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BLURB


When a complete stranger saves office manager Rose Collins from a date from hell, she can’t help but be intrigued. She doesn’t believe in fate, but there’s something alluring about her mystery saviour. When the stranger reaches out to her again, Rose is thrilled.
Alex Carpenter’s chance meeting with curvy, confident Rose inspires her. After so much frustration, she’s primed to fulfil a dream of a lifetime. But Alex’s offer for Rose to help run a women’s-only hotel with sexy themed rooms blows up in her face.
Rose is dismayed to discover Alex is more interested in her expert office skills than romancing her. Still, the job is too good to refuse. Can they find a way to work together, despite all that inconvenient, sizzling sexual tension?
A spicy, forced-proximity lesbian romance asking whether crossing professional lines is worth taking the risk.



CHAPTER 1

WARM AIR CARESSED Rose’s cheeks as she rushed out of the chilly night air into the pub. It was June, the middle of winter, and freezing out. At a little before six, the bar was hopping. A huge fireplace in the corner threw out heat and bathed nearby tables in an orange glow.
In the sports bar to her left, wall-mounted televisions replayed the rugby game between the All Blacks and Spain. A door to her right led to the pokies, but the only gambling Rose would be doing tonight was coming here.
“Rose!”
She turned in a circle. There, in the corner, Diana sat at a table, waving enthusiastically. She was a petite woman with short black hair and a cute smile.
Rose had met her at a bookshop of all places. Once they’d veered onto the topic of sapphic fiction, they’d become instant clichés. Phone numbers were exchanged, and a date was arranged.
After grabbing a drink, Rose weaved her way through patrons. Two guys who appeared to be at least ten years her junior gave her the once-over. She shot them a grin for no other reason than to fuck with them. Plus, she’d be lying if she said a bit of harmless flirting didn’t feel good, even if she didn’t swing their way.
Reaching the back of the pub, Rose slipped out of her jacket and turned her attention to her date. “Hi. It’s nice to see you.”
“It’s good to see you too.” Diana spoke loud enough to be heard over the din of patrons cheering when the All Blacks scored a try.
Thirsty, Rose took a healthy slug of beer and murmured her appreciation. “Damn, that’s good.”
“Cheers to that.” Diana held up her glass, and they clinked. “So, we both like beer and books.”
“It seems so.” Rose shuffled her chair closer to the table. “How has your day been?”
“Good,” Diana said. “I don’t have many bad days.”
A positive person was always a good thing. Rose couldn’t say she had many bad days herself, but there were times her boss tested her patience.
“What do you do for work?” Rose asked conversationally.
“I’m the head teacher at a kindergarten,” Diana replied. “I love my job. It’s hard not to when you’re surrounded by kids.”
Rose supposed not if you loved children. “Do you have any of your own?”
“Not yet. But I’d love to one day. I’m open to adoption.”
Diana held her gaze as if she expected Rose to make a decision right then and there whether or not they were going to have a family. It was too soon to get into all of that. Breaking eye contact, Diana glanced down at her lap, shot a furtive glance around the pub, and looked down again. Her eyes seemed to be everywhere. Perhaps pubs made her nervous.
“Are you okay?” Rose asked.
“Yes!” Diana nodded vigorously. “Are you hungry?”
“I am.” Lunch had been on the run, and Rose could definitely eat. There weren’t many times she couldn’t eat, especially when the smell of pub food taunted her. “What do you feel like?”
“The loaded fries are great.” Diana fiddled with her bag in her lap. At least, that’s what Rose assumed she was doing. It was hard to tell with the table in the way. After a drawn-out minute, Diana produced a ten-dollar note and slapped it on the table. “Would you mind placing the order?”
“Not at all.” Rose stood. This time, the two guys who’d given her the once-over when she arrived didn’t give her so much as a second glance. They were deep in conversation with an attractive brunette. All three had eyes for each other. A threesome in the making? Or perhaps that was Rose’s overactive imagination.
On her way back to the table, she studied Diana. Her head was down, and she appeared to be mumbling to herself. Unease crawled up Rose’s spine. Was Diana unhinged? Surely not. She worked with kids.
Putting her discomfort aside, Rose slid into her chair. “The fries won’t be long.”
Diana jumped so high the table rocked. “Sorry. I was miles away.”
“Anywhere nice?” Rose asked.
She probably should’ve refilled their drinks while she was at the bar ordering food, but she had no idea whether Diana was driving home or what she was drinking for that matter. It could be any one of the six beers on tap.
“I was just thinking about work. And Jimmy. He’s the sweetest kid. I look after him on the occasional weekend to give his mum a break.”
“Do you do that for many of the kids?” Rose had nothing against little ones, but spending her weekends babysitting wasn’t something she envisioned for her future.
“I used to, but it became too much.” Diana gazed into her near-empty pint. “I find it hard to say no to people.” She looked up. “What about you?”
“It depends on who I’m saying no to.” Rose said it as a joke but clearly missed the mark.
“I meant kids.”
“I have no problem saying no to kids.”
Surprising her, Diana laughed this time. “You’re funny…and assertive. I like that.”
Did she mean assertive in a kinky way, or was that Rose’s imagination running wild again? Playing it safe, she changed the subject. “When was the last time you went on a date?”
“A while ago now.” Diana looked away. “I don’t have the best self-esteem, so it takes a lot for me to put myself out there.”
The waiter appeared with their loaded fries. Unapologetic about her appetite, Rose dug in. The combination of melted cheese, turkey bacon, chopped green onions, and sour cream made her taste buds dance with delight.
Diana put some on a plate and pulled it towards her. “I love loaded fries.” She crunched on one and dropped the very last piece into her lap. What the hell was that about?
Ignoring the urge to look under the table, Rose let it go.
“Do you like animals?” Diana asked.
Her expression said this could be a dealbreaker, and Rose wasn’t sure she cared. Diana was pleasant enough, but sparks weren’t flying. Even so, she answered honestly.
“I love them. I’m all for animal welfare, and I wouldn’t be opposed to doing serious harm to someone who hurt one.”
“Oh, wow! We have that in common too. I can sense this is going to be great.” Diana crooked a finger, beckoning Rose closer.
She leaned across the table, confused when Diana scooted backwards.
“Closer.”
Ignoring the alarm bells telling her to stay seated, Rose leaned over the table, bum lifting off the seat, glasses sliding down her nose. Startled, she fell backwards, almost toppling off her chair.
Why the fuck was Diana smiling? She had a rat, a goddamn fuckin’ rat, in her bag. Happily nibbling on fries, no less.
“Oh, no.” Diana’s smile vanished. “You don’t like her, do you? You said you like animals.”
“Yes, but⁠—”
“But what? You’re judging Ratniss without giving her a chance. She deserves love like any other pet.”
“Yes, but we’re in a restaurant.”
“And she’s in my bag.” Diana’s voice was clipped. “She’s not bothering anyone. She came to work with me today, but her brother and sister had to stay home.”
“You have three?”
“I have six. Rats are pack animals, you know?” Diana’s hand moved as though she was stroking her pet. She probably was. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to call an end to our date because of Ratniss.”
“Of course not.” But Rose sure as shit was out of there as soon as she could formulate a plan.
Her appetite had fled, replaced by images of the little critter escaping its confines and finding its way up the inside of her trousers.
After a nervous glance around as if to check no one else had seen Ratniss, Diana shuffled her chair back in, lap, rat, and bag disappearing under the table.
Who the hell brought a rat to a restaurant? What if it wanted to poop—because from what Rose knew of rodents, they shit a lot—would it just eject some marbles in her bag? Did it have a porta-potty in the lining? The thought made her smile.
“I can see you do like them.” Diana’s smile was back. “What were we talking about?”
“Animals.” Rose’s voice croaked.
“Did you know rats laugh when they’re tickled?”
“I did not.” Rose finished her beer, praying Ratniss didn’t appear on the table for a belly rub.
“I get why people don’t like them.” Diana fiddled with her empty glass. “We have the Great Plague to blame for that. Did you know it’s now believed the plague was spread by human lice and fleas, not rats?”
“I did not.” Rose felt like a parrot, but her brain had stalled. “Would you excuse me, please?” She stood. “I need to use the bathroom.”
“Of course. Ratniss will keep me company.”
That sealed it. This date was over. She just had to figure out when and how. The second the door to the ladies’ swung closed behind her, Rose whipped her phone out.
Music played through speakers, softer than in the bar, but loud enough to drown out the sound of whoever was in the occupied stall, and with any luck, Rose’s SOS call. The scent of lemon Poo-Pourri clung to her nostrils as she paced back and forth.
No longer caring if her best mate knew she’d dipped her toe back in the dating pool, she hit Tracy’s number. When the call went to voicemail, Rose swore under her breath. She didn’t want to hurt Diana’s feelings, especially after her declaration that she had a low self-esteem, but she was running out of options.
The stall door opened, and a woman with chestnut hair and hazel eyes emerged. She was gorgeous, and with any luck, the answer to Rose’s dilemma.
The woman eyed her with concern. “Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not. I’m on a date with a woman and a rat.”
“Excuse me?”
“Sorry, I don’t have time to explain. I need a favour.” By the time Rose finished laying out her plan, which sounded flimsy at best, she was practically grovelling.
With an amused smile, the woman handed over her phone. Grateful, Rose punched in her number and handed it back. “Thank you.”
On her way past the bar, Rose grabbed two pints of beer. If all went well, she wouldn’t be consuming hers, but at least it wouldn’t look like she’d been planning on gapping it. Why on earth she thought sharing a love for books equalled compatibility was beyond her.
Rose slid a glass across the table and wiped her hand on her jeans. “I got you another beer.”
“Thank you.” Diana took a sip. “I was starting to think you’d abandoned me.”
“I would never do that.” A slither of guilt stabbed Rose in the chest. But in her defence, there was some truth to those words. She hadn’t snuck out. She would make it clear she was leaving.
Someone breezed past their table, leaving a barely detectable scent of perfume in their wake. When Rose recognised her as the woman from the bathroom, her heart fell.
Dammit. She wasn’t going to go through with it.
Before she had time to get too distraught, the woman grabbed her bag, hugged a friend, and waltzed past again with a mischievous smile that made Rose wonder if they played for the same team.
The shrill ring of her phone sent a spike of adrenaline through Rose. She glanced at the unknown number. Adopting her most apologetic smile, she looked up at Diana. “Sorry, it’s my mum, so I better take this.”
She received a nod before Diana’s gaze was back on her lap.
“Hello?”
“What have you been feeding Buster?” The woman’s voice was shrill, and Rose had no idea who Buster was. “I let him out to poop and now he’s got plastic wrap hanging out of his butt!”
That was not what they’d discussed, and the mental picture running around inside Rose’s head made it hard not to smile.
“I am not touching it, so unless you want him to freeze outside, I suggest you get your arse home pronto!”
“But I’m out on a date,” Rose whined like a petulant teenager.
“I couldn’t care less where you are. He’s not coming inside until it’s gone, so get your butt home.”
Rose shot out of the chair and grabbed her jacket off the back. “I’m so sorry. It’s my dog…” She was going straight to hell. She didn’t have a dog.
“Oh, no. Is she okay?” Diana asked.
“He, and no. Buster’s eaten something bad, and Mum’s in a panic.” Rose faked a sob. “Oh, God. I’d be lost without him.”
“Go. Hurry.” Diana waved a hand. “Go now.”
“Thank you so much for understanding.” Rose covered her mouth. “Oh, no. My poor baby.”
She burst through the front door of the pub and was slapped in the face by a blast of cold air. She was probably lucky that was the only thing that slapped her considering what she’d just done.
Traffic fumes and the smell of something sweet swirled around her. Hoping against hope it was her saviour, Rose spun in a circle. Disappointment hit her when her gaze landed on a young woman shivering in her boots while she got her vaping fix.



CHAPTER 2

A LOUD BANG dragged Alex out of a fitful sleep. It’d taken her so long to drift off, she felt like she’d barely closed her eyes. Who knew having your wildest dream come true could be such a burden? She felt like she was climbing a cliff face with foot holes but no rope. One wrong move and the people at the bottom were going to get hurt.
When a knock rattled the bedroom window, Alex’s heart jumped and her temples pounded. It could only be one person knocking at nine on a Sunday morning—her best friend, Kate.
Normally, Alex would’ve been ready and waiting to be picked up for their weekly walk, but she’d overslept, which was out of character.
Until recently.
A chill in the air nipped at Alex’s ankles as she climbed out of bed and flung back the bedroom drapes. Kate grinned back at her, hands tucked into her jacket, strands of red hair sticking out from under her beanie. They’d met at high school, and in the twenty years since, they’d been each other’s rocks through marriage, childbirth, divorce, and everything in between.
Grinning, Alex pushed open the window. “Come in.”
“Ha-ha. Get your arse out here.”
Five minutes later, they were in the car, on their way to Dashing Rocks Coastal Walk.
The day was overcast and conversation was sparse. Kate set a brisk pace, and Alex did her best to keep up as they clambered over ancient lava flows.
Halfway around the loop, they reached Blackett’s Lighthouse—one of a small number of remaining timber lighthouses in New Zealand. Fashioned in timber and clad with narrow kauri weatherboards, its beauty never failed to steal Alex’s breath.
An X-braced balcony surrounded the upper section, and an octagonal copper-clad lantern with a metal handrail around the platform sat atop the structure.
After snapping a photo, with the ocean in the background and the waves crashing on the rocks below, Alex jogged to catch up with Kate.
“Slow poach.”
“I think the saying is Slowpoke.”
Kate grinned. “My wife would agree.”
“Shut up.” Alex nudged her as they crossed the footbridge over to Benvenue Avenue. From there, they followed the path past the Aquatic Centre and back down Virtue Avenue to their starting point.

