. “As you know, I may or may not have been watching you when you moved in.” 
 “Ew! Stalkerish much.” 
 “I prefer bodyguard.” Lisa grinned. 
 “I can go with that.” Bella’s eyes lit up. Damn, she was beautiful. Lisa leaned in for a kiss. 
 “Uh-uh. I still have a knife, Romeo. Don’t make me cut the rest of the story out of you.” 
 “Fine.” Lisa took a pull on her beer. “I had no idea what the suitcases were about. And if that wasn’t bad enough, then you’d go out in the morning with cleaning stuff.” 
 “Like I was going to clean up a crime scene.” Bella nodded along thoughtfully. “And you talked to your workmate about this, painting me out to be a crazy neighbour?” 
 “Maybe, but he now knows you’re not crazy, and I’m crazy about you.” This time when Lisa leaned in for a kiss, Bella didn’t stop her. She tasted like wine and her skin smelled divine. 
 A blast of laughter came from the living room, and Lisa took a step back. “I think Cherie might’ve met her match.” 
 “I think you might be right.”
 




Chapter 30


With autumn nearing an end and winter fast approaching, Bella was in desperate need of some new jeans: a dressy pair for the last few parties she had to host, and a cheap pair for her cleaning jobs.


She’d taken on two more contracts: one for an elderly woman with a grandiose home, and another for a local business with fifty employees. She’d had more offers, but she couldn’t take them on until Lorraine moved to town, and that was still two weeks away.


Bella grabbed her purse and headed out the door. Max stretched out and rolled over on the concrete. He’d parked himself at the foot of the ladder the second Lisa braced it against the house.


Bella peered up at Lisa, shielding her eyes from the gun-metal grey clouds. A week ago, Lisa had finally convinced Bella to let her install security lights. Bella had acquiesced on the one condition that she paid for the lights and cable.


“I’m just popping into the Plaza.”


“Are you trying to get out of your end of the bargain?” Lisa slid a screwdriver back into her tool belt.


A shot of lust danced through Bella. It always did when she saw the belt hanging low on Lisa’s hips. It was why she’d also agreed to pay for Lisa’s time to install the lights in more pleasurable ways than with money.


“Never. I’ll be back by the time you finish.”


“I’m almost done. I’ll come with you.”


“You hate shopping,” Bella reminded her.


“There’s a PlayStation game I want.” Lisa grinned as if that explained it all. “I’ll just connect this wire and adjust the sensor, and then I’ll be down.”


“Okay.” Bella nodded, pleased she wouldn’t be going alone.

 *** 

They pushed through the double doors to the Plaza and headed straight for Jerseys and Jeans. It wasn’t cold enough to worry about winter woollies yet, but they had an amazing selection of both women’s and men’s jeans.


“These would look good on you.” Lisa held up a slim-fitting pair of trousers.


“Thanks.” Bella took them, knowing damn well she didn’t have a hope in hell of getting them over her hips.


A shop attendant wandered over. “Hi, can I help you with anything today?”


“I’m just browsing,” Bella said.


“She needs jeans—sexy jeans. Jeans that hug her curves.” Lisa gave Bella the once-over, holding the jeans in front of her, then put them back on the rack as if suddenly realising they would never fit.


The shop assistant, Ashley according to her nametag, eyed them curiously.


Bella bit back a smile. Lisa mouthed sorry and backed out of the store. She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “I’ll just be at the games shop. See you in a bit.”


Once they were alone, Ashley got straight down to business. “What style are you after?”


Bella held out her arms as if it should be obvious. “High waist, full hips.”


“Slim leg, straight or flared?”


“Straight.” She hated having to fight to get her feet through the ankle holes of skinny jeans, and flares weren’t really her thing.


After trying on numerous pairs of jeans, Bella finally settled on a plain blue pair and a dark wash pair with sequin pockets. After paying, she made her way to the front of the store. Just as she was about to exit, a turtleneck knit top caught her eye. She flipped over the price tag. Yikes. The top was gorgeous but not eighty bucks’ worth of gorgeous.


“Howdy, stranger.”


Unsure if the words were directed at her, even though the voice sounded familiar, Bella slowly turned. Her blood ran cold when her gaze landed on Hannah and Janine.


“Hi.” Bella injected as much cheer as she could into her voice considering she wanted to bolt. She scanned the mall for Lisa, hoping she didn’t come upon them. Bella didn’t want Lisa to be subjected to these two, and she didn’t want Lisa to know she was freaking out.


“Oh, wow.” Janine drew her into a hug, making Bella’s skin crawl. “Hannah told me you were back in town.” She held Bella at arm’s length. “You look good. You must be fending off all the men…or is there a lucky one?”


“No.” Bella’s cheeks ached from holding her smile in place.


“Still playing the field like me, huh?” Hannah nudged her as if they were part of some kind of elite club.


“I’d really like to chat, but I have somewhere to be.” Bella tried to step around them, but they didn’t move.


“Let’s make a date to catch up?”


Let’s not. At the same time as the thought ran through Bella’s mind, she spotted Lisa heading their way. She froze, panic seizing her just like it had when she was a teenager.


***


Lisa tucked her new game in her pocket and strolled through the Plaza, thoughts of Bella in a figure-hugging pair of jeans filling her mind. The sexy images vanished like a puff of smoke when her gaze landed on the women flanking her. It might’ve been ten years since Bella’s friends had come to her rescue, but there was no mistaking who they were.


“What the fuck do you want? We told you years ago never to come near her again.” Hannah sneered. “Now fuck off.”


Janine put an arm around Bella’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, we’ve got your back.”


Lisa waited for Bella to say something, anything. When she didn’t, Lisa shook her head and walked away. She hated dancing, and this one step forward, two steps back tango was killing her. So much had changed in ten years, yet nothing had.


Her mind flashed to the day Bella had moved in. How did you avoid a jilted lover who lived next door? That was a bloody good question, and one she should’ve listened to.


Lisa stopped at the double doors, staring into the car park, torn between never looking back and taking one last glance over her shoulder. Her gaze landed on Bella’s orange Corolla, and she swore under her breath.


Damn it! Lisa had dropped her house keys in the console between the seats and that’s where they remained. Sure, she had a spare key, but that still left her with the issue of getting her set of keys back.


Head held high, Lisa spun on her heels. She’d let Janine and Hannah run her off once before. Not this time. Not until she had her keys back and Bella had no need to come calling.


She marched back in their direction, all eyes on her. Lisa put on a brave face, but beneath it all, she was shattered.


“Keys.” She held out a hand to Bella, blanking Hannah and Janine.


“What?” Bella asked, looking like she was in a trance.


“I need your keys, so I can get mine out of your car.”


“What’s the matter with you? Are you fucking mental?” Janine screeched, drawing the attention of other shoppers.


“Apparently so.” Lisa stared pointedly at Bella. After all, she had to have been crazy to think Bella had grown a backbone. She was still the timid teenager who cared more about what her peers thought of her than someone who actually gave a damn.


“It’s okay. She’s my neighbour,” Bella said softly.


Yeah, yeah. That’s all I am, and all I’ll ever be.


Bella sucked in a breath and seemed to grow ten feet tall. “And I’m in love with her.”


Stunned, Lisa gaped. She stared at Bella as if they were the only two people in the Plaza. She could hear Janine and Hannah rambling, but it was all white noise.


Lisa shook her head, and everything came back into focus. Bella’s chestnut hair shimmered under the store lights, her green eyes sparkled, and a gorgeous smile lit up her face.


Hannah stared at Bella as if she’d lost her mind. “What did you just say?”


“I said I’m in love with her. I have been since we were in high school.”


“Oh my God. That’s fucking classic.” Janine slapped her thigh. “We looked out for you, rescued you from the dyke, and it turns out you were a carpet muncher all along.” She screwed up her face in disgust.


As much as it would’ve given Lisa great pleasure to drop Janine right there and then, she would never stoop that low. It took a stronger woman to walk away than to lash out.


“I suggest you back off,” Lisa said, keeping her voice low and controlled.


“What are you going to do? Beat up a girl? Would that make you feel like more of a man?” Janine smacked herself in the chest like some kind of warrior, getting right up in Lisa’s face. She reeked of stale coffee and homophobia.


A security officer wandered over. “Is everything all right over here?”


“No. These two are hassling us,” Bella said. “She’s trying to pick a fight with my girlfriend.”


“Did you hear that?” Janine screeched, her expression incredulous. “She’s a fucking lesbo—they both are.”


A young mother and her kids flicked worried glances their way. Janine pointed. “There are kids in here. They don’t need to be subjected to that shit.”


“Ma’am, come with me, please.” The security officer grabbed Janine’s arm and turned her toward the exit.


“Get your hands off me!”


He spoke into his mouthpiece, and within seconds, another security officer appeared. A female. He gave her a nod, and they took one arm each. The crowd parted, and they escorted Janine out.


Hannah, who had the decency to look contrite, mouthed I’m sorry and followed closely behind. Drama over, the crowd dispersed.


“You okay?” Lisa asked Bella, feeling shaken herself.


“No.” Bella shook her head. “Can you drive?”


“Of course.” Lisa took her keys and led the way out of the Plaza. Outside, she stared at Bella in wonder. “You told them you love me.”


“I did.” Bella looked up, a sad smile making its way onto her face.


“That was a brave thing to do.”


“Yes and no.” She shrugged. “I felt like I was fifteen all over again. Janine has always intimidated me, and I froze. Dammit.” She balled up her fists. “But I couldn’t lose you. Not again.”


“And you didn’t.” At least they’d only taken one step back this time. And as far as Lisa was concerned, Hannah and Janine could go to hell.

 




Chapter 31


The drive home passed in a blur. Bella’s thoughts were all over the place. Janine had always been a nasty piece of work. Bella knew that. It was one of the reasons she’d been happy to stay on her good side at school. She’d been weak then, playing a role to fit in. Not now though. Bella had someone other than herself to think about. Someone she loved.


Lisa reached across the console and squeezed her hand. The look of concern in her eyes and the warmth of her smile made a lump of emotion crawl up the back of Bella’s throat.


When Lisa had walked away, the bottom had fallen out of Bella’s world. It wasn’t until Lisa was back by her side that Bella had finally found the courage to stand up for herself—for them both.


Once they arrived home, Lisa shut off the car and led the way into Bella’s house. Max was right behind them, barrelling through the door, weaving between their legs. Bella picked him up and nuzzled his fur.


“Why don’t you take your pussy into the living room? I’ll make a cuppa and meet you there.”


Appreciating Lisa’s attempt to lighten the mood, Bella put Max down and crossed the kitchen. “I meant what I said. I love you.”


“I love you too.” Lisa kissed her softly, arms going around Bella’s waist. “And you are as brave as me.”


Although Bella felt anything but brave right then, she nodded her agreement. The whistle of the jug pierced the air. Steam poured out of the spout, it clicked off, and all was silent.


“What would you like?” Lisa asked, pointing to the three ceramic containers in front of her. They were brown with cork lids, each engraved with the contents. TEA. COFFEE. SUGAR.


“To be honest, I don’t know if I can stomach a hot drink.”


“Now you tell me.” Lisa rolled her eyes theatrically.


Chuckling, Bella nudged her aside. She grabbed a tall glass and filled it with water. “Would you like one?”


“Sure.” Lisa grabbed another glass and filled it herself.


Drinks in hand, they made their way into the living room.


“I’m sorry I froze.” Bella felt like an arsehole. She owed Lisa more, but she had no more words. How could she explain something she didn’t understand herself? She was still pissed off for letting Janine intimidate her, and it must’ve shown.


“Don’t beat yourself up about it.” Lisa’s eyes sparkled. “Show me your new jeans. Pick a pair. I want to see them on.”


Feeling a weight lift off her shoulders, Bella stood, hooked her thumbs in the loops of her jeans and shimmied out of them. A thrill shot through her when Lisa’s breath hitched, her gaze on Bella’s sheer white panties. The material was so thin, Lisa would be able to see the dark triangle of hair beneath.


“You’re fucking gorgeous.” Lisa blew out a breath.

 Buoyed by the compliment, Bella made a show of pulling her new jeans out of the bag. She bent over and waggled her backside. Something tickled her lower back just before teeth sank in. Bella jumped, squealing in surprise. She’d been so busy putting on a show, she hadn’t heard Lisa crawl up behind her.


Grinning, Lisa pushed up off the floor and slid back onto the sofa.


“Tease,” Bella said, doing her best to tease Lisa right back. Once she had her jeans up to her knees, she slowly pulled them the rest of the way up, swinging her hips seductively.


Lisa licked her lips, her hooded gaze full of approval. She got to her feet and circled Bella, sizing her up.


“Lucky I didn’t stay in the changing rooms with you. I don’t know if I could’ve kept my hands to myself.”


Just like that, Bella’s mood plummeted. The mention of changing rooms took her back ten years…and then an hour ago. She pressed her hand to her mouth, blinking back tears.


“Hey? Where’d you go.” Lisa studied her face, eyebrows pinched.


“I almost lost you…again.”


“But you didn’t, and I should’ve stayed with you. I’m sorry you had to deal with that on your own.”


The fact Lisa was apologising didn’t help. It made Bella feel ten times worse. “You have nothing to apologise for. You shouldn’t have to babysit me, and I never should’ve frozen. I hurt you, and that hurts me.” Bella’s stomach twisted into a painful knot. If Lisa hadn’t turned back, it would’ve been like high school all over again.


“Then we’re even,” Lisa said.


“How are we even?”


“You hurt me, and you hurt you back.”


“That doesn’t make sense.”


“Does to me.” Lisa’s perpetual smile finally got under Bella’s skin. The knot in her stomach loosened and she managed a small smile in return.


“Better.” Lisa stroked Bella’s cheek with the back of her hand. “Don’t make this into something it’s not.


“I can’t help it. I won’t stop hating myself until I make it up to you.”


“I don’t intend to hurt you to make us even, Bella.”


“But you could…if that pleases you, Mistress.” At the same time as the words left Bella’s mouth, she realised she wanted nothing more than to be punished in the way she craved, which wasn’t really a punishment, but it was something.


“Sex doesn’t fix everything.” Lisa tossed Bella’s words back at her—the same ones Bella had used when Lisa turned up looking sexy as hell offering to fix her fuse.

 “Maybe not, but it helps.” 

“Brat.” Lisa swatted Bella on the backside. “Maybe you do deserve to be punished. What do you think?”


“Oh, yes, Mistress L. I definitely need to be punished.”


Lisa cupped Bella’s crotch, her dark eyes boring into Bella. “Meet me at my place in ten minutes. I’ll be in my lair.” She paused, holding Bella’s gaze. “Pick a toy and bring it with you. I have a gift for you too.”


Lisa lowered her hand, and Bella felt like a cat whose owner had suddenly stopped petting her. Knowing there was more to come, Bella resisted the urge to pout. Lisa snatched up the shopping bag with her PlayStation game and sauntered out of the room. Before Bella could get her legs to move, she heard the rattle of cat biscuits landing in Max’s bowl.


“There you go, big guy. That’s one pussy taken care of.”


Bella imagined the huge smile on Lisa’s face and broke out into a grin. Lisa could pretend all she liked she didn’t give a shit what people thought of her, but Bella saw the real her: a woman with a kind heart; a woman who bled and hurt like everyone else.


And Bella had some serious making up to do. Excited by the prospect, she jumped into action. Was she finally going to find out what Lisa had been making in her lesbo lair? Her mind ran wild. Perhaps Lisa never parked in her garage because it was a makeshift dungeon. And perhaps that was wishful thinking.


Geez, Bella. Get it together.


Knowing time was of the essence, Bella raced into the spare room. She moved the suitcase full of samples aside and unzipped the bag with items still in their packaging. Her pulse raced when her gaze landed on the toy she’d wanted to try forever.


In the kitchen, she grabbed the scissors out of the top drawer and cut apart the packaging, cardboard and thick plastic. After giving it a quick clean, she was out the door.

 




Chapter 32


Nervous anticipation thrummed through Bella’s veins as she walked up Lisa’s driveway. She stopped on the threshold to Lisa’s Lesbo Lair, blew out a breath and smoothed the non-existent wrinkles out of her jeans. With her gaze on the wooden door, Bella knocked and waited, hands clasped behind her back, plastic bag with the toy dangling from her fingers.


The doorknob turned, and there she was. The woman who’d stolen her heart when she was fifteen years old. Lisa’s short, dark hair was swept to one side. A sliver of sunlight streaked across her face, giving her eyes a golden glow. She wore a leather vest that showed off her muscular arms, and a pair of black jeans showcased her slim figure.


“Enter.” Lisa stepped back, and Bella stepped inside.