A BLAST of heat enveloped Alex as she pushed open the front door. The temperature wasn’t any different from when she left the house, but a vigorous walk had done wonders for warming her core.
Hot cup of Milo in hand, Alex breathed in the chocolatey goodness and took a load off in the living room. The sofa cushions caressed her backside like her favourite pair of jeans.
“So, what’s going on with you?” Kate asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I haven’t seen you look this rough since we were teenagers and got wasted on tequila and pot.”
“God, don’t remind me.” The feel of her throat burning, eyes watering, and stomach cramping was still as vivid as if that’d been only yesterday. Alex hadn’t touched either since and supposed she was lucky.
For some—her family—it was the beginning of a downward spiral into addiction. With that unhappy thought, Alex’s mind flicked to the reason she hadn’t been sleeping and what she was going to do about it.
“I’m going to ask her out.” Since her unlikely encounter at the bar, her mind had never strayed far from all the possibilities.
After a beat, the proverbial light bulb went on in Kate’s eyes. “The woman from the pub.”
“Yes.” Before her friend could get too excited, Alex made one thing clear. “Not on a date. As friends.”
Deflating, Kate jutted out her lip. “Aren’t I enough for you?”
She asked it as though Alex had found a replacement for her best friend. Something that would never happen. Kate was the only person Alex trusted with her secrets. A big one in particular that had been gnawing a hole in Alex’s stomach. If she didn’t deal with it soon, she wouldn’t have any stomach lining left.
“I think I might have an answer to my problem.”
“Ooh…” Kate blew a strand of hair off her face. “Tell me more.”
“I want to feel her out. See if she’s trustworthy.”
“You know I’ll be your scapegoat.”
“I do, and I appreciate that.” They’d had this conversation before, but it would never work. They were too close. Plus, Alex didn’t want to put Kate in a position where she might have to lie. Now, a stranger…that was different. She’d be paid handsomely for her acquiescence.
In the chair opposite the sofa, Kate tucked her feet under her, red socks clashing with her orange leggings. “Just be careful. I don’t want to see you get hurt. Or worse, lose everything.”
All those thoughts and more had run through Alex’s mind, day and night, but she was pretty sure she had a handle on things. She prided herself on being a good judge of character and would keep her cards close to her chest until she felt it was right.
“I’ve written an NDA.”
“Wow. It all sounds very Indecent Proposal.” Kate bounced her eyebrows. “What’s in the fine print? A night of hot, passionate sex in exchange for one million dollars?”
“I was thinking more along the lines of six hundred dollars.”
Over the past month, Alex had thought hard about how much she would be willing to pay for a night of steamy sex.
“If she takes the bait, how long until you can get started?” Kate asked.
That was a very good question, and Alex didn’t have the answer. When your dream was finally within reach, there were so many variables to consider. She was yet to figure out the logistics, and the legal ramifications were daunting.
“I don’t know, but I’m not going to rush things.”
“Well, that’s clear. Your self-restraint astounds me.” Kate looked at her in awe. “Have you thought about hiring a personal chef?”
“Ha-ha. How’s Amiri?”
“A right little madam since Aroha enrolled her in ballet.”
It was said with affection. Amiri was six going on sixteen and the coolest kid Alex knew. It would also be fair to say Alex was biased. She was the first person Kate had called when her wife went into labour. She’d arrived at the hospital shortly after and hovered in the background until Kate had shoved through the theatre doors, announced it was a girl, and burst into tears of joy.
“I better get home.” Kate stood. “Same time next Sunday?”
“Of course.” If it wasn’t for their weekly walking date, Alex would laze around in bed for half the day, and at only thirty-four, she wasn’t ready to be put out to pasture just yet.
She walked Kate to the door.
“When’s your date?”
“It’s not a date,” Alex reminded her.
She zipped up her jacket and pulled on her beanie. “Call it what you will, but promise me you’ll be careful.”
“Promise.” It was the first time in months Alex could see a way forward, so she wasn’t about to do anything foolish. The stakes were too high.



CHAPTER 3

AS SOON AS Rose arrived home from work, she told her budgies all about her day. After letting them out to stretch their wings, she ditched her work clothes and pulled on some fleecy pants and a jersey.
Although she wasn’t a fan of winter, the view of snow-capped mountains in the distance never got old. With four ski fields less than two hours away, Timaru was a great base for ski fanatics. Rose wasn’t one of them. As a kid, once she’d been given the option to sit by the log fire and sketch instead of joining her family on the slopes, she’d barely left the lodge.
Back in the living room, Rose slumped onto the sofa. Hedwig landed on her shoulder, and Rocky eyed them from his perch on the curtain rail.
While procrastinating over what to have for dinner, her phone blared to life. “Hello?”
“You called,” Tracy said.
She did? That was news to Rose. Her day had been so hectic, she hadn’t had time to make any personal calls. “When?”
“Saturday night.”
That night came flooding back—pacing the bathroom at the pub, praying her best friend would pick up—and now, here she was…too late. Rose couldn’t begrudge her, though, because the outcome hadn’t been so bad.
“I had a mini crisis, but it’s all sorted.”
“Damn. Sorry I wasn’t there for you. Reception at Fox Peak wasn’t the best.”
How had Rose forgotten about Tracy’s trip to the mountain? The fact she’d been scrambling for a way to let Diana down gently probably had a lot to do with it.
“I went on a date on Saturday night.”
“Son of a mother trucker!” Tracy exclaimed. “Wait.” She paused. “Please don’t tell me that was your crisis?”
“Yes and no.” Rose recapped the night. By the time she’d finished, Tracy was in stitches and Rose was laughing right alongside her.
“That’s seriously messed up.” Tracy was still laughing. “Do you think they sleep in her bed?”
The thought made Rose’s skin crawl. “We didn’t get that far.”
“But you’re dating again?”
This was exactly why she hadn’t told Tracy in the first place she was meeting Diana. A phone beeped, unwittingly giving Rose an out.
“Is that yours or mine?” Tracy asked.
“Not sure. But I’ll let you go.”
As soon as Rose ended the call, she checked her phone. An unknown number swam in her vision. Could it be the woman from the pub? Her heart skipped like a teenager with a crush.
Ridiculous. Despite the self-reprimand, she did a happy jig when she saw the message was, indeed, from her saviour.
Just checking in on Buster.
A smile crept up on her, and her thumbs flew over the keypad. I owe you one. Was that too much? Before she could overthink it, Rose hit send. While waiting for a reply, she whistled to Hedwig and Rocky and ushered them back into their cage.
Shortly after, her phone vibrated on the coffee table. Feet tucked under her on the sofa, she read the two words.
You’re welcome.
Rose quickly tapped out a reply. I’m Rose, by the way.
Another message popped up. I’m Alexandra, but people call me Alex.
Nice to meet you. Pretty name. Rose hit send.
Says the woman named after a flower.
Rose’s cheeks hurt from smiling. Don’t you mean a herb? My full name’s Rosemary.
Somehow, for the next hour, they ended up texting about everything and nothing. Jobs, favourite season, favourite pastime—jigsaw puzzles for Alex, sketching for Rose.
Oh, how Rose wished it’d been Alex she’d been sitting opposite at the pub.
Do you like kids? She stared at the message she’d just sent, wishing she could recall it, but that only worked with email…if you were lucky. She didn’t want children herself so wasn’t sure why she asked the question. Perhaps it was her subconscious’s way of finding out without being so direct.
I do like kids, but my wife didn’t want any.
Rose’s heart rate accelerated. Alex was gay.
It stalled just as fast. She was also married.
Does she mind us talking? Rose hit send.
What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.
Stunned, Rose recoiled on the sofa. It was the reminder she needed to stop getting hopeful about potential dates. Sorry, but I can’t do this.
Do what? Talk to me?
Unsure why she was continuing to engage, Rose punched out a reply. Deceive your wife.
Ex-wife. I was out celebrating my divorce.
Cautiously, Rose lowered her guard. Sorry to cut your night short.
Another message landed from Alex. You did me a favour too. I’d had enough. There was a pause, then a second message came in. Do you gamble?
The question felt random, but Rose’s mind flicked to the pokies at the pub. If she ever did, it was five dollars and she was done. Not really. Do you?
Life’s a gamble, isn’t it?
True. Rose had gambled with Diana and lost. Or had she? She’d met a stranger who had her attention.
Feeling a nip in the air, Rose pulled a blanket over her lap and typed out her reply. When was the last time you gambled?
Tonight.
That was it. One word. If Rose had wanted to pull teeth, she would’ve become a dentist. Rather than pry, she gave it a minute. Those little dots appeared again, and Rose anxiously waited. The message that filled her vision made her heart skip.
Would you like to meet up sometime for a cold drink or a coffee?
She typed a reply—I’d love to—then hovered her finger over the send button. For a second, Rose considered making Alex wait, but that felt too much like gameplaying, so she put that idea out of her head and hit send. And because she was eagerly anticipating seeing Alex again, she sent a second message. When were you thinking?
Any night this week, if you’re free. Or perhaps Saturday morning.
Meeting in the evening always felt more intimate to Rose, but considering that hadn’t worked out too well last time, she opted for Saturday morning. Plus, she was often braindead after work, and she wanted to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.
Okay, less of the bushy. She didn’t care if a woman waxed, shaved, trimmed, or was au naturel, but for herself, she liked to keep things tidy down there. Pulling her mind back out of her knickers, she sent a reply.
Saturday works for me.
Great, see you then. Text if anything changes.
She couldn’t see that happening but appreciated knowing Alex wouldn’t get all bent out of shape if she had to take a rain check.

THE HIGHLIGHT of the next week was their nightly texting marathons. Alex was inquisitive, and Rose didn’t mind. It was all part of getting to know each other.
Saturday morning, Rose pulled to a stop near the café where they’d agreed to meet. The tang of the ocean hovered in the air, and a frigid wind whipped around Rose’s neck as she exited the car. In the distance, a dusting of snow covered the Southern Alps—the highest range in Australasia, if memory served her right.
“Rose?”
She spun around, delighted to see Alex smiling at her. She looked casual yet chic, wearing dark jeans, ankle boots, and a knee-length coat that complemented her chestnut hair.
“Have you been waiting long?” Alex asked.
“Just got here.” Rose’s tone was as light as she felt.
Holding the door, Alex motioned for Rose to precede her into the café. It was a quaint place with wooden floors and orange brick walls. It was also a damn sight warmer than outside.
After placing their orders, they made their way over to a table by the front window.
Rose slid into a seat. The wooden back wasn’t exactly comfortable, but the padded cushion made up for it. Alex draped her woollen coat over the back of the chair. Her knit top showcased an enticing bust that Rose was doing her absolute best not to ogle.
She was thirty-seven, not seventeen, for goodness’ sake.
Outside, Saturday morning shoppers whizzed by, hands in pockets, jacket collars around their ears.
“Do you like to people watch?” Alex asked.
Watching others wasn’t something Rose sought out. She was more likely to have her sketchpad out or her nose in a book.
“Sometimes,” she replied. “Tell me about your job.” She knew Alex worked for a home décor business but had no idea what that entailed.
“Think mobile curtains. Instead of people coming to the store, I go to them.”
“Sounds interesting.” Rose could only imagine the variety of homes Alex must get to see on her daily rounds. “Is it rewarding?”
“It can be. I love being able to transform a room through colour and texture, but my job can also be incredibly frustrating.”
“How so?” Rose sipped her coffee, savouring the cinnamon notes.
“Spending a day in someone’s home. Picking colours, measuring up, giving them a quote…only to have it declined.”
“Sounds a bit like where I work,” Rose said.
“Construction, didn’t you say?” Alex asked.
“Yes!” She’d briefly mentioned it during one of their texting marathons and was surprised Alex had remembered.
“Tell me more about that.”
“I do all the office work.”
“What does that entail?”
The first response that came to mind was the same as any other office job, but that wasn’t necessarily true. “We tender for jobs. Well, my boss does.”
“He or she?”
“He. Dick.”
Alex’s lips quirked. “I guess it’d be fair to say you don’t like him.”
“Correct, but that’s his name too.”
“Richard,” Alex said knowingly.
“Correct,” Rose said again.
“What’s so bad about him?”
“How long do you have?” Rose teased, even though she had no intention of continuing that line of conversation. Who wanted to spend a date listening to someone run down their boss? At the end of the day, he paid her well, and that money put food on her table and clothes on her back.
Alex shot her another disarming smile. “So, the tender goes out, then what?”
“Then the fun begins.” Rose meant that quite literally.
After ten years working for the same company, she’d gotten to know a number of the sub-contractors well and thrived on the friendly faces that came and went as they viewed the building plans and put their best offer forward.
Alex drummed her fingernails on the tabletop. “When it comes to finances, I don’t have much of a head for them.”
“We all have that thing we thrive on,” Rose said. For as long as she could remember, she’d had an uncanny ability to recall all sorts of numbers.
“I wouldn’t say I thrive on my job,” Alex said.
“Me either.” Rose laughed.
“What would be your ideal job?”
Faced with the question, Rose thought long and hard about that. She was so resigned to her lot, she’d come to believe it was futile to daydream about what-ifs.
“I’m not one hundred percent sure. What about you?”
Alex lifted one shoulder, bunching up her hair. “I don’t know. Be my own boss, for a start.” She looked thoughtful. “But then I’d have to hire someone to do the accounts, and how do you know who to trust with your fortune?”
Rose was torn between offering to be her hypothetical, trustworthy employee, and teasing Alex about having a fortune. Instead, she returned the question with one of her own. “What kind of business would you open?”
“A sex palace for women.”
She said it so straight-faced, Rose snorted coffee out her nose. Mortified, she slapped a hand over her mouth and dived for a serviette to wipe up the spray. “Sorry. I don’t know where that came from.”
“You surprise me.” Alex licked her lips. “I hadn’t pegged you as the bashful type.”
“I’m not.” She felt cornered and that was clear in her tone. Before speaking again, Rose softened her voice. “You just took me by surprise. I’m not one to judge.”
“Relax.” Alex squeezed Rose’s hand.
The brief touch sent an electrical current up her arm as surely as if someone had plugged her in and awoken her libido. Talk about taking insta-lust to a whole other level.
“Would you like to go for a walk, or do you have somewhere else to be?” Alex asked.
“Nowhere else to be.” She hoped that didn’t make her sound like a loser.
Outside, they weaved through pedestrians. It hadn’t got any warmer, but Rose felt like a toastie marshmallow inside—all soft and squishy.
“Anyone waiting for you at home?” Alex asked.
The question was far from subtle, but Rose replied right away. “Just Hedwig and Rocky.”
Alex moved aside for someone barrelling the other way. “You have an owl?”
Rose grinned. “Two budgies. Other than a blue ring around his neck, Hedwig is completely white.”
“And Rocky?”
The question surprised Rose. Most people didn’t ask about her birds. They probably didn’t think of them as pets. The same as rats, her mind mocked her.
“Rocky’s yellow and green.”
They continued walking in companionable silence. Rose had missed this, being with someone who made you feel so comfortable you didn’t have to make inane conversation.
Feeling immense gratitude towards Alex, she paused on the footpath. “Thank you for rescuing me that night.”
“It was my pleasure because here we are.”
The temptation to slide her hand into Alex’s made Rose’s fingers flex, but she refrained. Not everyone appreciated public displays of affection. Besides, she’d lived in Timaru all her life and it’d be just her luck she ran into someone she knew, then the gossip mill would start.
“Brothers or sisters?” Alex asked as they crossed the road and headed towards the Marine Parade. It was a popular spot for both locals and tourists. Rose had spent many an evening there, sketching the little blue penguins as they waddled to shore.
“Two brothers. Both in their early thirties.”
“And you are?”
“Older,” Rose teased.
Grinning, Alex bumped her hip.
It would’ve been easy to give in and say she was thirty-seven, then Rose could’ve turned the question around, but she didn’t care how old Alex was. At a guess, they were similar in age, and even if they weren’t, they had no issue communicating, so it didn’t matter.
What mattered was that Rose felt lighter than she had in months, optimistic too, and that was good enough for her.