She took a minute to let her eyes adjust to the dim lighting. A thin sheet hung haphazardly over the sole window, the aroma of wood shavings and varnish hung in the air, tools hung off wooden boards on the walls, and a single light bulb hung from the middle of the room.


Lisa flicked a switch and a bulb flickered to life, casting a red glow over the spanking bench. Bella’s heart kicked up a notch; she couldn’t tear her eyes off it.


“Did you make this?” She ran her hand over the padded top. The fabric was cool and soft. Lisa must’ve spent hours constructing it, and that made it all the more special.


“I did.” Lisa rested a hand on the other end of the spanking bench. “Not from scratch. It’s an old sawhorse. I sanded it down and polished it, then covered an old cushion in faux leather and affixed it to the top.”


“You went to a fabric shop?”


“No. I got the material from my mother.”


“Your mother knows?” Bella’s cheeks flamed. She’d met Lisa’s parents a few times now, and they were the definition of laid-back, but there were some things a parent didn’t need to know.


“No!” Lisa slapped the top of the sawhorse. “She doesn’t, and enough with the questions.”


The sharp tone of Lisa’s voice thrilled Bella. It called to her inner submissive dying to come out and play. “Sorry, Mistress L.”


Lisa held out a hand, her expression all business. “What toy did you pick?”


A bout of nerves made Bella hesitate. Now that she was there, she felt presumptuous. It was the one item she sold that received the most snickering, and she’d never admitted to anyone how much it turned her on. The thought of the sex toy did, anyway. She was yet to experience it for herself. Was that about to change?


Lisa circled her like a shark scenting blood. “Get out of your head, Bella.”


She tugged, and Bella let go of the plastic bag. She kept her gaze straight ahead, staring at the containers full of screws lined up on the workbench opposite them. The bag fell to the floor and Lisa held up the double-ended dildo, studying the length and girth. She dragged one end down Bella’s chin, and Bella’s breath caught in her throat.


“Is this some kind of peace offering?”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“I accept. But I still think you need to be punished, don’t you?”


“I do.” Bella injected all the sincerity she could muster into those two little words. She would paddle her own arse if she could for the way she’d frozen in front of Janine and Hannah.


“Although these jeans make your arse look fucking amazing”—Lisa caressed Bella’s backside—“I’d rather see you out of them.”


Eager to please, Bella ditched her jeans along with her panties.


Lisa dragged a finger between Bella’s legs. “You’re wet.” Her voice was full of approval.


“Yes, Mistress.” She’d been pulsing with desire since the minute Lisa told her to meet her in her lair.


Holding Bella by the back of her neck, Lisa kissed her hard. The kiss was fierce and demanding, a kiss so carnal Bella wanted to be taken right there on the garage floor. Her body was on fire, burning from the inside out.


When Lisa broke the kiss, Bella moaned in frustration. A pleased smile danced across Lisa’s lips before she schooled her features.


She picked up a paddle and smacked it across her palm. “Bend over the sawhorse and grip the legs.”


Bella did as she was told, exposing herself to Lisa in a way that was unbelievably exhilarating. Her clit was swollen and aching, begging for any attention Lisa was willing to give. The padded top of the sawhorse cushioned her stomach; the wooden legs were smooth in her grip.


The paddle came down, the impact echoing loudly in the confines of the garage. Pain sliced through her and quickly ebbed into a hot, sweet ache. Lisa ran the edge of the paddle across the back of Bella’s thighs.


Was she testing her, wondering how much Bella could take?


“Safeword?”


“Demi.”


“Good girl. If you want me to stop, use that word.”


The paddle landed again, and again, and again. Bella bucked with each strike, moaning her pleasure, revelling in the delicious burn.


Between each blow, Lisa brushed her fingertips over Bella’s backside, sliding them lower to her aching clit. With one final strike, Bella cried out as Lisa’s lips landed between her legs, circling her clit and plunging into her wetness.


Bella’s cries turned into needy whimpers. She rolled her hips. “Oh, God,” she cried out, tension coiling low in her belly.


Lisa kept up the torment, alternating between spanking her and licking the length of Bella, taking her time to suck her clit into her mouth each time she did.


Without conscious thought, Bella pushed up on her toes, thigh muscles tensing, hands gripping the feet of the sawhorse. The paddle hit the floor, and Lisa was where Bella needed her most. With a final tortured groan, Bella shuddered around Lisa’s fingers.


Her backside ached from the punishment, and Bella had never felt so liberated. This was what she craved—giving over control to the only woman who ever really got her.


“Beautiful.” Lisa ran a hand over her backside, soothing the burn. “Let’s get you up…slowly.” She helped Bella unfold herself from across the sawhorse and lowered her onto a huge cushion in the corner of the garage.


Head rush. Bella gripped her forehead, glad she was sitting.


A second later, Lisa sat beside her and handed her a bottle of water. A sheen of sweat glistened off her forearms, and Bella realised in that moment the garage had become like a sauna.


“I made you this.” Lisa placed a paddle in Bella’s hands, looking uncharacteristically bashful.


The wood was smooth and had Bella’s name carved into it—BEL—and she imagined the imprint of it on her backside.


“My name.”


“Look closer.” Lisa’s voice was soft, her gaze full of affection.


Bella studied the paddle…and she saw it. It wasn’t an E in the middle, it was an ampersand. B Ɛ L. Bella and Lisa.


“I love it.” Bella kissed Lisa softly. “Thank you for giving me a second chance.”


“And a third.” Lisa shot her a cheeky smile.


Knowing she deserved that, Bella chuckled. “And a third. And if I stuff up again, I hope you give me a fourth and a fifth and a—”


“Sounds like I should’ve made a bigger paddle.” Lisa took it out of Bella’s hand. “But right now, we have a toy to put to use.”


How had Bella forgotten about that? She couldn’t wait to try out the double-ended dildo.


“Come with me.” Lisa stood and held out a hand. “It might pay to put your jeans on first. I’m pretty sure my neighbour’s out. But still…” Her mouth curved into a sexy smile.


Even though Bella was the neighbour Lisa was referring to, Bella got to her feet and slipped on her jeans. She didn’t need the neighbour on the other side of Lisa’s house peeking over the fence just as she streaked across the backyard.


***


Hand in hand, they strolled along the garden path and inside. The house smelled of citrus and pine. It was also colder than in the garage.


In the bedroom, Lisa flicked on a small fan heater. “I don’t think we’ll need it for long, but it’ll take the nip out of the air.”


“Yes, Mistress.”


“No, Bella.” Lisa took both of Bella’s hands in her own. “This is just us. I want to make love to you. I want to hear you scream my name when you fall apart.”


“Okay.” Bella looked at the floor. When it came to taking the lead, she was out of her league. Shy and lost.


“You’ll be fine.” Lisa guided Bella back onto the bed. With their gazes locked, she slid Bella’s jeans down her legs and off. Back on her feet, she slowly unbuttoned her vest and slid it down her arms.


Bella’s breath caught in her throat. Lisa’s breasts were the perfect handful, and the thought of sucking a nipple between her lips made Bella pulse with desire. Saliva pooled in her mouth and she swallowed it down.


Mesmerised by the sight of Lisa, she watched her drop her trousers and underwear and climb onto the end of the bed. She slid up Bella’s body, dragging Bella’s top with her until it was bunched around her neck.


It felt suffocating and exhilarating at the same time. Whether consciously or not, Lisa was still in control, and Bella wouldn’t have it any other way.


They kissed, long and slow. Bella’s body was hot and attentive as Lisa moved over her. She slid off Bella and pulled her onto her side, helping her the rest of the way out of her shirt. 
 Once it was off, Lisa fisted Bella’s hair and guided her to her nipple. Bella sucked greedily, revelling in the low moan she pulled from Lisa, and basking in the feel of skin on skin. 
 Bella leaned over Lisa, capturing her other nipple and paying it the same attention. Lisa moaned, low and deep, hand coiled tight in Bella’s hair. 
 “Lower,” she murmured, pushing Bella down her body. 
 Bella didn’t need any guidance for this. She settled herself between Lisa’s thighs and devoured every inch of her, dragging her tongue along Lisa’s swollen flesh, sucking and laving until Lisa was panting hard. 
 When she called out ‘stop’, Bella froze. Had she done something wrong? Been too rough? Overzealous? Feeling both bashful and confused, she glanced up at Lisa. Her eyes were heavy with lust, her cheeks flushed, her hair mussed. 
 “Did I hurt you?” 
 “Yes, I hurt. I ache for you. I ache to be filled.” 
 Bella sucked a finger into her mouth, wetting it even though Lisa was soaking wet. 
 “Uh-uh. Come here.” 
 Baffled, Bella slid up the bed next to Lisa. 
 “Roll over.” 
 Keeping her gaze on Lisa, trying to read her expression, Bella rolled onto her back. With a wicked grin, Lisa leaned over the side of the bed. She rummaged around in the plastic bag, pulled out the double-ended dildo, and tossed it on the bed. Bella’s pulse raced and her pussy flooded. 
 “You ready?” 
 “More than.” Bella nodded, her gaze still on Lisa. 
 She reached into her bedside drawer and pulled out a bottle of lube. After rubbing a generous amount on one end, she slid between Bella’s thighs and gently worked the toy in. 
 “Oh God,” Bella gasped, loving the feel of being stretched and filled. 
 Grabbing the lube again, Lisa slicked up the other end and tossed the bottle aside. She flicked her left leg over Bella’s right, and her right leg under Bella’s left, then slowly, ever so slowly, she inched closer until they were touching and Bella was delirious. 
 The eroticism of the moment robbed her of breath. If there was any way to feel more intimately connected to your partner, Bella was yet to experience it. But then again, simply kissing Lisa felt like the most intimate thing in the world. 
 “You okay?” Lisa reached forward and gripped Bella’s arm, rocking against her. 
 “Yes.” Bella’s voice was a breathy whisper. 
 She rocked her pelvis in time with Lisa’s thrusts. It felt fucking amazing, but it wasn’t enough. Bella gripped Lisa’s thighs, pulling her closer, bucking against her. 
 “Slow down,” Lisa said breathlessly. 
 Bella blushed. “Sorry.” 
 Lisa backed up, sliding the toy out. Embarrassment washed over Bella. Why didn’t she keep her wide hips still and her blushy cheeks to herself? Was blushy a word? It didn’t matter. 
 Grinning wickedly, Lisa slid the other end of the dildo out of Bella. The dildo hit the floor with a thud. Lisa slid back between Bella’s legs until their pussies touched. 
 She let out a panty-melting groan. “Ah. That’s better.” 
 Bella couldn’t disagree. She almost came on the spot. If she thought being connected with a toy was intimate, being connected without one was indescribable. 
 Thanks to crass jokes about lesbians scissoring, she’d never told a soul how much the idea of tribbing turned her on, let alone had the courage to suggest trying it. 
 “Get out of your head.” 
 “Yes, Mis—” 
 She cut herself off, Lisa’s words running through her mind. This is just us. 
 “Good girl. Now fuck me.” 

Not needing to be told twice, Bella pushed up on an elbow, angling her body until their clits aligned. Gripping each other’s arms, pussies and gazes locked, Bella rocked her pelvis. Lisa matched her rhythm, then picked up the pace.


Sweating and panting, Bella tipped her head back. She was close, so very close. Their combined moans filled the room. Sweat beaded on their bodies. Then, almost in unison, they both climaxed, bodies tensing before going lax.


“Fuck,” Lisa said, flopping onto her back, hand resting on her chest, gaze on the ceiling. “I feel like my heart’s trying to punch its way through my chest.” She turned her head sideways. “How are you doing?”


“Hot.” Bella fanned herself.


“Oh, shit.” Lisa dived off the bed and flicked off the heater. She slid onto Bella and their bodies squelched together.


“Ew, not sexy.” Bella laughed.


“You didn’t scream my name!” Lisa sounded offended, but Bella didn’t miss the hint of a smile.


“Sorry. Would you like me to do that now?” Bella grinned, feeling utterly content.


“What a great idea.” Lisa pushed off the bed and held out a hand. “In the shower.”


“What?” Bella shrieked. She didn’t know if she could go another round so soon. Not after being taken to heights she’d never been taken to before. “You truly are going to be the death of me!”


“I can see the headline now”—Lisa ran a hand through the air—“Death by Orgasm.”


Thankfully, Bella didn’t die, but she was dead on her feet by the time they turned in for the night.
 




Chapter 33

 Winter flew by in a flurry of activity. Before Bella knew it, spring had sprung along with a colourful array of daffodils dotting the countryside. Business was booming, and two nights a week, she went with Lisa to pool club. Lorraine often joined them, but thankfully, Alice was yet to show her face again. 
 “What are you daydreaming about?” Lisa tossed some clothes into her bag. 
 “Just the weekend.” 
 They’d both taken the day off work and were heading to Queenstown. Bella was excited and nervous. It would be the first time Lisa met her parents, but more than that, Lisa was going to jump off a bridge. When Bella’s mum had asked if they wanted to go bungy jumping, Bella had declined. It was an adrenaline rush she could live without. 
 “Have you packed an extra pair of underwear? You might need them.” 
 Lisa zipped up her pack and lugged it off the bed. “Laugh all you like, chicken-licken.” 
 “You know I’m laughing because I’m worried?” 
 The fatality rate for bungy jumping was low—one in five hundred—but why throw yourself off a bridge if you didn’t have to? 
 “Actually, maybe I shouldn’t jump.” Lisa’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “It’d be a shame if I got splattered against rocks when it took so long to find our way back to each other.” 
 Bella flapped her elbows. “Cluck, cluck, cluck.” 
 “That’s a bit like a chicken calling a chicken ‘chicken’, don’t you think?” 
 “Say what?” 
 “Never mind.” Lisa grinned. “Let’s go.” 
 *** 
 Three hours and one flight transfer later, they finally touched down in Queenstown: The Adventure Capital of the World. 
 “We’re here!” Bella leaned across Lisa, peering out the window. She was buzzing with excitement, and Lisa couldn’t blame her. She’d be the same if she hadn’t seen her parents for months on end. 
 “Are you nervous about meeting Mum and Dad?” Bella asked, sitting back in her seat. 
 “A little,” Lisa replied honestly. She had no reason to think Bella’s parents wouldn’t like her, but she couldn’t shake the niggling feeling that they knew about what had happened in school. 
 “They’ll love you.” Bella gave her a reassuring smile, and Lisa prayed she was right. 
 Although they lived hundreds of kilometres apart and on separate islands, if Bella’s parents didn’t like Lisa, it would make family events and weekend get-togethers rather uncomfortable. 
 Once the plane came to a complete stop, seat belts snapped apart and overhead compartments clicked open. Bella and Lisa remained seated, letting other passengers disembark first. It was Lisa’s first time flying, and other than a bit of turbulence, it hadn’t been anywhere near as scary as she’d feared it might be. 
 Bella grabbed her handbag out from under her seat. “Mum already thinks you’re cool because you want to bungy jump.” 
 “Maybe she wants to cut the cord,” Lisa joked, hoping the damn thing didn’t snap when she dived head first off the bridge. 
 “And maybe she wants to meet the woman who has put the smile back in my voice.” 
 “Don’t you mean on your face?” Lisa loved Bella’s smile. Most of the time, it was playful, sometimes bashful, always sexy. 
 “They can’t see my face over the phone.” 
 “Good point.” 
 After catching a shuttle from the airport to their hotel, they finally checked in. Their suite was modest but comfortable. Bed, bathroom, kitchenette. Plain cream walls, tan drapes and grey carpet. 
 Bella dropped her pack at her feet. “What do you want to do?” 
 Although the queen-size bed with its crisp, white sheets and tan throwover looked inviting, it would be a shame to have travelled so far and not act like tourists. Lisa had only been to the South Island once—years ago, when her parents took her and Justin across on the ferry. They only went as far as Picton and caught the ferry back the same day. 
 “I don’t know anything about Queenstown,” Lisa said. “What do you suggest?” 
 “Here. Check this out.” Bella tossed her a brochure. “I need to pee.” 
 “Charming.” 
 The door clicked closed and Lisa flopped onto the bed. The mattress was a little firm for her, but the linen smelled fresh. She was far from a connoisseur of hotels, but she’d heard some nightmare stories about bedbugs and pubic hair. 

Ew. She jumped off the bed and pulled back the covers. Phew. Perfectly clean. 
 The bathroom door creaked open. Shit! Lisa quickly smoothed out the blankets and sat on the edge, engrossed in the brochure. Nothing to see here.