CHAPTER 4

“SO, HOW’D THE DATE GO?”
Kate threw the question at Alex the second she stepped through the door. She’d been invited around for dinner, and it was plain to see Kate was anxious on her behalf.
“It went well.” To be honest, it’d gone better than expected, but she kept that to herself because she needed to knock that shit on the head right now.
“Hey, girl.” Aroha, Kate’s wife, waved from the kitchen.
She was an attractive woman with a narrow face, jet-black hair, and eyes as brown as her skin. Her sleeves were pulled up to her elbows, revealing a meaningful tattoo on her left forearm. The twists of the figure eight double knot represented the joining of two people, two cultures, for an eternity and was a favourite of the Māori symbols.
“Something smells good,” Alex said to Aroha.
“Pork belly, roast potatoes, cauliflower and cheese sauce.”
In a flash of colour, Amiri came racing into the kitchen, ballerina outfit flying around her. Tiddles, their orange cat, saw her coming and swiped at the ruffles.
“Alex!” Amiri leapt into her arms.
She twirled them in a circle, tiny hand in hers as if they were dance partners. “Don’t you look pretty?”
“Uh-huh. Look.” Amiri pointed to a gap in her teeth. “The Tooth Fairy’s coming tonight.”
“How exciting,” Alex said. “What will she bring you?”
“Five dollars.”
“Five dollars!” Alex looked at her with big eyes. “What will you do with that?”
She cupped her hands around Alex’s ear. “It’s a secret.”
“Okay,” Alex whispered back.
Hands on her hips, Aroha stared at her daughter. “What did I ask you to do?”
Instantly, Amiri’s lip dropped. “Get changed.”
“Meanie,” Alex said as Amiri left the room, head hanging low. She felt sorry for her but understood kids needed rules and boundaries.
“She would sleep in it if we let her,” Kate said. “And she’s supposed to be helping her māmā make the cheese sauce.”
“I don’t mind helping,” Alex said.
“Nope.” Aroha shooed them out of the kitchen. “Go talk.”
Amiri skipped back into the room, clothes askew but mission accomplished. She dragged a chair over to the bench, legs screeching across the linoleum floor, and climbed up to help.
Kate motioned for Alex to follow her into the living room.
Instead of sitting, Alex strolled over to the freestanding fireplace and soaked up the heat. Two months ago, she’d surprised her friends and paid to have one installed for them. They got by but didn’t have extra for luxuries, which unfortunately, heating was for many New Zealanders.
“You know we think of you every time we look at the fireplace.”
Dodging the mishmash of kids’ toys and cat toys, she crossed the room and sat in one of the lounge chairs.
“Not every time, I hope.” The way Kate was studying her, head tilted, made Alex wary. “What?”
“That’s the first time I’ve heard you make a wisecrack about sex since you sealed the vault on yours.”
Alex burst out laughing. “I have not sealed my crack.”
“Is it starting to flower again?”
“Shut up.” Alex tossed a cushion at her.
She loved Kate more than anything or anyone else in the world. As a teenager, she’d practically lived at Kate’s house. Her best friend’s mother had been more of a mother to Alex than her own.
“Come on. Tell me how it went before we have little ears to worry about.”
“Really well.” Alex pointed a finger in warning when Kate busted out in a huge grin. “She’s smart, business savvy, and would quit her job tomorrow if she could.”
“Wouldn’t we all?” Kate said. “Actually, scratch that. I don’t think you could pay Aroha enough to leave her position teaching tamariki.”
That was true. She’d been teaching children for as long as Alex had known her.
“So…” Kate practically did a drumroll. “When are you seeing her next?”
“Aren’t you guys away on Sunday?”
“Random,” Kate said. “But okay. Yes, we’re going to the mount. Weather permitting.”
“Sunday, then.” With any luck, Rose would be up for a brisk walk since Alex’s walking companion wouldn’t be around to make her accountable.



CHAPTER 5

JULY
THE DRIVE from home to the outskirts of Timaru was as uneventful as finding a park at Centennial Drive. Rose drove under the bluestone arch. Inside the gateway, she basked in the magnificent views of sunlight glimmering off Aoraki Mount Cook’s snow-covered peaks. The sky was clear blue, but it was a typically cold July day. In a couple of months, once spring arrived, it would start to warm up.
At the same time as Rose got out of the car, Alex pulled into the parking spot beside her on the passenger side. Trying to find the balance between being overly enthusiastic and too casual, Rose grabbed her water bottle and phone, locked the car, and pulled her jacket tighter around her.
“Good morning,” Alex said as she exited her car. She looked as gorgeous as ever wearing sneakers, leggings, and a black bomber jacket. Her hazel eyes sparkled, and sunlight made her chestnut locks gleam like copper.
“Hi,” Rose said warmly. “How’s your morning been?”
“Slow, but this always wakes me up.”
“This?” Rose said as she fell into step beside Alex.
“I normally go walking every Sunday with my best mate, but she and her wife are away skiing this weekend.”
The mere thought of being so close to all that snow made Rose shiver with cold. “Do you like skiing?” she asked.
“Hate it.” Alex glanced sideways at Rose. “You?”
“I’d rather run naked through town.”
Alex’s lips quirked. “Have you done that before? Run naked somewhere.”
“Only to the loo.”
That pulled a chuckle from Alex, and Rose revelled in it. It reminded her of the positive side of being in a relationship. Making each other laugh. Sharing quiet moments. Having someone to motivate you. It’d been a long time since she’d enjoyed an early morning walk.
“Did you do that as a kid?” Alex asked.
“No. Not with two brothers in the house.” Plus, she only slept naked when she had a partner, but to say as much might sound needy, so she kept that part to herself.
“Are your family close?”
“Very.” Rose dodged a pothole in the gravel path. “Well, as close as you can be with busy lives. My brothers have moved away and have families of their own now.”
“But you never have?”
“No to both.” They moved aside for a woman heading their way. “I love Timaru, and now that I’m closer to forty than thirty, being a parent has lost its appeal.” She hoped that wasn’t a dealbreaker, but she had to be honest. “Tell me about you.”
“The truth or an embellished story?”
“The truth.” Something in Alex’s expression told her this wasn’t going to be a happy story, and she wanted to give Alex her full attention. Up ahead, a park bench beckoned them. “Let’s sit.”
With both of them doing their best to avoid the odd spots of bird poop, they sat so close together their knees bumped. Like a child about to have their favourite toy ripped out of their hand, Rose soaked up the connection while she could.
“My family’s dysfunctional, at best,” Alex said. “Some would say a mess. Mum’s a heavy drinker. Dad left when we were young. I barely remember him.” She shook herself as if the memory hadn’t just caused her pain, but it was clear it had. “And my brother is currently incarcerated.” A troubled look darkened her gaze. “You don’t do drugs, do you?”
“Nothing harder than alcohol. I don’t like the feeling of being out of control.”
A warm smile crinkled the corner of Alex’s eyes. She stood, and they started walking again. “Would you like to come back to my place?”
“For?” Rose didn’t know what else to say.
She would love nothing more than to spend more time with Alex, but she wasn’t ready to jump into bed. The last woman she’d been in a relationship with, if you could call it that, put her off moving too fast.
“For a coffee. And if you’re lucky, I’ll make some waffles.”
“Maple syrup?” Rose asked.
“And blueberries.”
“Deal.”
Almost back at the car, Rose turned to Alex. “I’m sorry to hear about your family.” She’d had such a loving upbringing, it was hard to imagine how tough that was for Alex, so she didn’t pretend to. “If there’s anything I can do.”
“There just might be,” Alex said. With that cryptic comment between them, her key fob beeped and she was in her car before Rose could ask what that meant.
Unsure what she was in for, Rose followed Alex across town. Should she call someone to let them know where she was going? What if this was a trap? People went missing every day, never to be seen again. Possibly not as often in New Zealand as in other countries, but it happened.
Despite her reservations, Rose didn’t pull to a stop along the way, and she didn’t phone anyone to tell them where she was going either.

ALEX TURNED INTO A DRIVEWAY, and Rose pulled to a stop on the road. The house was cream brick with brown trim. Two bushes under the front windows were in full bloom. The flowers were pink, their centres yellow.
“You could’ve parked in the drive,” Alex said as Rose joined her on the path leading to the house.
“I’ll remember that next time.”
Inside, a vase of flowers stood atop a cabinet in the living room. The fragrance was subtle, like when a woman dabbed some perfume behind their ear and you got a hit when you nuzzled their neck. Reminding herself she wasn’t there for a hook-up, Rose took a detour from that train of thought.
“Please, make yourself at home.”
With permission to do so, Rose slipped out of her jacket and glanced around. Olive-green drapes complemented a beige lounge suite. A scenic portrait dominated one wall. The TV hung on another. A magazine and coaster sat on the glass coffee table.
There were no family photos to be seen. Nothing to indicate Alex had any, which fitted her story and was kind of sad.
“Coffee?”
“Please.” Rose wandered over to the kitchen and stared in awe at the coffee machine with all the bells and whistles. “Wow, that’s fancy.”
“Don’t get too excited.” Alex held up a packet of store-bought waffles.
“That’s fine,” Rose said. She hadn’t expected Alex to make them from scratch. In fact, she hadn’t expected to be fed at all.
“Can I help?”
“Sure. Maple syrup’s in the pantry, berries in the freezer, plates in there.”
Together, they made breakfast as though they’d done it a thousand times before. It all felt very domesticated. As they adjourned to the dining room table, plates and mugs in hand, Rose caught a glimpse of a cat in a silver picture frame.
“Yours?” she asked.
“Yes, that’s Maggie. She passed away last year.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Thank you.” Alex cut the corner off her waffle and ran it through the maple syrup. “She was a gift from my ex.”
An awkward silence fell, and Rose wasn’t sure how to break it. She wanted to ask what went wrong but didn’t like to pry. She sipped her coffee. Ate some more. Hummed along to the radio. Exhaled when Alex broke the silence.
“Over the past two years, I’ve done a lot of soul-searching. I’ve come to realise I don’t need a relationship to complete me, and I won’t fall into the trap of staying in a loveless marriage again.”
Rose squeezed her hand across the table. “It sounds like you’re in a good space.”
“I am.” Alex slipped her hand free. “A very good space, but there are some things you don’t know about me.”
They’d only just begun to get to know each other, so that made sense, and Rose would take whatever morsels Alex was willing to share. “I’m a good listener.”
“Can you be discreet?”
The question rankled, but if Alex was going to share something she didn’t want disclosed, Rose would give her the reassurance she needed. “Discretion is my middle name. My job calls for confidentiality. I see figures and tenders you wouldn’t believe. Some that have fallen through. The entire city never knew about a potential new development, and I’ve never uttered a word of it.”
“I’m sensing a scandal?” Alex pulled on Rose’s arm. “Tell me.”
“Nope.” She mimed zipping her lips.
As quick as it’d appeared, Alex’s smile vanished again. She held Rose’s gaze with such an intensity it made her anxious. Rather than fiddle, Rose clutched her hands in her lap.
“Have you ever signed a non-disclosure agreement?” Alex asked.
The answer to that was easy. “No.” But it didn’t make her less apprehensive. “Why?”
“Would you?”
“For you. Yes.”
“Be right back.”
Alone in the room, Rose prayed curiosity didn’t kill the cat.
A clock on the wall ticked, something Rose hadn’t noticed before. She pushed her foot back and forth, feeling the carpet through her socks. The heat pump whirred. The sweet scent of maple syrup tickled her nostrils.
Why were her senses suddenly so attuned? The soft pad of Alex’s footsteps preceded her back into the room.
“Here.” She slid a piece of paper under Rose’s nose.
The faint scent of ink clung to it as though it was fresh. Had she just scribbled it down now? Was it legally binding? Rose had never been presented with a non-disclosure agreement, so she had no idea.
“Two lines?” Rose asked.
“That’s all I need for now. Your assurance that what I’m about to tell you will go no further.”
Rose’s mind raced. She tapped the pen in time to the ticking clock. Like a time bomb detonating, a horrible thought jarred her body. “Have you done something illegal?”
“No.” Alex gave her a wry smile. “That’s a good question, though.”
She looked impressed, and that gave Rose a tiny thrill. Hoping she wasn’t committing to a secret that would keep her awake at night, Rose signed on the dotted line. She gave the piece of paper a shove, and it sailed across the table as though a gust of wind had picked it up and delivered it back to the sender.
Alex fiddled with the piece of paper, folding and unfolding the corner. “Two months ago, I bought a lottery ticket.”
That wasn’t unusual. Hundreds of New Zealanders did the same. Most of them weekly. Rose bought a lotto ticket once a month, but other than a few small wins, she’d never hit the jackpot.
“Wait a minute.” When the penny dropped, it was so loud, it rattled Rose’s brain. Not so long ago, some lucky person in Timaru won thirteen million and never came forward publicly.
“That was you. Who won,” Rose clarified.
“Correct.” Alex finally let go of the piece of paper. The NDA. “You’re one of less than a handful of people I’ve told.”
“Who else knows?” Rose asked, unable to fathom who you would and wouldn’t trust with that information. No doubt, it would bring all sorts of people out of the woodwork, looking for a handout.
“My best friend and her wife.” Alex looked thoughtful. “And the bank.”
“I don’t understand what this has to do with me.” Out of nowhere, the truth of the matter slammed into Rose. “Oh my God. You’re worried I’ll take your money.” If this woman thought she was a money grabber, she was sorely mistaken. “That has to be one of the most offensive things anyone has ever said to me.”
Alex’s amused smile made Rose want to flee and scream all at once. “Do you think this is funny?”
“Quite the contrary. I want you to enjoy my winnings with me.”
“What the…” Rose’s brain stalled. “Why would you do that?”
“It’s complicated.”
“I’m listening.”
“Oh, so you’re happy to take my money now?” Alex teased, but Rose wasn’t laughing. She cleared her throat and continued. “I’d like us to be business partners.”
Her brain kicked back to life, taking her back to their hypothetical conversation about what you would do if you won the lottery. Only, it wasn’t so hypothetical after all, was it?
“At a sex palace?”
“That was said as a joke. Kind of.” Alex pushed back from the table and grabbed her car keys. “I’d like to show you something.”
After a brief internal battle that was more for show than anything, Rose followed. “Just as well I didn’t park in the driveway.”
“I like your sharp wit.”
Fifteen minutes later, Alex came to a stop outside a gated property with a FOR SALE sign plastered across a locked, wrought iron gate. With the bars bisecting her vision, Rose stared at the three-storey hotel that had gone bust a year ago. The grounds were overgrown, and the building looked like it could do with a lick of paint, but otherwise, it was sound.
“When I was with Steph,” Alex said, “we used to talk about what we’d do if we won the lottery. She said, ‘buy a fancy house, get a new wardrobe, travel the world,’ basically throw it around, but my dream has always been to own a hotel.”
“And here you are. In the perfect position to do that.” Rose folded her arms tightly. She felt inexplicably vulnerable and defensive. “I don’t see what that has to do with me.”
Looking like she wanted to thump her head on the steering wheel, Alex gripped it tighter. “None of this is going how I anticipated.”
She glanced in the rear-view mirror as if expecting some gangster to pull up behind them. Although that was Rose’s imagination, a chill climbed up her neck. She whipped her head around, relieved no one was there. On their right, the ocean churned like Rose’s guts.
“As I’ve mentioned before, my family’s dysfunctional.”
Recalling that information, Rose offered Alex a sympathetic smile.
“My relationship with my ex was as well…” Alex paused as though anticipating a response.
“Ah, so I have the wicked ex to worry about.” Rose was only half-joking. It’d been known to happen.
“I hope not,” Alex said. “She’s currently living in Temuka with a woman she met last year.” She stared into the distance for a moment, gazing out the windscreen. “If my family or my ex-wife get word I’ve come into money⁠—”
“Thirteen million,” Rose interjected, unable to fathom having that kind of money. Something else made sense now too. “You’re afraid if you go into business, it will be obvious you were the winner.”
“You’re smart, and that’s why I need you on board.”
Alex laid out her plan, eyes sparkling as though she had it all figured out, but by the time she’d finished, a myriad of emotions were running through Rose. None of them good.
The heavens opened, pelting the car like gunshots. Rose raised her voice to be heard over the din. “So, I was nothing more than a pawn in your game? You asked me out, made me think you liked me, all as a ruse to execute your plan.”
Alex winced. “It wasn’t like that.”
“What was it like?”
“I saw a good business opportunity and went after it.” Alex dragged a hand through her hair, chestnut locks flowing over her fingers. “Sorry. That sounded bad, didn’t it?”
“What?” Rose acted dumb. “Surely, you don’t think being referred to as a business transaction could be hurtful.”
Jaw set, Alex put the car in gear and flicked the wipers on. “Look, I know I’m making a mess of this, but I never set out to hurt you. I do like you. You’re totally the kind of woman I would date, but if we’re going to be business partners, it wouldn’t be wise to get involved romantically.”
Mixing business with pleasure was never a good idea, Rose got that, but it didn’t lessen the blow. She felt used, and it’d been a long time since she’d allowed anyone to take advantage of her.
The drive back across town was as awkward as a cow skating on ice, but Rose refused to be the one to thaw things out.
As soon as Alex pulled into the driveway, Rose leapt out of the warmth into the rain. “Catch you around.”
“Wait.” Alex was out of the car just as fast. “Will you please come inside, so we can talk about this like adults?”
“Not right now, no.” Seething, Rose stared at Alex through rain-splattered glasses. “You know, if you’d been honest from the start, I probably would’ve jumped at the chance.”
“I hurt you, and I’m sorry. That wasn’t⁠—”
“Save it.”