 Smiling, Bella flopped down beside her. The bed barely dipped. 
 “What did you decide?” 
 “I vote we go on the TSS Earnslaw Lake Cruise.” 
 “Sounds great.” Bella took the flyer out of Lisa’s hand. “Oh, look. They have an onboard café too.” 
 *** 
 As they queued to board the century-old, coal-fired steamship, Lisa stared up at the twelve-metre red funnel and snow-white hull, admiring the ship in all its beauty. 
 A few clouds dotted the sky, and a cool breeze swirled off the lake. 
 “Are you warm enough?” Lisa asked, knowing Bella felt the cold. 
 “I am.” She clutched the collar of her jacket, her actions belying her words. 
 “Here.” Lisa grabbed the zipper and yanked it up to Bella’s chin. “You can undo it once we’re on board. No one will think you’re a wuss." 
 “Yes, Mum.” Bella’s lip twitched. 
 If it wasn’t for the people behind them, Lisa would’ve taken great pleasure in digging her fingers into Bella’s backside. She stepped closer and spoke into her ear. “You’ll keep.” 
 The crowd moved forward and they finally boarded. According to the brochure, it was one of the best ways to see Queenstown’s surrounding landscape, and the brochure hadn’t lied. The ninety-minute cruise across Lake Wakatipu gave them a magnificent view of Queenstown’s spectacular alpine scenery. Mountains flanked either side of the ship, sunlight glistened off the water, and birds flew overhead. 
 After checking out the engine room, they spent a short time viewing the collection of historical photos in the mini museum, checked out the bridge, then kicked back at the on-board café and bar. 
 Bella dug a marinated mussel out of the shell and popped it into her mouth. Lisa watched her with amusement. She wasn’t a fan of shellfish, especially the slippery kind. 
 “What?” Bella asked. 
 “Nothing.” Lisa forked a piece of pork tenderloin. It was cooked to perfection and melted in her mouth. 
 A companionable silence settled over their table as they enjoyed their meal. Lisa took the opportunity to people watch. A teenage girl sat at a corner table, sipping through a straw. She looked a little green and the guy she was with eyed her with concern. 
 A young family sat to their right. Two kids talked excitedly, bouncing in their seats. Their faces lit up when they saw a waitress heading their way with bowls of ice cream on a tray. 
 “Did you know that about the queen?” Bella asked, drawing Lisa’s attention back to their table. 
 “Nope. Didn’t know about Clinton or Prince Phillip either.” 
 During their tour of the boat, they’d been informed that the TSS Earnslaw had hosted a number of well-known people, including Queen Elizabeth II, Prince Phillip, and Bill Clinton. 
 “They could’ve sat in these very seats.” Bella looked impressed. 
 “Maybe.” Lisa shrugged. She wasn’t a follower of the royal family despite New Zealand being a constitutional monarchy. 
 “I like the ship’s name.” Lisa changed the subject to something she could see and feel. “Lady of the Lake.” 
 Bella nodded along. “I like it too.” 
 A waitress wandered over and cleared their plates. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked Lisa. 
 “I’m fine, thanks.” 
 “The food was wonderful.” Bella rested her elbows on the table. “Please give our compliments to the chef.” 
 “I will,” the waitress said to Bella. “Would you like anything else, ma’am?” 
 Hearing Bella referred to as ma’am made Lisa smile. 
 Bella’s nostrils flared adorably, but she kept her eyes on the waitress. “Can I get a glass of L and P, please?” 
 Now that sounded good. Lemon and Paeroa was a lemon drink like no other. Lisa’s tastebuds pinged just thinking about the bubbles fizzing on her tongue. “Actually, can you make that two?” 
 “Certainly.” The waitress pivoted on her heels. 
 Bella picked up the conversation as soon as they were alone again. “Have you ever seen Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of Crystal Skull?” 
 “No, I don’t think so.” They’d also discovered the TSS Earnslaw had made a cameo appearance in that movie. 
 “We’ll have to buy the DVD. We can put it on and sit there pointing at the TV going, ‘Oh my God, we’ve been on that ship.’” 
 “Sure.” Seeing Bella’s jade-green eyes alive with merriment was worth enduring whatever she wanted to watch. 
 *** 
 The following morning, Lisa woke with a start. She glanced around the room, taking a minute to get her bearings. When she remembered where they were and why, butterflies danced in her stomach. Not only was she about to meet the folks, but she was also going to jump off a bridge. Literally! 
 Too nervous to eat, Lisa passed up a cooked breakfast delivered to their room. She cracked open the bathroom door and stepped out, steam billowing out around her. 
 Bella forked a piece of bacon and held it in the air. “Are you sure you don’t want some?” She looked adorable wrapped in a robe, sitting at the small table in the corner of their suite. 
 “Nah. I’m not much of a breakfast eater.” Lisa glanced at the wall clock. Two hours to go. 
 Bella gave her a knowing look, and Lisa appreciated Bella didn’t tease her. “I’m nervous too.” 
 Lisa sank into the chair opposite Bella, eyeing the smear of egg on her plate. “Could’ve fooled me.” 
 “I eat when I’m nervous.” Bella shrugged. “I eat when I’m happy.” Her lip twitched. “I eat when I’m horny.” 
 Lisa took a swig of Bella’s coffee. “Pussy doesn’t count.” 
 Bella’s eyes grew wide. “I didn’t mean it like that!” 
 “Good. No pussy for you.” 
 “Tell me that tonight when you’re flying high—buzzing because you jumped off a bridge and lived to tell the tale.” 
 Although Bella meant well, the reminder of what she was about to do set off a fresh wave of nerves in Lisa. But beneath at all, she was pumped. She couldn’t begin to imagine how exhilarating it must feel to freefall at speeds of up to two hundred and twenty kilometres per hour. 
 *** 
 Arriving at their destination, Lisa stared up at the cage atop Kawarau Bridge. A guy stood on the ledge, getting ready to jump. A crew milled around him, checking bindings and giving instructions. 
 The guy shuffled to the edge. Lisa held her breath, and the crowd around them seemed to do the same, including Bella’s parents. 
 Even though it was Lisa’s first time meeting the folks, it didn’t feel like it. Bella’s parents weren’t touchy-feely people—thank God, she hated strangers pulling her into hugs—but they’d been friendly and welcoming. Everyone had chatted amicably on the twenty-minute drive to the site. 
 Bella clutched Lisa’s arm. “It’s pretty high.” 
 “Yeah,” Lisa said, pleased it was only forty-three meters and not one hundred and thirty-four metres like The Nevis Bungy.

 The crew member standing by the guy about to jump started the countdown. The crowd joined in. Lisa felt like she was already standing on the ledge, and her heart thumped in her chest. 

Three…


Two…


One…


Bungy!

 The guy flung his arms wide and dived out. The excitement in the air was palpable. Exhilaration stole over Lisa. She could do this! She would do this! 
 She turned to Bella’s mum, Karen. “Should we go?” 
 “Yes!” Karen gave Lisa a decisive nod, her gaze full of a quiet determination. 
 Lisa knew that feeling. She was confident she could do this but also nervous as hell. 
 Bella flung her arms around Lisa, her body trembling as if she was the one about to jump. “Be careful.” 
 “I will.” As careful as she could with her life in the hands of others. If the rope broke or they calculated her weight wrong… 
 She shook off the morbid thought. 
 “Off you go,” Bella’s Dad put an arm across Bella’s shoulders. “We’ll be cheering you on from the viewing platform.” 
 After checking in, Lisa followed Karen up the path leading to the bridge. 
 “We weren’t very smart, were we?” Karen indicated to the lengthy queue ahead of them. 
 “At least if we chicken out, with any luck, we won’t be the first.” 
 Karen quirked an eyebrow. “Are you thinking of chickening out?” 
 “No.” Lisa chuckled. “I’d never live it down, especially after teasing Bella about being a chicken.” 
 “She’s afraid of heights, you know?” 
 “I do,” Lisa said. “Earthquakes too.” 
 “Oh, gosh, yes.” Karen put a hand on Lisa’s forearm. “Thank you for going to her rescue when you had that sizable earthquake a few months back.” 
 “It was no problem. I remembered she was terrified of them when we were in school.” 
 “Oh.” Karen’s smile fell, and Lisa cursed her big mouth. 
 Was this it? Was Karen going to curse at her? Push her off the bridge? Cut the fucking bungy cord? 
 “You knew her in high school?” 
 “Yeah. We were on the same swimming team…and in the same homeroom,” Lisa quickly added as if that was the only way she knew Bella. “She was always the last one out from under her desk whenever an earthquake hit.” 
 “Our girl’s not very brave, but she’s got a good heart. We tried to protect her—probably a little too much.” 