CHAPTER 6

FURIOUS, Rose sped across town. She needed to vent, and Tracy was a great listener. Parked outside, Rose sent a text, both out of courtesy and self-preservation.
Years ago, as a teenager, she’d walked in on her folks going at it like dogs in the living room, mother bent over the couch. Twenty years later, the memory still haunted her, and announcing her arrival had become second nature.
A minute later, Tracy appeared on the doorstep, wearing a robe. “Get in here!”
Braving the weather, Rose sprinted up the driveway, jumped a puddle like a hurdle runner, and hugged Tracy on her way inside. Her hair was mussed, and the familiar scent of alcohol clung to her. She wasn’t a huge drinker, but it seemed to come with the territory of being a barmaid.
Tracy grabbed two mugs off a tree, robe parting to reveal boxers and a tee. “Coffee?”
“Please.” Rose grabbed the corner of her sweatshirt and rubbed the spots of rain off her glasses. If her optometrist could see her, she’d have a fit.
The jug clicked off, and Tracy poured hot water into their coffees. “You look troubled.” She handed Rose a mug. “What’s up? Did Rat Lady call again?”
“No.” Rose laughed. “And her name’s Diana.”
“Royal name for a royal arse.”
“Hey, play nice.” Although it was at someone else’s expense, Rose was smiling, and it was exactly what she needed.
“So, tell me…” Tracy motioned for Rose to follow her into the living room. “What brings you here smelling like maple syrup and looking as sour as a lemon?”
“You know the woman I told you about who asked me out on a date?”
“Your saviour? The one with the come-fuck-me eyes and legs that go on forever?”
That was more creative than how Rose had described Alex to Tracy, but she wasn’t far wrong either. “You forgot calculating.”
“Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good.” Tracy dashed back to the kitchen.
A few seconds later, she returned, holding a bottle of Baileys Irish Cream. At Rose’s nod, she poured a hefty swig into each of their coffees. It was five o’clock somewhere, so why not? It wasn’t as if she did it every day, and it felt like a self-indulgent day.
“What happened?” Tracy sat, bottle of Baileys leaning against the chair leg.
“Where should I start?”
“The beginning.”
“Did you get laid last night?” Rose asked, curiosity and amusement lacing her voice.
Tracy glanced up the hallway. “Yep.”
“Shit. I’m so sorry.” Rose put her mug on the coffee table and stood. Just because she was having a shitty morning didn’t mean she had to ruin her mate’s sex life. “This can wait.”
Laughing, Tracy tossed a pillow at her. “You’re so gullible. I did see Miranda, though. Priscilla asked about you too.”
Rose groaned. “Don’t make my day any worse.”
Miranda and Priscilla were always together, and although Tracy still hooked up with Miranda on the odd occasion, Rose had called it quits with Priscilla months before she dipped her toes back in the dating pool. And look how that turned out.
“Sorry to derail the conversation,” Tracy said. “Please, go on.”
“The dates I went on with Alex weren’t dates at all. She was feeling me out.”
“Just fucking, huh?” Tracy said, making Rose laugh despite her shitty mood.
“She did proposition me, but not like that. She wants us to go into business together.” Rose wasn’t sure if part of the NDA meant not mentioning she’d signed one, so she kept that part to herself. If nothing else, she prided herself on being a woman of her word.
“Wow. I didn’t see that coming.” Tracy leaned forward in her seat. “Doing what?”
“Running a hotel.”
“And?”
“And I turned her down.”
“Why? Wouldn’t that be kind of cool?”
The prospect of running a swanky establishment invigorated Rose as much as thoughts of telling her boss to shove his job, but neither of those things changed the facts. Going into business with someone would involve copious amounts of trust, surely.
“She duped me. How do I know I can trust her?”
“Don’t get angry…” Tracy paused, eyes imploring. “But I have to ask.”
Outside, the clouds had parted, and a ray of sunshine streaked across the living room floor. Hoping that was a good sign, Rose nodded for her friend to continue.
“Did she specifically ask you out on a date? If she did, then I’m with you. That’s a shitty thing to do.”
Instinctively, Rose wanted to say ‘yes’ because that’s what it’d felt like. But as she thought back to their texting marathons, one message hit her with clarity. Would you like to go out for a drink?
Friends and acquaintances did that all the time. Reluctantly, Rose conceded Tracy was on to something.
“Not in so many words.”
“Has she made a move? Felt your titties?”
“No.” Rose laughed.
“Boo. But seriously, maybe it’s worth thinking about.”
She was right.
The job offer was appealing. Even so, although taking risks could be a good thing, she liked to take calculated risks. Which brought her back to the thirteen million dollars. She was dying to lay all that out to Tracy, but she was sworn to secrecy.
“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” Tracy gathered their empty coffee cups.
“I am. But there’s a lot to discuss first.”
“Good. I’d hate to see you going from working for a dick to working for a vagina.” She made squelching noises. “Sucked into her slick, pulsing channel, never to be seen again.”
Feeling a whole lot better than when she’d arrived, Rose pushed off the sofa and hugged her friend. “Thanks for the ear.”



CHAPTER 7

ON HER WAY home from work, Alex stopped at the supermarket and grabbed a rotisserie chicken and a bottle of Merlot. She could’ve easily splurged on a fifty-dollar bottle of wine instead of spending ten, but the fact she was a millionaire was taking a while to sink in.
After years of scraping to get by and doing her best to ensure she had money for a rainy day, she doubted she’d ever be able to throw money around. Besides, every motel and hotel had an off-season, so she would still have to be business savvy.
Intent on listing everything she would need to get the hotel up and running, Alex grabbed her iPad and opened a new document. She got as far as writing ‘Rose’ and stalled. Hit with a pang of despair, she fell down the well of Instagram and cute cats. Far from productive, but a great pick-me-up.
Alex’s phone chirped, announcing the arrival of a text message. She prayed it was from Rose, but her heart told her that was wishful thinking.
Kate: How was your day?
Alex: Good. I resigned.
She picked up her glass of wine and moved into the living room. It’d been another cold day, and she needed to thaw out. Before putting her feet up, she turned on the heat pump. It exhaled a puff of dust and air—a nasty reminder it was overdue for a service.
Her phone rang, and she answered Kate’s call. “Hello?”
“About time you tossed in your job,” Kate said, and Alex couldn’t disagree.
She could’ve resigned the day it was confirmed she was the lucky winner, but she’d held off, afraid it would put her under the spotlight.
“I take it that means everything went well with the proposition.” Kate rolled the last word as though the offer Alex had pitched to Rose was scandalous.
“No, it didn’t. She hates me.” Alex’s tone was as dejected as she felt.
“Oh, no. Do you want to come over and brainstorm?”
While she appreciated Kate’s offer, it wasn’t necessary. It was time Alex picked herself up and stopped letting her family hold her back. If only she could be as self-absorbed as her mother, it would be so much easier.
No matter how often she told herself she didn’t give a shit what her family thought of her, a part of her did. There’d been a time, long ago, when they’d been close. Before alcohol and drugs tore them apart.
“Thanks, but I’ve decided I’m going to go for it and deal with whatever comes my way.” The words came easily, but her stomach twisted.
“I’m proud of you, girl. So, what happened with Rose? Did your charms fail you?”
Regret sat heavily on Alex’s chest. “She felt used.”
“Ouch, and you didn’t even fuck her.”
“Language.” Aroha’s voice came from somewhere behind Kate.
“Oops.” Kate lowered her voice. “Or did you?”
“No!”
“Well, if you’re not going to be business partners, you might as well.”
“Goodnight.” Smiling, Alex ended the call and dished up dinner.
Seated at the dining room table, she opened her iPad, crossed Rose’s name off the top of her ‘needs’ list, and started again.
Building consent. Did she need one for alterations? Rose would know. Fuck, this was hopeless. Not one to be beaten so easily, she put a question mark beside building consent and continued.
A short time later, her phone dinged.
She glanced at the screen, equally surprised and elated to see Rose’s name. What did she want? Was she going to ride in and rescue Alex, the same as Alex had done for her at the pub? Was it fair to expect payback? Should she get her head out from up her arse and read the message? Yeah, that was probably best.
Rose: I’d like to discuss your offer. Let me know a good time to call.
Without hesitation, Alex sent a reply.
Alex: Now’s fine.
A second later, her phone rang, sending a spike of adrenaline through her. “Hello?”
“Hi. Firstly, I’m sorry I overreacted the other day.”
“There’s no need to⁠—”
“You just took me by surprise,” Rose barrelled right over the top of Alex. “Thinking back, you never said anything about dating, so I apologise for acting like a toddler.”
“But I did hurt you, and I’m sorry for that.” Alex poured all the sincerity she could into those words.
“Great. Let’s put that to bed.” Rose snorted. “Sorry. Poor word choice.”
She was adorable. “Would you like to come over so we can go over my plan and you can ask any questions you may have?”
“Sure. When suits?”
Alex looked at the time. It was only seven-thirty. Even if it was later, she wouldn’t have cared.
“Now’s good for me.”
Less than fifteen minutes later, Rose was standing on her doorstep. She wore blue jeans and a cable-knit jersey. The porchlight gleamed off the streaks of red in her auburn hair. Her brown eyes twinkled, and a lopsided smile completed an attractive package. Under any other circumstances, Alex would’ve swept her into a hug.
Giving herself a mental reminder Rose was off-limits, Alex stepped aside and welcomed her inside. “Tea or coffee?”
“Tea would be good. Herbal if you have it.”
“It just so happens I do.” Alex lined up three flavours.
“What’s in that?” Rose pointed to the Royal Chai.
“Cinnamon, cardamom, ginger, fennel, cloves, and orange.” Alex opened the box and inhaled the heady combination.
“Sold.”



CHAPTER 8

SEATED IN THE LIVING ROOM, cup of tea warming her hands, Rose glanced around. The drapes were still forest-green, the lounge suite beige, and although she’d been here before, it felt different.
For one, she knew this wasn’t a date. Secondly, she wasn’t entirely sure why she wanted to be there. A part of her told her to walk away. Another told her this was a golden opportunity.
“Do you need me to sign anything?” Rose asked. The NDA had been brief, and she wanted Alex to know she could keep a confidence.
“No. If I didn’t think you were trustworthy, we wouldn’t be sitting here now.”
“What makes you think I am?” Rose sipped her tea, savouring the aftertaste of cinnamon that lingered on her tongue.
“Are you?”
“Yes.” Rose laughed, feeling like an idiot for throwing out the question. “Tell me again how you see this working.”
“Before reopening, I plan on gutting and renovating the hotel. I want theme rooms and would love your input.”
“What kind of themes?” Rose asked. They’d touched on that, but she wanted to hear it again. She’d been too incensed to fully appreciate Alex’s plan the first time she laid it out.
“Adult themes. I’d like to make the hotel exclusively for women, but I’m not sure how viable that will be yet. Timaru’s not that big.”
“Maybe not.” Rose set her teacup down on the glass coffee table. “But wouldn’t the hope be to have women coming from all over the country?”
They exchanged a grin, and Rose revelled in the warm feeling that spread in her chest. It certainly wouldn’t be any hardship being in Alex’s company. “What days would I get off?”
“What day do you like to get off? Ugh.” Alex hid her face behind her hands. “That sounded wrong.
“It’s fine,” Rose assured her. “If we’re going to run a hotel where we bring guests fantasies to life, there are going to be innuendos.”
“True.” Alex nodded. “I just don’t want to mislead you.”
“You won’t. I get it, okay?”
Another nod. “I figured we’ll do a roster. We’ll need to hire staff.”
Alex pointed to a list on her iPad.
Cleaning staff
Marketing
Laundry
Office Manager
Maintenance
Chef?
“Why the question mark after chef?” Rose asked.
“I haven’t decided whether or not to offer room service or cooked breakfasts.”
Rose was yet to agree to anything, yet she already felt the excitement of being part of a growing business. “I think it’d be a good option and potentially generate more income.” Which brought her to another question. “How much will you charge for a night?”
“I’m working on that too.” Alex tossed her iPad aside. “I don’t want to be one of those people who wins the lottery only to end up broke.” She glanced sideways, her expression pensive. “Who knew becoming a millionaire could be such a burden?”
Unable to answer that, Rose shot her a cheeky grin. “I’m happy to relieve you of that burden.”
“Agreeing to my proposal would be a huge step in that direction.”
Flicking back to when Alex first made the offer, Rose mulled it over. “So, as far as my friends will be aware, you’ve employed me to help revamp the hotel.” Her background in the construction industry would help float that idea.
“Correct.”
“And if your family come sniffing around, I’m the money behind the new and improved hotel, and you’re the hired help.” It wasn’t in Rose’s nature to deceive people, but from the little she knew about Alex’s family, she would make an exception.
Alex looked at her like a lifeline. “I know it’s big of me to ask, but it’s the only way I can think of to make this work without being constantly hounded by them for handouts.”
“Have you considered giving them any of your winnings?”
“Yes.” Alex tipped her head back and blew out a breath. “Despite everything, I’d love to buy a new house for my mum, but it wouldn’t end there. No matter how much I gave her, it would never be enough.” Alex eyes clouded over with pain and resignation. “If you think I’m an arsehole, I get it.”
“I don’t,” Rose said with conviction.
Having come from such a loving home herself, it was hard to imagine having to hide anything from her family, including thirteen million. But her situation was totally different. She hadn’t had to practically raise her siblings while her mother was out getting wasted.
“Thank you,” Alex said. “That means a lot.” She picked up her iPad and joined Rose on the sofa, bringing with her the sweet scent of herbal tea. “The hotel is going to take a good chunk of the money. It’s structurally sound, but the décor is dated. I want bathrooms to die for…and sexy theme rooms.”
“Like what?” Rose asked. A few ideas had run through her mind, but she didn’t want to monopolise someone else’s dream.
The sparkle returned to Alex’s eyes. “A pirate room for one.”
Without thought, Rose saluted. “Ahoy, you sexy wench.” She drew her eyebrows together in thought. “Do pirates salute?”
“The thing is, this will be our clients’ fantasy, so pirates can do whatever they want.” Alex opened a new tab in the browser and typed in pirate role-play.
“Holy shit.” Rose’s gaze zeroed in on a pirate costume that was basically a long coat with buttons, a built-in corset with zipper closures, matching booty shorts, a pirate’s hat, and a toy sword. The woman also wore thigh-high boots, but Rose doubted they came with the costume.
“Since when have pirates been so hot?” She loved the idea, but one thing eluded her. “How would that work?”
“By bringing the sea to the bedroom.” At Rose’s sceptical look, Alex continued. “Not literally. We could have port holes affixed to the walls and cover them with an ocean scene laminate.”
Loving the way she said ‘we’, Rose got on board. “Do you have a pencil and paper?”
“I have the twenty-first-century equivalent.” Alex slid the iPad into Rose’s lap.
“Fine, keep going.”
While Alex continued to describe her vision, Rose sketched. By the time she’d finished, they were staring at a room with a huge bed covered in a plush, red bedspread. A treasure chest sat at the end, and a rope ladder hung down one wall. In the corner, a stool sat in front of a dressing table with a gilded mirror, a sword mounted above it.
“What’s in the treasure chest?” Rose asked.
“I figured that’ll be up to the customer.”
Alex wiggled on the sofa, her leg brushing Rose’s. The accidental touch sent a spark of desire through her that she quickly snuffed out. If she was going to do this on Alex’s terms, she needed to quash any thoughts of them becoming romantically involved.
Why set herself up for disappointment a second time?
“They can request what they want when they make their booking,” Alex continued, seemingly unaware they were connected at the thigh. “For obvious reasons, any toys they request they get to take home as souvenirs. Any left behind will be thrown out, never to be used twice.”
“Seems wasteful,” Rose mused out loud.
“Would you check into a motel and use unpackaged toys left in the room?”
“Of course.”
That was utter bullshit, but totally worth it to see the stunned look on Alex’s face. Last year, she’d had a huge row with the woman she’d been dating, Priscilla, when Rose suggested she put a condom on the double-ended dildo before they used it.
“I was kidding.”
“Okay.” Alex reclaimed her iPad and studied the scene Rose had created. “Where’d you learn to draw?”
“I don’t know.” Rose shrugged. “I just picked up a pencil one day and away I went.”
“You’re very good.” Alex pinned her gaze on Rose, her expression serious. “I could really do with you in my corner. I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry for that. But if you come on this crazy ride with me, I promise to be honest with you from here on out.”
“And if I don’t?” Rose asked out of curiosity more than anything else.
“That’s your choice, and I’ll respect that.” She gave Rose a small smile. “I guess I’ll have to look for someone else.”
The words made Rose queasy. She didn’t want to think about being replaced, which was a crazy way of thinking because she hadn’t agreed to anything yet. But she was more than ready to dive in.
“Yes! I’ll do it.”
Hope and disbelief shimmered in Alex’s eyes. “Really?”
“Yes. Really.”
“Oh my God.” She flung her arms around Rose’s neck and held tight. “Thank you.”
Caught up in the moment, Rose returned the hug. She nuzzled Alex’s neck, breathing her in. Before she could do something silly like nibble on her ear, Rose broke the embrace.
They sat there, beaming at each other.
“Welcome aboard, partner.” Alex held out a hand.
Feeling euphoric, Rose sealed the deal with a firm shake.