Enough to drag her out of school? Lisa kept the question to herself. She had no intention of putting her foot in that pile of shit. 
 “Were you popular in school?” Karen shuffled forward in the queue. 
 “Nope,” Lisa said simply, keeping her gaze on the people in front of them. Three to go, then it was their turn. Butterflies took flight again, and Lisa concentrated on keeping her breathing steady. There was no point freaking out now. 
 Karen studied her face. “You look nervous.” 
 Not willing to admit she was wound tight, Lisa shrugged. “Aren’t you?” 
 “Shitting myself, actually.” 
 The comment was so unexpected, Lisa burst out laughing. 
 Karen nudged her in the side, her wide grin putting Lisa at ease. She was actually pretty cool—far more easy-going than Lisa had expected.
 




Chapter 34

 Bella stood amongst the spectators on the viewing platform, elbows resting on the guardrail. Each time her mother and Lisa inched forward, her stomach flip-flopped. Every now and then, Bella shuffled her feet, glad to be on solid ground. 
 She turned to her dad. “I take it you still hate heights?” 
 “As much as you.” 
 Bella’s heart expanded. She loved this man like no other. Silver streaked his hair, and he looked years younger than a man in his mid-fifties. 
 He eyed her affectionately. “It’s good to see you, kid.” 
 Bella chuckled. “I’m hardly a kid.” 
 “You’ll always be my baby.” 
 She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “How very cliché.” 
 “There’s a reason for clichés. They’re true.” He nudged her shoulder. “Besides, ‘it’s good to see you, adult,’ doesn’t have the same ring to it.” 
 She couldn’t argue with that. 
 “Oh, look. Mum’s up.” 
 Bella’s heart was instantly back in her throat. Her mum stepped forward, glanced over the edge of the bridge, hesitated, and stepped back. Lisa appeared beside her, binds around her ankles. 
 “I think Lisa’s going first.” Bella pulled her lip between her teeth, grimacing when she bit down without conscious thought. 

Come on, Lisa. You can do this. As much as Bella wouldn’t blame Lisa if she backed out, Bella hoped she didn’t. Not for her sake, but for Lisa’s. She would never forgive herself if she chickened out now. 
 “You know it all started here, right?” Bella’s dad said. “This was the first commercial bungy site in the world. Opened back in 1988.” 
 “I didn’t know that,” Bella said. How would she? She’d never followed the history of bungy jumping. Hell, she’d failed miserably at history and not so miserably but still abysmally at all other subjects. 

Stop it, Bella. School was a bust. So what? She had a second chance at love and was well on her way to becoming a successful businesswoman. 
 Her heart sped up when she saw Lisa’s sneakers appear over the edge of the platform. The crowd started the familiar chant, and her father joined in. Bella held her breath, unable to speak around the lump in her throat. 

Three…


Two…


One…


Bungy!

 And Lisa was off, freefalling, bungy cord unravelling, arms out like a parachuter with no parachute. Her body turned into a dive and she let out a wahoo. 
 The noise echoed off the surrounding hills, and a warm glow worked its way into Bella’s chest. A proud smile and a rush like Bella had never felt before lit up her insides. 
 “She did it!” 
 “She did.” Her dad’s smile matched her own. 
 Once Lisa stopped bouncing on the end of the rope, the crew waiting in the boat on the river lowered her into it. Dragging her eyes off Lisa, Bella returned her attention to her mother now standing on the ledge. 
 “Do you think she’ll do it?” Bella asked out of the corner of her mouth as if speaking too loudly would jinx her mother. 
 “Of course.” Her dad rested his elbows on the top of the guardrail, hands clasped together as if in silent prayer. 
 The countdown began. 

Three…


Two…


One…


Bungy!

 Nothing. The crowd stared in silence. Waiting. Watching. A crew member stepped up, took her mum by the arm, and guided her backwards. 
 “Oh, no.” Bella’s stomach dropped. Her mum would be so disappointed in herself. 
 “I guess she lost her nerve.” Bella’s dad gave her a sad smile. He would be feeling it for her mother too. 
 The crowd started cheering, and they glanced back up. Her mum was back on the ledge, eyes fixed on the mountain opposite, as if not looking down would help. One of the crew members spoke into her ear. She nodded and he stepped back. 

Come on, Mum. You can do this. Bella’s heart was back in her throat. 
 The crowd counted again. 

Three…


Two…


One…


Bungy.

 Her mother jumped, no hesitation this time. The scream that pierced the air made Bella’s blood curdle. Fuck that! But her mum had done it, and that was worth celebrating. 
 “You bloody beauty!” Her dad wrapped Bella in his arms, lifting her off her feet. If there weren’t so many people around, he probably would’ve spun her in a circle. 
 “I didn’t think she would do it,” Bella said. 
 Her dad wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead. “She had me worried for a minute. But she’s pretty stubborn when she sets her mind on something.” 
 “What made her want to bungy jump?” Bella asked. “Is she having some kind of mid-life crisis?” 
 “No.” Her dad chuckled. “I don’t think so. You remember Shona and Frank, right?” 
 “Yep.” They were the first family friends Bella had met after they moved. They were slightly younger than Bella’s parents, and Bella had pretty much hung out in her room whenever they’d visited. 
 Not that that was unusual. Back then, she’d closed herself off to everyone. Including her parents. Until she finally came out—out of her bedroom and out as a lesbian. 
 “They gave your mum a voucher for her birthday.” 
 “That was six months ago,” Bella said. 
 “I guess it took her a while to work up her nerve. She’ll be stoked to finally be able to tell Shona she did it.” 
 They stepped off the platform, and Bella took the opportunity to ask her dad a question that had been bothering her for months. “How come we moved, Dad?” 
 “You know why. I was offered a job transfer and the money was too good to turn down.” 
 “But you did turn it down. Twice.” 
 “Good memory.” 
 As if she’d ever forget something that changed the course of her life. 
 “You know your mother always wanted to move to the South Island.” 
 “Sure,” Bella conceded. Her mother was a keen skier and considering twenty of the twenty-four ski fields in New Zealand were in the South Island, what he said made sense. But when it came to the cold, like Bella, her dad wasn’t a fan, so something didn’t add up. 
 “You fought it for a long time. What changed?” 
 Her dad exhaled a heavy sigh. “I didn’t want to take you kids out of school, then Dean got a job, and you became depressed. Like your mother said, I thought the change might do all of us some good.” 
 “The reason I was depressed is right there.” Bella pointed to Lisa, who was making her way up the steep incline from the river below to where they stood. 
 “I can see that now.” He shook his head. “I honestly can’t picture her as a bully.” 
 Bella froze, her blood running cold. “What?” 
 Her dad did an awkward chuckle-grimace. “I meant, she’s nice.” 
 “No, you didn’t. And don’t treat me like a child.” 
 He looked at her for a long time, ignoring the people stepping around them. “You really want to know?” 
 “I do.” Bella dreaded the answer as much as she needed to hear it. 
 “Your mother and I heard a rumour that you got yourself into some kind of trouble at school. There was a lot of bullying going on, and it killed me to think of you in that situation.” 
 “Lisa was the one being bullied, not me.” Bella was too angry to ask where he got his information. 
 “I didn’t know that. All I knew was that my outgoing daughter who could light up a room with her smile was suddenly sullen and withdrawn. You no longer wanted to leave the house, and I no longer had the argument it wouldn’t be fair to take you out of school.” 
 “I told you I didn’t want to move! But I had no choice.” Bella’s voice cracked. “You ripped me away from the woman I love.” 
 “I wasn’t to know that, Bella. And I’m sorry. Sorry that you couldn’t tell us what was bothering you. Sorry you got hurt, and sorry you found out this way.” 
 “Me too.” Bella’s anger dissipated. She should be mad as hell, and she was, to a degree. But she couldn’t hate someone for doing what they thought was right for her. 
 “Were you happy when we moved?” Bella asked. 
 “Not to start with. I thought I’d made a terrible mistake, and perhaps I did. But no one’s infallible, Bel. If you want to tell me your side of the story, I’m all ears. I can’t change things, but I can listen.” 
 He didn’t need to know the entire story, so she stuck to the facts. “I made a mistake.” Not only had she made a mistake keeping Lisa a secret, but she’d also been wrong to lay the blame at her parents’ feet. 
 Her dad wrapped her in a fierce embrace, and Bella breathed in his cologne. “I love you, kid.” 
 She blinked back tears. “I love you too, Pops.” 
 “Hey, enough of the pops stuff. Save that for your grandfather.” 
 “How is Grandad, anyway?” 
 “Old and grumpy. Thinks he knows what’s best for me.” 
 “Sounds familiar.” 
 Her dad pointed over Bella’s shoulder, and Bella spun around. Mesmerised by the woman who’d stolen her heart, Bella couldn’t tear her eyes off Lisa. Her dark hair was windswept, and the flecks of orange in her brown eyes seemed to be glowing with pride. 
 “How was it?” Bella asked. 
 “Let me see.” Lisa tapped her lip, looking thoughtful. She snapped her fingers. “Like sticking your finger in a power socket.” She jerked her body as if she’d just been electrocuted. 
 Bella chuckled at Lisa’s theatrics. “Electrifying, huh?” 
 “You got it,” Lisa said. “Just ask your mum.” 
 Bella turned to her mother. “Do you feel like you’ve been electrocuted?” 
 “Nope. I feel like I’ve inhaled ninety-nine shots of espresso and snorted a line of coke.” 
 “Mum!” Bella screeched. “You don’t even do drugs.” 
 “I don’t inhale caffeine either, but that’s how pumped I feel right now. Woohoo! Amazing.” 
 “This calls for a celebration.” Bella’s dad pulled the car keys out of his pocket. “Who’s up for a brew?” 
 “A cold beer does sound good,” Lisa shot Bella’s dad a winsome smile, and Bella’s heart melted. Everything was right in her world. 
 




Chapter 35

 Sunday morning, Lisa awoke to a lump on her chest and another between her legs. She craned her neck and glanced down. What the fuck was it with cats these days? Since making nice with Max, she’d become like some kind of pussy magnet. 
 Lisa swished her legs around, trying to get them to move. At thirteen years of age, the tabby cats were more interested in sleeping than playing. 
 Bella’s gaze wandered down the bed. “Come on, Kiwi and Kea. Up time?” She threw back the covers, and the cats jumped off. 
 Lisa climbed out behind Bella, wincing when her back twinged. It wasn’t exactly sore, but she could definitely feel she’d been hung upside down, bouncing on the end of a rope until she’d been lowered to the boat. 
 “Who names their cats after birds?” 
 “My twelve-year-old self.” Bella poked herself in the chest, grinning proudly. “Come on, I can smell breakfast.” 
 They quickly dressed and tossed their belongings back in their bags. 
 “Did you sleep well?” Bella’s mum asked as they stepped into the kitchen. Once again, Lisa was taken aback by the striking resemblance between Bella and her mother. Lush, auburn hair, jade-green eyes, and a smile that had the power to put anyone at ease. 
 Bella nudged Lisa in the side. 
 “What?” 
 “Mum asked you a question.” 
 “Wow, and here I was just thinking how much you two are alike, but she’s nowhere near as bossy as you.” 
 Bella’s dad peered over the top of the newspaper, a huge smile curving his lips. 
 “Would you like some breakfast?” Bella’s mum flipped an omelette, and although it smelt good, Lisa was still stuffed from the night before. 
 It wasn’t often she had dessert on top of a big dinner, but she couldn’t refuse the passionfruit cheesecake Bella’s mum served up to everyone. 
 “Just some toast would be great,” Lisa answered, feeling awkward being fussed over. “Can I do anything to help?” 
 “You can sit.” Karen pointed with the spatula. 
 “Come on, Kiwi and Kea.” Bella pulled open the fridge and grabbed a tin of cat food. 
 *** 
 An hour later, they were back at the airport. The two days and nights had flown by, and Lisa was glad they’d taken Friday off work. 
 “It was lovely to meet you.” Karen smiled warmly. “Look after our girl.” 
 “Always.” 
 “God, you guys are embarrassing.” Bella shook her head. “I’m twenty-five, not five.” 
 “You’ll always be my—” 
 “Don’t.” Bella pointed, and her dad zipped his lips. 
 “Baby,” Lisa finished for him. 
 “Oh my—” 
 A voice rang out over the speakers, cutting off whatever Bella had been going to say. 
 “That’s us,” Lisa said when their flight number was called. 
 After tearful hugs goodbye, they headed for gate three. 
 “You okay?” Lisa asked, her heart going out to Bella. It went without saying that unless Bella’s parents decided to head north, it would be months before Bella saw them again. 
 “Yeah.” She fiddled with her boarding pass. “I learned something valuable yesterday.” 
 “That your mum’s a badass.” 
 “Something like that.” Bella snorted, and even though Lisa was sure that wasn’t what Bella had meant, she was pleased to see her smiling. 
 Not long into the flight, they hit some turbulence, and Lisa’s heart leapt into her throat. She clutched the armrest, eyes squeezed shut. 
 Bella put a hand on top of Lisa’s. “Breathe.” 
 Lisa inhaled, and the plane seemed to level out. She cracked an eye open. Bella’s smile said it all. You jumped off a bridge, but you’re freaking out over a few bumps in the sky.

 “Tell me what you learned that was so valuable,” Lisa prompted. 
 Bella’s face fell. She inhaled and exhaled a few times. Lisa gave her time to gather her thoughts. When she remained silent for a little too long, Lisa gave her a gentle nudge. 
 “Just tell me, Bel.” 
 “You know how you mocked me when I first moved in?” 
 Lisa searched her brain. She’d mocked Bella a few times and she didn’t feel like reliving any of them. Although…Bella in a wet T-shirt was an image she’d often replayed in her mind. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.” 
 “Remember when I told you we moved because Dad got a job transfer, and you said something like ‘Saved by Daddy. Wahoo, good for you’?” 
 Lisa cringed, hating how sarcastic that sounded. “Sorry.” 
 “Don’t be. Turns out you were right.” 
 When Bella’s words sank in, Lisa felt validated and like an arsehole all at once. She’d been right, but she’d also been unnecessarily cynical about it. 
 “How do you know?” 
 “Dad told me.” 
 “What? Just came out and said, ‘We moved to get you away from the town dyke’?” 
 Bella grinned, and Lisa narrowed her eyes playfully. “I said dyke not bike!” 
 She’d met enough town bikes at the pub. It was sad, really. Young girls who thought they were hot shit because so many guys wanted them, when the reality was they were only popular because word got around they were an easy ride. 
 “He didn’t call you a town anything. Just told me why we left town.” 
 “And?” 
 “He heard I was being bullied.” Lisa’s back went up, but Bella quickly continued, “I set the record straight.” 
 “He pulled you out of school anyway because someone with a big mouth told him some girl, me, was bullying you?” 
 “Something like that.” 
 Why was Bella so calm? “You don’t seem very upset about all of this.” 
 “I want to be. But I’m over being angry with my parents. They aren’t mind readers, and after what happened, I was moody and withdrawn. How can I hate two people for doing what they thought was right for me? My only regret is that you and I lost ten years we’ll never get back.” 
 Lisa couldn’t begrudge them either. Just because her parents had let her and Justin fight their own battles, to a point, didn’t mean every parent felt the same way. And she was also a big believer in things happening for a reason. 
 “We were different people, Bella. Two horny teenagers enjoying stolen moments. If we got together back then, we might not have been mature enough for our relationship to survive.” 
 Bella sighed. “I guess you’re right.” 
 “I’m always right.” Lisa poked Bella in the side, loving it when she squirmed and started laughing. 
 “Better. Let’s look forward, not back.” 
 “Did I ever tell you I love you?” Bella grabbed Lisa’s finger to stop the torment. 
 “No!” Lisa mocked gasped. 
 “I did too.” 
 “Say it louder.” Lisa didn’t really expect her to, but it was still fun to tease Bella. 
 “You first.” Bella said it like a dare, and Lisa was more than up for the challenge. 
 She sucked in a deep breath and spoke as loud as she could. “I lov—” 
 Bella slammed a hand over Lisa’s mouth. “Oh my God. Shut up.” 
 They burst out laughing. 
 A couple in the aisle across from them gave them the stink-eye. The woman shook her head and stuck her nose back in her book, looking annoyed by the interruption. 

Well, tough. Lisa didn’t give a shit. The woman she’d fallen for was by her side, and not some fictional character between the pages of a book. 
 