CHAPTER 9

AUGUST
THE NEXT MONTH flew by in a flurry of legal documents and a massive career change for Alex. With the keys to the hotel finally in her hot little hand, perhaps reality was finally about to sink in.
This would be the first time she’d been inside since the paperwork had been finalised, and she wanted Rose to experience it with her. On paper, they were business partners. The only thing that differed between their arrangement and other partnerships was Rose didn’t have a financial investment in the hotel.
A lot of work needed to be done before they were ready to open, but the structure was sound, and Alex couldn’t have secured a better location. From the top floor, guests would have a scenic view of Caroline Bay and the Pacific Ocean.
Taking a fortifying breath, Alex turned to Rose. “Ready?”
“More than!”
The door creaked its welcome as Alex pushed it open, bathing the entrance in daylight and letting out a puff of dust that made her sneeze. Although she’d had a quick tour before making an offer, seeing the neglect through someone else’s eyes made her cringe inwardly.
Rose fingered the lampshade on the counter. The fabric was a colourful array of red, brown, and orange swirls. Yellow-and-white-striped wallpaper clashed dreadfully with the threadbare, burnt-orange carpet.
“Wow, can we say retro?”
“I’m not sure I’d even call it that.” Alex strode towards the staircase. “Ready for a tour?”
“I can hardly wait.” Despite the sarcasm in her tone, Rose practically skipped up the stairs.
Feeling reinvigorated, Alex quickly followed, her sneakers squeaking on the wooden steps. Soon, they would be gone, hidden beneath underlay and carpet. She could have them polished, but something about carpet always felt warmer to Alex, and she wanted the foyer to be as warm and welcoming as possible.
Guests who were shy about their identity would have the option of a keyless entry. If Alex could make it work, they would be issued a code that allowed them to enter via a back entrance so they could bypass reception and go directly to their room.
That wasn’t to say they would go completely unnoticed, but surely, anyone who chose to stay with them would realise all guests were there for the same reason. One of Alex’s goals was to empower their guests, to see like-minded women mingling at the bar and talking about whatever. Their day or why they were there—an anniversary, to get away from the kids, or to simply indulge—but not to have to hang their heads in shame.
At the top of the landing, Alex looked left and right. She spotted the heel of Rose’s foot just before she disappeared around the bend at the end of the corridor. The hotel was shaped like a U with stairs and lifts at the end of each wing.
In the far room, Alex eyed the beige wallpaper and stained carpet with distaste. The smell of damp and neglect permeated the air. Thankfully, the builders report hadn’t revealed any leaks, so she was confident the smell was just from being shut up for so long.
With her bag over her shoulder, Rose sank onto the end of the bed.
Alex sized up the hideous floral bedspread. “Are you sure you should be sitting on that?”
“I wouldn’t if I was naked,” Rose said. “And that won’t do because that’s not how we want our guests to feel.”
The way she said ‘our guests’ stirred something inside Alex that she didn’t want to examine too closely right then.
“Right.” Rose positioned her sketchpad on her lap. “Tell me your vision for this room. I’ll act like an architect and redesign it on paper.”
Once again, Alex was grateful someone had put the right woman for this venture in her path. Not only was Rose attractive, smart, and witty, she was also accounts savvy and could draw.
“Since this is one of the bigger rooms,” Alex said, “I was thinking…” What was she thinking? Her mind had gone blank, replaced by another idea. “Actually, why don’t you do the honours and decide the theme for this room?”
“Oh, yes please! Let me see.” Rose tapped her lip with the pencil. Her face lit up and the pencil flew back and forth over the paper.
Transfixed, Alex stared at the sketchpad as the unmistakable image of a nun came to life, followed by an altar and someone on their knees.
Rose glanced at Alex, self-satisfaction lighting up her eyes. “We can call this the Rosary Room and have rosary beads as decorations.”
“I love it!” Alex exclaimed.
A twisted part of her acknowledged there was something appealing about corrupting an institution deemed sacred with the profanity of sex. It would be a fun way to punish a submissive partner for their transgressions as well. If their guests felt so inclined, they could recreate their days of being marched off to Sunday school.
Alex had her own experience with that. Her mother was the least religious person she knew, but it’d been the perfect excuse for her to get her kids out of her hair while she slept off yet another hangover.
“Will we provide the costumes?” Rose asked.
“I haven’t thought that far ahead.” Alex opened a window, shivering when a cool breeze wrapped around her. She should close it again, but the scent of rain in the air was far more pleasant than the musty smell in the room. She perched her bum on the windowsill. “What do you think?”
“I think they could be trim like you or curvy like me,” Rose said. “So, unless we want to ask everyone their size, it might be best if they take care of that themselves.”
“What if we went for one-size-fits-all?”
Looking at her as though she was insane, Rose peered at Alex over the top of her glasses. “You do realise how ridiculous that size is, right? One size might fit all, but it’d be like wearing a sack for one person and having to stuff yourself into it for another.”
“Good point.” To be fair, Alex had been thinking along the lines of a nun’s habit cinched with a belt that would be more forgiving of someone’s size, but skin-tight outfits made of latex definitely weren’t one-size-fits-all.
“What if we give them the option?” Rose asked.
“I like it.”
In the next room, Rose took in the limited space. “What’s your idea for in here? It’s a piss-poor size if the guests want to stay the night, but I suppose it would work for a daytime reservation.”
She wasn’t wrong about the size, but Alex had a plan. She tapped the wall to the next room. “I intend to have this knocked down.”
“How many rooms are there?”
“Fifty in total.”
Rose wrote the number in the dust on the scarred, bedside table. “How many single rooms?”
“Twenty.”
She wrote that underneath. “How many of those do you intend to make into doubles?”
“All of them.”
She crossed out the twenty and wrote ten. “So, we’ll end up with forty rooms in total.”
Amused, Alex eyed her quizzically. “Should I be worried?”
“I don’t think so. Why?”
“My office manager had to draw numbers in the dust to figure that out.”
“I was bored.” She shot Alex a playful grin. “Now, if you’re quite finished insulting my accounting skills, tell me your vision for this room.”
Alex perched on the end of the bed. She didn’t have a specific plan for each room, but she had plenty of ideas. “This one might be good for a hospital theme.”
Rose closed her eyes. “Oh, yes. I’m seeing it. Needles. Blood. The stench of bleach.” She popped them open again. “How am I doing?”
Although she was making fun of Alex’s suggestion, she was too delightful to take it personally.
“Think private hospital. Sexy nurse. Skirt around her ears. Naughty patient being restrained while the nurse administers some oral medicine.”
“Sounds like you’ve been there.”
Their eyes locked, and something unseen passed between them. A spark of desire? Rather than dissect it, Alex stared at Rose’s sketchpad as she brought yet another picture to life: an examination table, X-rays on the wall, stethoscope, and stick figures of two women clearly indulging in oral sex.
With Rose’s words still on her mind, Alex tossed them back at her. “Looks like you’ve been there before.”
“That would be telling.” Rose tapped her nose and stood.

“WILL THAT BE ALL FOR TODAY?” Rose asked as they descended the staircase.
Apprehension swirled in Alex’s stomach. “Actually, there’s something else I need to talk to you about.”
She stopped by the reception desk and gave the god-awful lamp a flick for good measure.
Apprehension flashed in Rose’s eyes. “I’m listening.”
There was no way Alex was doing this standing in a lobby, even if they were the only two people there. “Follow me.”
She headed down a short, dark passage and entered the alarm code to another universe—the living quarters. The smell in here was as musty as the rest of the complex, but the house was magnificent. At least, it would be once the old furnishings were ripped out and replaced.
The kitchen was surprisingly modern with plenty of cupboard space. Off the main living area were three bedrooms, one with an ensuite. A large bay window overlooked unkempt grounds that would soon be transformed into manicured lawns with colourful flower beds and a huge fountain as a centrepiece.
“Family-sized suite?” Rose asked, confusion evident in her tone. “I can’t see anyone bringing their kids along for the experience.”
“The proprietor’s quarters.”
Understanding dawned, sparing Alex from explaining what a proprietor was—the legal owner of a business.
Rose looked around, taking in the gold embossed wallpaper and the polished-wood floor with cowhide rugs scattered across it.
“So, this is where you’ll be living?”
“I’d like…” Uncertainty made Alex hesitate. In her head, this had seemed like a good idea, but Rose might not agree, and the last thing Alex wanted to do was offend her again. Regardless, she couldn’t keep putting it off. “I’d like you to consider living here too.”
Rose stabbed herself in the chest, eyes as round as her glasses. “Me?”
“Yes.” Alex led the way to the master bedroom. “You’re welcome to this room, and you won’t have to pay rent. Consider it a perk of the job.”
“Why? For all you know, I could be a pain in the arse to live with.” She narrowed her eyes, scrutinising Alex. “So could you.”
That was fair. Her playful manner also loosened the knot in Alex’s stomach. “We’ll need someone here at all times to cover reception and any late-night requests. We’ll probably be like ships in the night.”
“Lucky we’re not in a relationship, then.” Rose’s grin was followed by a blush. “And if I agree, I will pay rent.”
“No!” Alex wouldn’t hear of it, not when Rose would be doing her a favour. With her living there, should Alex’s family ever show up, it would help sell the story Rose was the money behind the business.
“If I don’t pay rent, it could be considered as an employee benefit, and we’ll have to pay fringe benefit tax on that.”
“Oh.” That was the last thing that’d crossed Alex’s mind. It cemented once again how much she needed Rose on board, and that was no longer just to hide her earnings. Rose was the biggest asset she had. More valuable than the money in her bank. “So, is that a yes?”
“That’s a maybe.” Rose hiked her shoulder bag up her arm. “Now, will that be all for today?”
The thought of parting ways made Alex feel empty, but she had no real reason to keep her, so she nodded instead.



CHAPTER 10

ROSE’S MIND raced as fast as her car. How the hell she’d managed to remain calm in the face of Alex was a mystery. Move into the hotel. Live with Alex. How would that look? Her bank balance would look better, that was for sure, but living in such close proximity to someone she was insanely attracted to would be a new kind of torture.
Too wired to go home, she headed for Tracy’s, only to find her flat shut up tighter than a camel’s arsehole in a sandstorm.
Ah, of course. She was at a tangi—a Māori ceremony for mourning someone who died. Tracy’s uncle had been killed in a farming accident last week, and Rose felt terrible for forgetting his funeral was today.
She turned her car in the direction of the only other person she trusted with her secrets—her mother. A pang of sadness hit her on Alex’s behalf. Rose’s parents were generous, loving, and supportive, and she couldn’t imagine life any other way.
Intent on never catching her parents making out again, Rose unlocked her phone.
Rose: Are you busy?
Outside, it was an overcast, cold August day. With any luck, come September—spring—things would start to warm up, but with the seasons being so erratic, she wasn’t holding her breath.
Mum: No. Why? Are you checking up on your mother?
Rose: I’m out the front. See you soon.
Mum: Let me put my pants on. A line of laughing emojis followed.
Smiling despite the cold, she dashed from her car to the house.
The door opened and Benji, her parents’ Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, barrelled out to greet her. He was a handsome boy, with black and white fur and tan spots on his cheeks, ears, and eyebrows.
Troubles forgotten, Rose squatted and showered him with affection. Tail wagging frantically, he put his paws on her knees and licked her cheek.
“Nice to see I’m still second best,” her mum quipped.
“Always.” Rose hugged her mum next and followed her into the kitchen. “Where’s Dad?”
“Helping Neville replace some floorboards in the woolshed. He shouldn’t be long, though. It’s date night for us.”
“Oh, nice.” Rose sat at the breakfast bar. “Where are you going?”
“Right there.” Her mother pointed to the sheepskin rug in front of the fireplace.
Rose didn’t doubt that for a second. She also didn’t want any more details.
Ladle in hand, her mum lifted the lid on the crockpot. Before long, the tantalising aromas of citrus and spice infused the kitchen.
“Mulled wine?” Rose asked.
“Cider.” She put a cup in front of Rose.
“Thanks.” Rose lifted it to her lips and blew. Once the steam cleared from her glasses and she was sure she wouldn’t burn her lips off, she took a sip. The citrus notes slid down her throat like silk and warmed her all the way to her toes.
Perhaps they could offer it at the hotel? They were yet to fully discuss the logistics of opening a bar, but Rose put it on her mental list of things to discuss with Alex.
“I’ve been offered a new job.”
“Oh, honey, that’s wonderful!”
She’d bitched so often about her boss being a dick and feeling underappreciated, her mum’s response came as no surprise. Drinks in hand, they got comfy in the lounge.
Her mum patted her lap, and Benji jumped up. “Doing what?”
“Remember the hotel overlooking Caroline Bay?” Most Timaru residents were familiar with the hotel due to its prime location.
“The one that closed last year?”
“Yep.” Rose kept her tone casual. “I stumbled across the new owner, and she offered me a job doing the accounts and some reception work.”
Questions swam in her mother’s eyes. “Stumbled? Like you were walking down the street and fell into her?”
“At the pub, actually. She rescued me from a bad date.” With the rat literally out of the bag, she regaled her mother with the story of her failed date.
“Rats.” Her mother chuckled. “You sure know how to pick them, but it can’t have all been bad, so how about you tell me the rest.”
She gave her mum a brief rundown, from her first drink with Alex to the job offer and lastly their vision for the hotel.
“Is she sexy?”
“Mum!”
“She is, isn’t she?”
“Fine.” Rose relented. “She’s gorgeous, but it’s not like that.”
“We’ll see.” Her mother continued before Rose could interject, “Who’s paying for the renovations?”
“Alex, my boss. She’s the business owner.” While she had the floor, Rose hit her mother with the grand finale. “She wants me to live on the premises.”
Her mother’s ears practically stood up, tips poking out between a few strands of hair. “Where on the premises?”
“In the attached accommodation for the business owners.”
“Okay, Rosemary Jane.” Benji jumped down, and her mum uncurled her legs. Her expression had gone from relaxed to concerned. “This is sounding less like a business arrangement and more like a scam.”
“Don’t be so dramatic.” Rose laughed, but that nasty little devil called self-doubt wormed its way inside her.
Was she being conned? Had she been too trusting? For all she knew, Alex could’ve ripped off her ex-wife—ripped off anyone—and be hiding the money, pouring it into her dream and calling it Rose’s. What proof did Rose have otherwise?
Benji brought over his favourite chew toy and dropped it at Rose’s feet. She grabbed the end, and a tug-of-war ensued. Although he was a small dog, the battle was real, and her reserves were low.
“You’ve gone pale.” Concern laced her mum’s words. “Talk to me.”
“What if you’re right?”
“I think you’re a better judge of character than that,” her mum said. “I didn’t mean to alarm you. Just be careful. For all we know, she could be the person who won the lottery and never came forward.”
Rose’s mother had no idea how close to the truth she was. So close she’d run right over top of it. Unable to meet her gaze lest she see the answers there, Rose focused her attention on Benji.
His ears perked, and their tug-of-war came to a stop so abruptly Rose fell back against the sofa.
When the back door popped open, Benji practically peed himself with excitement. Loving the exchange, Rose watched her dad fawn over their fur baby. Once the excitement settled down, he kicked off his boots and wandered into the living room wearing his socks.
A few bits of sawdust clung to his jersey, and he received a stern look when he dusted them off. He’d recently turned sixty and was fit as a fiddle. His hair had thinned, but his middle was yet to spread. Being physically active no doubt helped with that.
“Hey, kid.”
“Hi, Dad.”
He opened the door on the fireplace and tossed on a log. Manuka, by the smell of it—fragrant and spicy. Benji curled up on the sheepskin rug in front of him, and Rose seriously hoped her mother had been joking earlier. She wasn’t so sure she’d want to get naked on a rug a dog had been sleeping on.
“What brings you here on a Saturday night?” her dad asked.
“You might need a beer,” Rose replied. Her dad had always been supportive, but it was a lot to digest.
“I’ll get it.” Her mum jumped up. “You two talk.”
He listened intently, nodded here and there, tugged on his chin, but didn’t say a word until she’d finished.
“Sounds like a dream job. But tell me, how does a young woman come up with that kind of money?”
Unable to lie to his face, Rose deflected. “It’s not really polite to ask, is it?” She shrugged. “How’s Neville?”
Thankfully, her dad rolled with it. “Good. His niece will be visiting during shearing season. Celeste. Thirtyish. Likes the ladies. Single.”
“Shut up,” Rose said good-naturedly.
As far as her parents were concerned, Rose had been single for far too long. She’d never reached the point where she wanted to bring Priscilla home, so she let them believe she’d been single for longer than she had.
“What will you do with your house? You worked hard for that.” Her dad gave her the same proud look he’d given her when she signed the legal documents at the age of twenty-five. In the twelve years since, she’d put a sizable chunk in the mortgage, but she still had a long way to go until she owned it outright.
“I’ll sell it.” She could put the money in the bank and earn interest instead of paying it.
“Don’t be too hasty.” Her dad set his empty beer bottle at his feet, back still to the fire. “Put tenants in. Let them pay off your mortgage.”
What a great idea. This venture was turning out to be more and more lucrative. If she wasn’t being conned, of course.
Her mum returned to the living room. “When do we get to meet her?”
That was a very good question, and right then, Rose didn’t have an answer.



CHAPTER 11

A MONTH after handing in her resignation, Rose was more than ready to start a new chapter in her life. She’d kept in touch with Alex via text. Most nights, she’d received updates on the hotel’s progress but was yet to see it for herself.
She drove through the wrought iron gates, feeling like the rich and famous. No entourage came out to greet her, though, so she parked by reception and let herself in.
The aroma of something sweet and inviting permeated the air, and the foyer looked nothing like the last time Rose was here.
Her heels clicked on the black and white marble tiles. The grand staircase that led to the upper floors was now covered in rich, red carpet, and the banisters gleamed under the chandelier hanging overhead.
The reception area with a horseshoe-shaped desk looked inviting. A beautiful woman—Alex—with chestnut hair and hazel eyes sat behind it.
Rose rested her elbows on the countertop, acting like a customer. “Hi. My name’s Rosemary. I have a booking for two.”
“Ah, yes. Let me see.” Alex played along. She glanced beyond Rose as if to check no other guests were listening and lowered her voice. “The dungeon.”
Speaking in hushed tones felt naughty, so Rose did the same. She leaned closer and spoke in a whisper. “Did you get my special request?”
As though prepared for the question, Alex didn’t bat an eye. “The forced orgasm belt Hitachi wand holder?”
Holy shit. Rose blushed all the way to her toes. How did that even work? The thought of being forced to orgasm was foreign to her. It also ignited a spark of desire low in her belly.
Seemingly unaware of the effect those words had on Rose, Alex moved out from behind the reception desk. She wore blue jeans, kitten heels, and a burgundy turtleneck that hugged her breasts and complemented her hair.
“Come check out the house.” Alex motioned for Rose to follow her down the passageway. She punched in the door code and stood aside. “After you.”
“Thanks.”
The living room was as unrecognisable as the foyer. Gone was the tacky old wallpaper. It’d been stripped, and the walls were now powder blue. A huge sofa and two overstuffed chairs were strategically placed around a gorgeous rug that had replaced the cowhide. The dark-stained wooden floorboards remained, but they gleamed with varnish and the scuff marks were gone.
A flat-screen television hung on one wall, and a stunning portrait of Lake Tekapo with its pristine turquoise waters mirroring snow-capped mountains hung on another. Floor-to-ceiling drapes framed windows with a view of the grounds that were yet to be transformed.
In short, the living room was a nice balance between a show-place and being comfortable.
“Do you like it?” Alex asked tentatively.
“Like it? I love it.” Rose pointed to the gas fireplace throwing out heat. “Especially this.”
“I prefer an open fireplace,” Alex said. “But it didn’t seem practical.”
“Agreed.” The last thing they needed to worry about was sourcing wood, having somewhere to store it, cutting kindling, and disposing of embers without burning the place down.
In the hallway, Alex stopped outside the first door they came to. “This will be your room.” She paused. “If you want it.”
The room had that freshly renovated smell to it. New carpet, paint, and drapes. But other than a mirror on the wall, it was devoid of furnishings.
“I wasn’t entirely sure of your style, so I thought it might be best to wait until we could go shopping together. Get you a nice four-poster bed, if that’s your thing, a dressing table, and whatever else you need to be comfortable, then we can get some drapes to match.”
Although it was no secret Alex had money to spare, having that amount spent on her didn’t feel right to Rose.
“You don’t have to do that. You’re paying my wages. The least I can do is furnish my own room.” She’d always wanted a four-poster bed, but that was beside the point.
Unbidden, an image of being tied spreadeagle to each post flashed through her mind. Talk about inappropriate.
“If it makes you feel any better, think of it this way,” Alex said. “Any furniture that comes through the door is paid for by the hotel.”
“Fine.” Rose bent her wrist behind her back. “You twisted my arm.”
“Excellent.” Tour forgotten, Alex pivoted on her heels. “Let’s go shopping.”
Stunned, Rose trotted after her. “What? Now?”
She was on the clock, which meant she’d be getting paid to buy shit for herself. She’d never done hard drugs, but it was all very trippy.
“Yes, now. The plumbers will be in later this week, and we’re yet to pick bathroom fittings and shower stalls. Plus, I was thinking about installing spa baths in a few of the rooms.”
“In the house too?” Rose held her hands up in a prayer. There wasn’t room, but a girl could dream.
“Nice idea,” Alex said, her smile soft. “But remember, we can use all the facilities. You can shower in all forty rooms if you like, and bathe in the suites with hot tubs.”
“In between guests,” Rose clarified.
“Some might ask you to join them.”
The comment felt like a throwaway, but it played on Rose’s mind as she climbed into the car.
“What if we do get that kind of request?”
Alex reversed out of her spot by the hotel and headed down the driveway. “I’ve thought about approaching the local club to see if they’d be open to that.”
Say what?
Rose felt as virginal as she’d been twenty years ago, but it also sounded an awful lot like soliciting someone’s services. “Is that legal?”
“Good question.” Alex stopped at the gates and waited while they slid back. “Prostitution’s been legal in New Zealand since the Reform Act came into effect in 2003.”

THEIR FIRST STOP was for linen. Placing an order for one hundred sets of sheets plus bathrobes and towels felt otherworldly. All white, of course, because that seemed to be a thing with hotels and motels.
Thanks to Alex educating her that white was easy to bleach and paired well with other colours, Rose now got it.
“Will that be all?” the shop assistant, Bernie according to her nametag, asked them. She kept her professional mask in place, but dollar signs were practically shining in her eyes.
“Actually, no.” Alex towed Rose back to where they’d just come from. “Pick some sheets for your bed.”
“I have sheets,” she protested. They were far from new but did the job.
“Pick some, or I’ll pick them for you.”
Rose’s lips quirked. This was a side of Alex she hadn’t seen before, being all bossy. “It suits you.”
“What does?”
“Stamping your authority.”
Alex’s nostrils flared, making Rose laugh.
Ignoring her, Alex reached for a pair of soft pink sheets that came complete with pillowcases and the hefty price tag of ninety bucks. She tugged on Rose’s arms, making her hold them out, and dumped one set on top of the other, then added two sets of black sheets.
Rose rested her chin on top of the stack. “The black sheep of the family, huh?”
Alarm flashed in Alex’s eyes, and for a second, Rose wondered if she’d hit a nerve.
In the next heartbeat, Alex was cowering in the aisle. “That woman over there, near the counter, works with my mother.”
“Your mother works?”
“Yes,” Alex hissed, back pressed up against the shelves.
The way she’d painted her mother as a drunk, Rose had assumed she was unemployed. But she also knew there was such a thing as high-functioning alcoholics. The type of person who slaved away at their day job and became a slave to the bottle after hours.
When the woman who had them hiding out like thugs took her time browsing, Alex slipped her credit card into Rose’s hand.
“Here. Can you pay, please? I’ll join you shortly.” She uttered the PIN number.
Rose felt weak in the knees, and it had nothing to do with the stack of sheets weighing her down. She was literally holding a fortune in the shape of a plastic card.
A voice from behind them made them jump and squeal like schoolgirls caught getting up to no good.
“Can I help you, ladies?”
Straightening, Alex recovered way faster than Rose. She tapped the sheets. “Do you have these in purple?”
“We have eggplant.” The woman turned. “If you’d like to follow me.”
By the time Alex had swapped out her black sheets for eggplant, the woman who’d been loitering around the counter was on her way out the door.
It wasn’t until they were standing side by side at the counter, Rose realised she still had Alex’s credit card. She tried to slip it back, but Alex’s focus was on a display of soap dispensers.
“Are you getting some of those?” Rose asked.
“Not today. I’m just browsing.”
With no other option, Rose addressed Bernie, the saleswoman who’d served them when they entered. “That’s all for today.”
Bernie rang everything up and hit Rose with a total that made a month’s salary look like pocket change.
“The rest of your order should be here within a fortnight. May I have your delivery address please?”
“Sure.” Rose gave it to her.
The professional mask Bernie had worn finally slipped. “The hotel that foreclosed?”
“That’s the one. My business partner and I are in the process of restoring it.”
“How exciting.”
“It is,” Alex said, hand on a trolley stacked with their purchases.
Back in the car, Rose tugged on the seatbelt, cursing when it jammed. She felt agitated and couldn’t put her finger on why. She knew the deal, it was laid out in black and white in her contract, but she still felt pissed off.
“Sorry about that.” Alex pushed the ignition switch, and the car rumbled to life.
“It’s fine,” Rose replied, her tone clipped.
“No, it’s not.” Alex’s gaze dropped to the reversing camera as she backed out of the car park. “I didn’t mean to leave you hanging like that, and in hindsight, we could’ve just ordered online.”
Unsure why she said ‘we’ because Alex didn’t need Rose’s permission to order anything she saw fit, Rose tossed out the question that would’ve spared them both the last ten minutes of discomfort. “Why didn’t you?”
“Because I love to feel the texture of linen before buying it. To squish the towels and inhale them.”
Recalling how passionate Alex was about fabrics loosened the tension in Rose’s shoulders. She was the same when it came to books and sketchpads.
“I get it. And sorry for being pissy.”
“You were?” Alex gasped. “I hadn’t noticed.”
“Ha-ha.” Rose poked her tongue out, marvelling at Alex’s ability to lift her mood as fast as she’d flattened it. “What now?”
“Beds. We could order them online⁠—”
“That would be a big delivery,” Rose interrupted.
“Whether we order online or not, it’s going to be a big delivery.” Alex turned into the main street of town. “And I’d like them in the rooms before we start on themes.”
“What? You don’t want people to think we’re pervs?”
Alex flicked on the indicator. “I wouldn’t call embracing your sexuality perverted.”
“You haven’t heard my fantasies.” Rose laughed when she earned herself a sidelong look.
After performing a flawless parallel park, Alex shut off the engine and pointed to the store with beds on display in the window. “As I was saying, we can either order online or go in there together and try out the mattresses.”
Although Rose knew Alex hadn’t meant together as in like a couple, a pang of longing hit her. Their eyes met, and Alex gave her a smile that said she got it. At least, that was how Rose liked to interpret it. Without asking, she couldn’t know for sure, and she wasn’t about to make a fool of herself.
“Okay. Let’s do this.” Rose tapped her pocket to ensure the credit card was still safely tucked away. This time, when the questions came, she would be prepared. What she wasn’t prepared for was the shop assistant’s exuberance in helping a ‘couple’ find the perfect bed.
“She’s not my—” Rose started, but Alex cut her off.
“Oh, come on, darling. Don’t be bashful.” Alex pulled her down onto a bed. The mattress bounced along with Rose’s boobs.
The assistant fluffed around them, giving them covered pillows to rest their heads on. By the time they were done, they’d bounced on and off six beds, entwined their legs, laughed, and pretend-kissed each other goodnight half a dozen times.
“What do you think, love?” Alex asked with a wry smile that filled Rose with happy hormones.
“Ten of these.” Rose pushed on the mattress they’d just climbed off. “Twenty of those.” She pointed to a bed with a slightly softer mattress. “And ten of those.” She motioned to the adjustable bed on the end of the aisle.
The shop assistant’s eyes almost bugged out. They hadn’t told her they were in the market for numerous beds, and she clearly hadn’t seen that coming. The best thing about it was she’d treated them like royalty without knowing her sales figures for the year were about to go through the roof.
“Oh, and one of those.” Alex pointed to the four-poster bed Rose had practically drooled over when they first entered the store.
“How will you be paying?” the assistant asked.
“Credit card.” Rose pulled it out of her pocket.
“May I ask what all the beds are for?”
“Of course,” Rose replied. “We’re renovating the hotel on Marine Parade. My great-aunt left me an inheritance. Shocked the pants off me. I didn’t even know she was loaded!”
“Well, she must’ve cared for you deeply. Do you think she’d approve?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s going to be exclusively for women. She was closeted all her life, so she’ll be smiling down on me.” Why wouldn’t her mouth shut up? There was spinning a believable tale, and there was telling too many porkies to remember.
The shop assistant rang up their purchase. Like the last shop, her eyes got wider as the numbers got higher. She cleared her throat and hit them with a figure that made Rose’s eyes water.
“Just a minute,” Alex said. “We’ll need pillows as well. Four for each bed.”
A stickler for hygiene, Rose added mattress and pillow protectors to the order.
Rose whistled as they climbed into the car. “Almost two hundred grand!”
Thirteen million might seem like a lot of money—hell, it was a lot of money—but Rose was starting to see how easily it was going to be to get through it, and that strengthened the need for a financial plan. Given the size of the property, their overheads—insurance, rates, electricity, etc.—would be high too.
After checking for traffic in the side mirror, Alex pulled out of the parallel park. “So, your great-aunt died, huh?”
“So, people think we’re a couple?” Rose asked with equal amounts of humour.
“It seemed like good business sense.” Alex grinned. “Lesbians running a resort for women who love women.”
“Admit it,” Rose teased. “You just wanted to get me into bed.”
The car in front of them stopped at the intersection. Alex stopped behind it. Her lips twitched, but she didn’t utter a word.