Epilogue


January 2006

 Almost a year to the day after Bella moved to town, Lisa pulled to a stop in the driveway and shut off the van. She stared at the For Sale sign with the word SOLD stamped across it, and a sense of déjà vu tingled up her spine. 
 Her insides lit up when Bella climbed out of her orange Corolla already parked in the driveway. She wore the same red dress as the first time Lisa had caught sight of her. Only, this time, there was no fence obscuring her from Lisa’s view. 
 It was a beautiful summer day without a cloud in the sky. Birds twittered in the trees along the grass verge, and the scent of lavender bushes perfumed the air. 
 Lisa jumped out of the van just as Bella reached the driver’s door. 
 “Feels like a dream, doesn’t it?” Bella said, staring at the house. 
 “It is a dream. A dream come true.” Lisa’s heart was so full it felt like it might burst. 
 Six weeks ago, they’d put an offer on the house. The vendors had accepted, and now here they were, the proud owners of a home in both of their names. 
 Lisa slid her hand into Bella’s. “Shall we?” 
 Bella nodded, and they strolled hand in hand along the pathway leading to the front porch steps. There was a bay window to their left: the window to their living room. Lisa tried to peer inside, but with the tinted glass, all she could see was a reflection of herself. 
 The wooden steps barely made a sound as they ascended all three. The door was solid wood, and an old-fashioned bell hung from the doorframe. 
 “Do you want to ring the bell?” Bella snickered at the same time as she rang it. 
 Lisa waggled her eyebrows playfully. “I’m more than happy to ring your bell anytime.” 
 Bella rolled her eyes. “Trust you.” 
 “Do you?” 
 Bella frowned. “Of course I trust you.” 
 “Good.” Lisa held her arms out, palms up. “Get on.” 
 “No way.” Bella’s eyes bugged out. “I’m too heavy.” 
 “Oh, please.” Lisa snorted. “I move drums of cable heavier than you.” She nodded to her arms again. “Come on. It’s only until we get inside, then I’ll put you down.” 
 “Okay.” Bella did an awkward one leg up, the other still on the ground thing and tried to throw herself into Lisa’s arms. 
 Laughing, Lisa scooped her up. Not as cool as in the movies, but Lisa was hell-bent on carrying Bella over the threshold. “Get the door.” Lisa stumbled as if she was going to fall. 
 “Don’t drop me.” Bella turned the knob and flung her arms around Lisa’s neck, holding on tight. 
 Lisa kicked the door open and stepped inside, cradling the love of her life in her arms. “Welcome to our home, babe.” She’d never called Bella ‘babe’ before, but in that moment, it felt right. 
 “Home will always be wherever you are…” Bella’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Babe.” 
 “Brat.” Lisa set her on her feet, and they both kicked off their shoes. The carpet had recently been cleaned, and the scent of carpet cleaner lingered in the air. 
 They strolled through the house, peering into rooms. Boxes and furniture stared back at them. They were yet to make the house home, but it already felt like it’d been built just for them. Three bedrooms, living room, kitchen, bathroom, separate toilet—a must as far as Lisa was concerned—and a sunroom. 
 They stepped into the conservatory and were hit by a wave of heat. Lisa pushed open a window and inhaled a lungful of fresh air. The previous owners had been keen gardeners, and the perimeter of the property was dotted with colourful flowerbeds. All they needed now was a vegetable garden, and Lisa had the perfect spot in mind. 
 Bella pointed to the weeping willow in the backyard. “Max will love that.” 
 “Maxine will love it too,” Lisa said. 
 Bella gave her a killer smile, and Lisa melted. A couple of months ago, Lisa had professed Max needed a buddy. Bella had given her a knowing look, but nothing more needed to be said. Lisa had become a cat person. 
 The following weekend, they’d made a trip to the local SPCA and Lisa had adopted an adult cat. Well, Maxine had adopted Lisa. Shortly after the staff member had pointed out which cats were up for adoption, Lisa had folded herself to the floor and waited. After a few tentative steps, Maxine had wandered over and climbed into Lisa’s lap. It was love at first snuggles. 
 Maxine had been a shy wee thing for the first few weeks, but with lots of cuddles and quiet voices, she’d really come out of her shell. 
 Bella flopped onto the sofa bed, and all kinds of wicked thoughts ran through Lisa’s mind. She couldn’t wait to christen the house and in the sexiest way possible. 
 Lisa popped the button on her shorts. “Let’s get naked.” 
 A rap on the door put an end to that idea. 
 “Hold that thought.” Bella jumped up. “The cavalry’s arrived.” 
 They bolted through the house and popped into the hallway just as the front door flew open. And there stood Lorraine and Cherie, kitty cages at their feet. 
 “We have pussy,” Cherie announced proudly, a huge smile lighting up her face. 
 “I was trying to get—” 
 “No you don’t.” Bella slapped a hand over Lisa’s mouth, stopping her from saying she’d just been trying to get some pussy of her own. 
 “We can come back later if you like?” Lorraine scratched Max through the wire cage. 
 “Nope.” Lisa shut the door behind them. “There are beds to be assembled, sheets to be found, pots and pans to be put away…” 
 Cherie shoved past. “You better have coffee.” 
 “I do.” Good luck finding it.

 A minute later, there was another rap on the door. Both Max and Maxine let out timid meows, their gazes darting around frantically. 
 “Why don’t you put them in the spare room before they become overwhelmed?” Lisa suggested. 
 Bella nodded and motioned for Lorraine to follow her. They picked up the cages and disappeared. Lisa opened the door, and a woman who appeared to be in her thirties offered her a warm smile. 
 “Hi. I hope I’m not interrupting, but I saw you moving in and wanted to welcome you to the neighbourhood.” She handed over a container. 
 For the second time that day, a sense of déjà vu tingled up Lisa’s spine. She knew what was inside before she even popped the lid. “Double chocolate-chip muffins?” 
 “Yep.” The woman nodded. “My kids’ favourite.” 
 “They’re mine too.” Lisa stepped aside. “Would you like to come in?” 
 “Oh, no. I won’t keep you.” 
 Bella appeared beside Lisa, and Lisa remembered her manners. “I’m Lisa, by the way, and this is Bella…my girlfriend.” Lisa studied the woman, giving her a minute to process the information. 
 She didn’t so much as bat an eye. “Nice to meet you. I’m Carol. Carol King.” 
 “Any relation to the singer?” Lisa cocked her head, already liking their new neighbour. 
 “Nope. Just zealous parents.” 
 There was a bang-crash behind them, then some choice words. “You son of a mother-fucker.” 
 Lisa cringed. “Sorry, better go.” She put a hand on the door. “Thanks again for the muffins.” 
 “You’re welcome.” Carol waved over her shoulder, smiling broadly as she bounded down the porch steps. 
 Bella took the container out of Lisa’s hands. “What a lovely thing to do. That’s the second time I’ve been welcomed with muffins. Both times were just as sweet.” 
 “Really?” Lisa quirked an eyebrow. 
 “No. I guess not.” Bella shrugged. “The first woman to welcome me with muffins was rather prickly.” 
 Lisa smirked. “How rude.” 
 Grinning, they went to investigate what all the cussing was about. 
 *** 
 By six that night, after a merry-go-round of visitors—Lisa’s parents, Dean and family, Justin and family, and a call from Bella’s folks—they were exhausted. They’d been grateful for all the help, but it was also nice to finally have some time alone together. 
 “That was lovely of your mum,” Bella said, wiping a piece of flaky pastry off the corner of her mouth. 
 “It was.” 
 Her mother had made a bacon and egg pie so they wouldn’t have to worry about cooking that night. First thing tomorrow, they needed to go grocery shopping. The cupboards were bare and they were nearly out of cat food. Speaking of… 
 “Where’s Max?” Lisa asked. 
 “Not sure. Where’s Maxine?” 
 “No idea.” Lisa hadn’t seen either cat since she cracked open the spare room door to let them explore in their own time. 
 “Come with me.” Lisa took Bella by the hand and led the way through the kitchen and out to the sunroom. 
 They sat side by side on the sofa bed, staring into the backyard. A short time later, Max and Maxine popped their heads in. 
 “Who needs a picket fence when you have the perfect family?” Bella asked softly. 
 A sparrow landed on the corrugated iron fence, pooped and took flight. 
 “Charming!” Lisa snorted. 
 “You are.” Bella gazed at her earnestly. “You always have been. You’re my Romeo, my lover, my best friend. You’re my everything. I love you so much, Lisa Barnett, sometimes it hurts.” She tapped her chest. “In here.” 
 Emotion clogged Lisa’s throat. She swallowed hard, blinked harder. She wasn’t a crier, dammit. “I love you too, Bella McBride. Forever and for always, for better or for worse.” 
 They kissed long and slow, relishing in the first day in their new home and the beginning of the rest of their lives together. Forever. 
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