CHAPTER 12

SEPTEMBER
WINTER GAVE WAY TO SPRING, and the hotel occupied Alex’s mind day and night. If she wasn’t busy running around, she was dreaming about the place. In the middle of exploring the delicious stack of toys in the pirate’s chest, an obnoxious banging on the bedroom door tore her from sleep.
“Wakey-wakey! Time to rise and shine.”
Groaning, Alex rolled over and looked at the clock: 6:00 a.m.!
No fucking way. She flew out of bed and yanked open the door. “What time do you call this?”
“Keep your lid on.” Rose smiled back at her. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she smelt like toast and jam. A weirdly intoxicating aroma.
“I made breakfast, then I thought we could go for a walk before we start work for the day.” She shot Alex a winning smile. “Partner.”
“Is that your subtle way of saying you’re not bossing me around?” Alex folded her arms under her breasts. The movement made her painfully aware of her nipples trying to poke holes in her nightie. Pink, like her nipples, and sheer. Not silk or satin. Nope, it had to be mesh so the girls were on full display.
Worse, Rose made no attempt to hide her appreciative gaze.
“I’ll be right out.” Alex shut the door in her face.
One of them had to be sensible. If she’d lingered for any longer, she might’ve done something foolish, like drag Rose upstairs and act on the dream she’d been having earlier.

AFTER BREAKFAST and a brisk walk around Marine Parade, the day was underway.
Rose glanced up as Alex entered the office. “Hey. Grab a chair. I’ve finally got this online booking system sussed.”
Ugh. Computers were so not Alex’s thing. She could bow out and head straight upstairs to start on a room, but now was as good a time as any to learn a system that would soon become part of her daily life.
As she sat, her leg practically made out with Rose’s, bumping and grinding as she tried to squeeze her chair in. It hadn’t been intentional, but the air sizzled between them. The sexual tension was so thick, Alex could taste it. After allowing herself a moment to indulge in that delicious long-forgotten feeling of being desired, she woke the hell up.
“Okay, show me this system.” There it was. The perfect mood killer. There was nothing quite like bookwork to extinguish any romantic notions.
“Here.” Rose rolled her chair sideways, breaking their connection. “Have a go. Make a fake booking.”
Thanks to Rose’s tutelage, the software package turned out to be more straightforward than Alex had feared. Proud of herself for mastering it so quickly, she sat back in her chair and dusted her hands together.
“There, done. One fake booking.”
Rose’s lips twitched. Something that was both enticing and worrisome.
“Have you done that before? Faked it?”
“Haven’t we all?” Alex said without going into detail.
Towards the end with Steph, she’d faked it more than once. She’d probably done them both a disservice, but at the time, it’d been easier than admitting it was over.
Foot braced on the floor, Rose swivelled back and forth in her chair. “Not me. I was with this woman once…maybe more than once.” She shook herself. “Anyway, there was this time it just wasn’t going to happen, but she was hell-bent on getting me there.”
“So, what?” Alex asked. “You just let her keep flogging you like a dead horse.”
“There was no flogger involved, and if you’d been there, you wouldn’t insinuate I’m like a dead horse in the sack.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Grinning, Rose bumped her leg. “I’m kidding. Not about the dead-horse part. But I have finished myself in front of a partner when she wasn’t pushing the right buttons.”
God help her.
Somehow, they’d gone from talking about faking it to Alex’s mind being flooded with tantalising images of Rose, naked, in the middle of her bed, pleasuring herself, skin flushed, nipples puckered.
Alex was so screwed. The best thing for it was to put some distance between them.
“If you’re done, I’m going upstairs to set up some rooms.”
“Wait.” Rose jumped out of the chair like a springboard champion. “I’m coming too.”

IN THE SUITE halfway down the passage on the second floor, Rose eyed up two tall, thin boxes leaning against the wall. “Where do we start?”
“This one.” Alex retrieved a Stanley knife and ran it down the seam. The box parted, revealing a mattress still wrapped in plastic.
Working in tandem, they pulled it out and set up the bed that barely came up to their knees. It might look and feel cheap, but nothing about this room was cheap. The stonewash drapes had cost a pretty penny but gave off a minimalistic appearance that suited the prison theme. The walls were painted grey, and although tempting, Alex had stopped short of having bars placed over the windows. Once the furniture was in place, she doubted they would be needed.
“Here.” Alex handed the knife to Rose. “You can do the honours.”
The second box parted, and Alex revelled in the look of delight that flashed across Rose’s face.
“A makeshift cell?”
“Correct.”
They laid the bars out, then lifted them into place, erecting and securing four walls around the cot. Alex unpacked a blanket and pillow and handed them to Rose.
“Now we’re talking.” Rose encased herself in the cell and tested out the bed. “Damn, that’s hard.” She plucked at the blanket, expensive but scratchy. “I’d hate to ever end up in prison. I’d be, like…” She didn’t finish that sentence. “Wait.” She got to her feet and fisted the bars, face pressed against them, glasses askew. “You pretend to be the prison warden.”
Flying into protection mode, Alex set her jaw. “I’m not doing that.”
It was the hardest yet safest sentence she’d uttered in a long time. Rose’s imploring gaze tugged at her like drugs to an addict.
“Oh, come on. Let your hair down. I know the deal. We’ve got clothes on.”
“No.”
“You know I’m innocent, right, Wardress.”
“That’s what they all say.”
“I can prove it.”
“Yeah, how?” How had she gone from refusing to play along to doing that in less than a minute? Rose. That was how. She was impossible to resist.
This was such a bad idea, but the pull was too powerful to resist. Perhaps Alex was an addict after all, and Rose was fast becoming her drug. Would a tiny fix hurt?
With an irresistible gleam in her eye, Rose reclined on the cot again. “Someone planted the stash on me.” She ran her hand down the zipper of her jeans and cupped her crotch. “Hid it…right…here.”
Throwing caution to the wind, Alex ripped open the last box and retrieved the baton. It was all an illusion, so what the hell. The clang of the baton echoed around the room as she dragged it across the bars. “On your feet now, inmate.”
Like a snake, Rose slithered off the cot and crawled over. “Sorry, Wardress. Please. You have to believe me. I don’t belong here.” She clung to the bars, eyes imploring. “If you let me out, I’ll show you what a good girl I am.”
“Oh, yeah? And how do you plan on doing that?”
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Why was she doing this? It was like her mouth had a mind of its own. That wasn’t entirely true. Alex knew exactly what she was saying.
“I’ll lick your boots and suck your baton.” Rose laughed, and the invisible wire that had kept them tethered to each other broke. Thank God one of them had their wits about them.
Rattled, Alex shook herself. That’d been idiotic. It’d also lit a flame of desire she needed to douse.
“It stinks of paint in here.” She pushed open a window. In fact, she needed to do that in all the rooms. “I’ll be right back.”
“What? No!” Rose shook the bars. “You can’t leave me here. I’m innocent.”
Innocent, my arse.
She was anything but. She was temptation on legs, worming her way under Alex’s defences.
“It’ll do you good to cool off, Prisoner 46918.”
In the next room, Alex opened the windows and breathed in some fresh air. It was going to take more than that to dispel thoughts of the inmate in the next room, but it was a step in the right direction.
Last week, the overgrown lawns had finally been tamed into submission, and clusters of clivia—a gorgeous plant with red, peach, and yellow flowers—had been planted under the trees bordering the property.
By the time she returned to the previous room, as suspected, Rose had freed herself from the confines of the prison cell. She’d also unpacked the last box and finished setting up the room.
Orange overalls with Department of Corrections printed on them hung from a hook on the wall, and a paddle and crop hung beside them.
“You’ve been busy.”
“I have. This is such a cool room.” She picked up the duvet cover—red with silver handcuffs imprinted on it. “There’s just the bed left to make.”
She waltzed into the bedroom off the main suite, but Alex didn’t follow. She didn’t trust herself not to succumb to her charms. Hell, Rosemary Collins was the type of woman who could make a nun forget her calling.



CHAPTER 13

AFTER SPENDING the day number crunching and exploring their options for a website host, Rose logged off. She was ready to put her feet up and spend time with her very alluring business partner.
“Hey.” Alex appeared from the kitchen.
Her chestnut hair flowed over a teal T-shirt, her feet were bare, her face makeup-free, and she looked as gorgeous as ever.
Without conscious thought, Rose freed herself of her bra. She pulled the straps down her arms and fished it out from under her T-shirt.
“Charming.” Alex eyed up the garment.
“Oops.” Rose suppressed a smile. “Take it as a good sign.” She’d been told to make herself at home, and doing something like that on autopilot was a good indication she was there. But it didn’t excuse being tacky. “I’ll be right back.”
In her bedroom, Rose tossed the chest choker on the bed and returned.
“I was about to make a hot drink,” Alex said, hand on the jug. “Would you like one?”
“I could actually go for a beer.” Rose didn’t often drink during the week, but if she felt like it, she didn’t deny herself either, and today was one of those days.
“Well, then. I’d hate you to have to drink alone.” Alex handed her a cold beer and poured a glass of wine for herself.
“Do you worry you’ll be like her?” Rose asked with as much sensitivity as a bulldozer.
“I used to. But no. I can take it or leave it, and I don’t drink to get drunk. I like the taste and to relax. All things Mum finds foreign.” Oven mitts on, Alex opened the oven door. Steam billowed out along with the mouth-watering aroma of roast lamb.
The tinkle of a bell caught Rose’s attention. She glanced over to see Rocky and Hedwig nudging a plastic ball across the floor with their beaks. Rocky normally took a while to leave the security of his cage, but he’d formed a bond of sorts with Alex, and she could coax him out way faster than Rose.
“So, I did some sums,” Rose said once they were both seated in the living room. “I think for now, it might be best if we do the laundry ourselves.”
“Okay.” Alex nodded thoughtfully. “And what about once business picks up? Will we be better off hiring laundry staff or outsourcing it?”
“If we have enough time between us, I think we could do both. Hire someone and do our share as well.” Until they were open, it would be hard to know for sure. “How much time do you think you’ll have on your hands?”
“I don’t know.” Alex idly ran her fingertip around the rim of her glass. “I’m as new to this as you are. I’m not afraid of hard work, and honestly, the fewer outsiders we have on the premises, the better. For our sakes and our guests’.”
She had a good point. “Will employees have to sign an NDA? You know, to vow and declare to keep their mouths shut when the rich and famous and the prime minister grace us with their presence?”
Out of forty rooms, they’d made an executive decision to turn a handful of them into luxurious suites, for those who simply wanted a night away at an all-women’s hotel, minus any kink.
“You do realise our prime minister’s a man now?”
“Oh, yeah.” Rose avoided politics as much as possible. “Still, you got the point.”
“I did, and yes, I think that will be the safe thing to do.”

THE TIMER on the oven dinged, and Rose set the table while Alex dished up. Gone were the days when she ate in front of the television with a plate on her lap. Alex insisted they sit at the table, and Rose loved the nightly ritual.
“Did your mum teach you how to cook?” Rose asked without thought.
“I learnt out of necessity,” Alex said, reaching for the mint sauce. “Rather than resent it, I embraced it. We’re talking packet risotto and cheap sausages, but it was better than Marmite sandwiches.”
“Ew.” Rose wrinkled her nose. At times, she felt like the only Kiwi who couldn’t stand the salty spread that was as black and thick as tar.
“Vegemite, huh?”
“Nope. I dislike both. Immensely.”
“You do realise there’s Marmite in there?” Alex pointed to the gravy boat with her knife.
“That’s different.” In Rose’s mind, it was like coffee granules. No way could she eat them on their own, but once you added other ingredients, it became this magical elixir.
“What about you?” Alex said. “What was your childhood like?”
“I guess I got lucky.” Rose shrugged one shoulder. “My parents are wonderful, and my younger brothers turned out okay too.” She left it at that.
It didn’t feel right to wax poetic about her charmed upbringing when she was sitting opposite a woman with a gentle soul who would never know what that was like.
“Any coming-out story?”
The change of subject suited Rose fine. But again, there’d been no drama.
“Mum and Dad took it in their stride, and it didn’t bother my brothers.” Plate empty, she licked her knife—a terrible habit—and put her utensils down. “What about you? Was your mum accepting?”
With a half-eaten roast potato remaining, Alex pushed her plate away. “Accepting might not be the right word. Over the top, perhaps.”
Unable to fathom what that meant, Rose waited for more.
“First, she said, ‘Aw, my baby is all grown up,’ as if I’d just told her I got my period.”
“Wait a minute.” A horrifying thought hit Rose. “Please don’t tell me poured you a drink to celebrate.”
“No. She wasn’t that kind of drunk. The first time my brother got into her stash, he was fourteen and got in deep shit. Grounded for a month. Phone taken off him.” Alex stared into the distance, her gaze clouded with sadness. “But it didn’t matter because the drinking didn’t stop, and with a stellar role model, once he could afford to buy his own, Brody’s addiction grew alongside Mum’s.”
A part of Rose wished she hadn’t asked, but at the same time, she was glad she knew. The little pieces Alex gave up about her childhood left Rose more in awe of her. Of how she’d overcome a neglectful childhood and made something of herself when she easily, tragically, could’ve continued the cycle.
“Anyway…” Alex stacked their plates. “The next thing Mum did when I came out was take the opportunity to tell me she was bisexual. She said now that I knew, she was going to start dating women again. It was sad, really. She said it like it was a competition and she had to one-up me.” Hurt flashed in Alex’s eyes. “Her own daughter.”
“Sorry to hear that.” Rose wished she could shut her mouth, but the questions kept coming. “And did she? Date women?”
“I have no idea. If she did, I never met them. Which isn’t to say she didn’t.” Alex finished the last sip of her wine. “That’s one thing I’ll give her. Two, actually. She never fed alcohol to us kids, and she never subjected us to a slew of bed partners.”
“Small mercies,” Rose said, keeping her voice light. As much as Alex feigned indifference, at times, it was clear, somewhere deep down inside, she still loved her mother.



CHAPTER 14

AFTER THEIR EARLY MORNING WALK, Alex jumped into the shower. With the amount of energy they exerted each day, it probably wasn’t necessary to work out, but she’d come to relish the time together.
The companionable silence was new to her, and she soaked it up like a tourist collecting greenstone. Steph had always been running her mouth off. There was still a good chance she would pop up one day, but until that happened, Alex wasn’t going to stress about it.
Excited about the day ahead, but possibly not quite as excited as Rose, Alex grabbed her keys. “Are you coming?”
“Are you kidding?!” Rose shot back. “You would have to tie me down to stop me.”
Tempting, but foolish.
At the bookstore, watching Rose was mesmerising. She was like a kid at a theme park, unsure which direction to head in next. In the romance section, she picked up a book and inhaled the cover, then she fanned the pages and inhaled those too.
“God, I love paperbacks.” She flicked the pages under Alex’s nose. “Is there anything better than that?”
Wrapped up in the bubble of happiness that was Rose, Alex inhaled deeply. “Smells like wood and vanilla.”
“I know, right?” Rose put the book back on the shelf.
Unsure why, Alex frowned. “Aren’t you getting that?”
Rose stared, eyes comically wide behind her glasses. “Did you see the price?”
“No. And don’t worry about that.”
“If we get one hundred books at that price, that will be three and a half grand. Three thousand five hundred dollars on books!” Rose’s eyebrows hit her hairline. “That’s like a book lover’s wet dream.”
Witnessing Rose’s childlike glee was also like Christmas.
“Go for it.” Alex swept her arm in a circle.
Like a personal assistant, she followed Rose around the store, arms held out while Rose stacked books onto them. Before long, they’d caught the attention of more than one shopper, but nobody asked.
Into the swing of things by now, Rose paid. She spun the same story about her great-aunt dying and how happy she would be that Rose was spending her inheritance on books.
Back in the car, Rose fanned herself. “Holy shit. That was euphoric. I think I might’ve come a little.”
Feeling pretty damn good herself, Alex backed out of the car park. Dark clouds hung above them, but rain wasn’t forecast until later in the day, which was just as well. It would give them time to get Rose’s hoard inside before the heavens opened.
It took far longer than necessary to unpack the books, but it didn’t matter. For now, they had the luxury of time on their side, and watching Rose study each spine before carefully placing it on the shelf was something Alex could do all day long.
Finally, Rose stood back and examined her work. Seemingly not happy, she swapped two books around and stepped back again.
Unable to see what was wrong in the first place, Alex tilted her head. In all honesty, their guests probably wouldn’t care either. On second thought, maybe that wasn’t true. Surely, anyone who fantasised about having sex in a library shared Rose’s love for books.
“Happy now?” Alex asked.
“Not yet.” That mischievous smile Alex was becoming familiar with tugged at the corner of Rose’s mouth. “We have to test it out.”
Before Alex could think it through, her backside was in the chair behind the library desk. It’d come in a kit set, and between them, they’d assembled both the desk and the metallic grey shelves.
Standing before her, Rose slipped off her glasses. She looked different without them, as did most people, but no less attractive. It was also nice to glimpse her deep-brown eyes without the barrier of glass.
“You need these.”
It was phrased like a statement, so Alex popped them on. Her world became a blur of shapes and colours that made her queasy. “Actually, you can have them back. Let’s not stereotype librarians.”
“Come on. Glasses are hot.” Rose put them back on and fluttered her eyelashes. “Don’t you think?”
Of course she did, but Alex kept hold of the words. She was having a hard enough time as it was trying to banish images of Rose at her mercy, bent over the library desk, glasses knocked askew, knickers around her ankles.
Kicking the fantasy out of her head, Alex got with the program. They were supposed to be acting out the setting.
She cleared her throat. “Hi. How may I help you today?”
Hovering over the desk, Rose pinned her gaze on Alex. “Do you have any gay fiction?”
“We do, and I’m glad you asked.” Alex rested her fingers on the keyboard in front of a computer that went nowhere. “What are you looking for?”
“Lesbian fiction.” Rose underlined the request with a sultry lick of her lips. The action was hot enough to set the room on fire.
Doing her best to keep this PG, Alex sat up taller. “I meant what sub-genre do you enjoy? Mystery? Romance? Sci-fi?”
“Sci-fi?” Rose raised an eyebrow. “Is that code for scissor-fingers?” She made a snipping motion that quickly turned into using both hands and scissoring her fingers. “Have you ever done that?” Rose asked—a question she had a penchant for. “Scissored?”
On her feet in seconds, Alex braced her hands on the desk and eyeballed Rose. “If this was real, I’d fling you over the desk and punish you for your insubordination.”
So much for keeping this PG. Whether intentional or not, Rose pushed all her buttons. Alex would love nothing more than to take her to hand and turn her backside pink.
A spark of interest flashed in Rose’s eyes. “I knew it. You’re a top.”
Having the good sense to shut this down before it got out of control, Alex shoved in the chair. “We’re not having this conversation.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to hit a nerve.”
“Sorry doesn’t mean a lot when you’re grinning as if you just won a medal.”
“It does when it makes you smile.” Rose picked up the pile of books they’d put aside for the next room. “See you in class.”
Wonderful. They had the schoolroom to set up next. Would Rose fancy herself as the headmistress or a naughty schoolgirl? From what she’d shown of herself, Alex would say the submissive role, which didn’t tell her a lot.
Teacher/student play could go either way. The student could be the aggressor, coming on to her teacher, or the teacher could dish out some discipline. Rose definitely needed some discipline.
Was she a bratty sub or compliant? Eager to please? And what the hell was Alex doing entertaining sexual thoughts about a woman who was off-limits?
When Rose behaved herself in the next room, it was both a welcome relief and disappointing. They felt more like co-workers getting the job done, which was what she’d wanted, but Alex missed the ease of their banter. She wanted the Rose she knew to come back out. The Rose who was smart, witty, kind, flirty, and a pure joy to be around.
“Teacher/student role-play not your thing?” Alex asked against her better judgement.
“Was that an invitation?”
No. That was why Alex should’ve kept her mouth shut, but try as she might, she couldn’t. “Would you be the teacher or student?”
“Totally the teacher.” Rose nodded decisively.
“Really?” Alex placed the duster by the blackboard. “I pictured you more as a naughty schoolgirl.”
“Oh, Alexandra, you devil you. Have you been fantasising about the hired help?”
Unwilling to admit the truth of those words, Alex lifted an eyebrow.
The impish grin Rose shot back was like a pickaxe to ice. Slowly, day by day, hour by hour, Alex could feel it chipping away at her resolve to keep their relationship professional.



CHAPTER 15

NOW THAT THE plumbers had cleared out, Rose couldn’t wait to put one of the hot tubs to good use. They’d spent the day setting up rooms, and her aching muscles would thank her.
She pushed open the living room door and was greeted by soft chirps.
“Hello, my babies.” She cooed to her budgies through the bars. They’d been out earlier to stretch their wings. Now it was time for the adults to relax and unwind.
Alex looked up from where she was hovering over a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle she’d been chipping away at for weeks.
“Are you going to join me?” Rose held up a towel. “There’s a spa bath with our names on it.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
Using the facilities for the first time on her own didn’t sit right with Rose. “Who am I going to talk to?”
Puzzle seemingly forgotten, Alex tucked a foot under her on the sofa. “That’s not the point of soaking in a tub. The idea is to relax.”
“I find talking therapeutic.” Rose held her ground. She knew what the issue was and was sure she could talk Alex around. “I promise to behave. I’ll even wear my togs.”
She hated wearing a swimsuit in a hot tub, especially in a private room, but if that was what it took, she would.
“One or two-piece?” Alex was already getting to her feet.
“One.” Rose hadn’t worn a bikini in years. She wasn’t shy about her body, but she liked to wear clothes that flattered her figure, and a bikini wasn’t it.
Now, when it came to Alex, she had the body for it—all long legs and toned abs.
“What about you? Wait.” Rose held up a hand. “Let me guess. A bikini?”
“I own both.”
In a playful mood, Rose fluttered her eyelashes. “Will you wear your itty-bitty bikini for me?”
As fast as she’d stood, Alex sat.
“Oh, come on.” Rose yanked her off the sofa. “I was joking.”
With little resistance and a small smile, Alex acquiesced. “Fine. I’ll check the hotel is locked first.”
It generally was, but Rose appreciated her diligence. In another week or two, they wouldn’t have the luxury of quiet, uninterrupted evenings to bask in together.
A buzzer had been installed at reception, so they wouldn’t have to sit there all day, but they would be available between seven a.m. and ten p.m., seven days a week.

WARM WATER CARESSED Rose’s body as she submerged herself up to her neck. She scooped up some bubbles and let the fragrant suds fall between her fingers. The delicious scent of tropical pineapple, sugary banana, and sweet green grass teased her senses.
Guests would have around five different fragrances to choose from, but pina colada was her favourite.
Seated opposite her, purple bikini barely visible below the bubbles, chestnut hair resting on her shoulders, and glass of wine on the tiled surround behind her, Alex tipped her head back and closed her eyes.
“When was the last time you soaked in a tub?” Rose asked.
The corner of Alex’s mouth twitched, but her eyes remained closed. “Relaxing, remember?”
Doing her best to give Alex a minute’s peace, Rose shut her mouth and closed her eyes. Powerful jets pummelled her body like a masseuse. The knot in her lower back that had been bothering her the last few days finally freed itself. Her body felt weightless, but her mind refused to be quiet. Like a movie playing, it flicked between the themes in each room.
Although Rose loved flirting with Alex, she’d backed off because it was as frustrating as it was titillating. She wanted Alex with a passion that bordered on being painful. The pull between them was undeniable. At times, it felt like they were tethered together by a rope that was getting shorter and shorter. Then, just when Alex was within reach, she would sever it, setting Rose adrift.
“Tell me about Rosemary Collins.” Alex cut into her thoughts. “Why are you here with me?”
The question was so left-field, it made Rose laugh. “Um, you lured me here.”
Alex flicked suds off her fingers and picked up her glass. “True, but if someone had already swept you off your feet, you wouldn’t be here.”
And if Alex hadn’t come to her rescue, she wouldn’t be there either. “Do you believe in fate?” Rose asked.
“I believe you’re trying to change the subject.”
That was as noncommittal as Alex, but given Rose knew Alex was divorced, it was only fair she answered the question.
With the water lapping at Rose’s collarbones, she peered at Alex through mist-covered glasses. “I’ve never been married, but a long time ago, I was engaged. To my high school sweetheart.”
“What happened?” Alex’s foot connected with Rose’s under the water.
The touch was brief but made her suck in a breath. Throwing caution to the wind, she moved her foot on the bottom of the tub until they connected again. When Alex didn’t retreat, Rose exhaled.
“We were young and full of dreams. Big dreams. We spent two months travelling around America. When we stopped in Las Vegas, she proposed.” Her story was all very cliché but no less true. “Caught up in the moment, I said yes. When we got back, we moved in together.” And what a disaster that had been.
Did you ever really know someone until you lived with them? Living with Alex was far easier than it’d ever been living with Ginny, her ex.
“Long story short, we weren’t as compatible as we thought. We stuck it out for two years before calling it quits.”
Alex polished off the last of her wine. “And there’s been no one significant since?”
“There have been a few.” Rose sat her empty glass on the ledge behind her. “Last year, I dated a woman who was older than me.”
“Define older.”
“I don’t know.” Rose shrugged.
She’d never asked Priscilla her age. Compatibility meant more to her than a number. For a time, she’d thought they were good together, but beyond the sex, their relationship never really got off the ground.
“You never asked?” Alex said.
“No. It felt rude to ask, and it never came up. I think she was either closeted or cheating.”
Alex hit the button. The bubbles ceased, and the silence that ensued was deafening.
“That didn’t bother you?”
“Of course it did,” Rose said irritably. “That’s why we eventually broke up.” Giving Alex the benefit of the doubt that she’d meant no offence, Rose apologised for snapping. “Sorry.”
“Me too.” Alex hit the button, and the jets resumed. “I didn’t mean to sound judgemental.”
If toes could join like hands, Rose would swear Alex gave hers a reassuring squeeze.
“So, is it true what they say about older women?” Alex asked with a playful glint in her eyes.
“Oh, yeah.” Rose licked her lips. “She used to do this thing with her tongue…” Feeling possessed, she floated to the other side of the pool, body hovering over Alex’s. Heat smouldered between them. Desire flickered in Alex’s eyes, pulling Rose closer.
“How long are we going to fight this?” Rose brushed a featherlight kiss across Alex’s lips. “What scares you, Alex Carpenter?”
She held Rose’s gaze. Her cheeks were flushed, her expression conflicted. “I’m equally as terrified I’ll never get to do this as I am that I will.”
“There’s no reason we can’t.” Rose trailed a finger down the elegant slope of Alex’s neck, loving it when her breath caught.
“God, I need you.” Alex’s words were a breathy whisper. “But some lines can’t be uncrossed.”
“Who says we’ll want to uncross them?” The mere idea of it didn’t compute. In Rose’s mind, it was a forgone conclusion she would want more.
“I didn’t say we’ll want to.” Alex’s gaze never left Rose’s lips. “But we’ll have to. For the sake of the business.”
That’s bullshit. Recognising those words wouldn’t be helpful, Rose put herself in Alex’s shoes instead. The hotel was everything to her, and losing it clearly terrified her.
“If you’re worried I’ll try to take your money⁠—”
Alex pressed a finger to her lips, silencing Rose. “I’m not worried about that. I don’t want to lose you as a partner.”
The double meaning of the word hit them at the same time. The smile Alex shot her buoyed Rose more than the aerated water keeping her afloat.
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“But you might. If things don’t work out.” Alex nibbled her lip, an uncharacteristically vulnerable reaction that was both charming and painful to see.
How many people had hurt her? Let her down? Rose refused to be one of them.
“You know, whether we’re intimate or not, things might not work out.” Way to go, Rose. Instead of putting her best foot forward and reassuring Alex, she’d kicked her in the guts.
“That didn’t come out right.” Wanting to make herself clear, Rose hit the button, and the hum of the jets ceased. Without the aerated water to buoy her, she sank like an anchor, knees hitting the bottom of the tub. When Alex didn’t try to wiggle away, she stayed where she was, crouching between her legs, water lapping at their necks.
“What I meant was, not crossing that line is no guarantee things won’t go tits up. I mean, I never slept with Dick…but towards the end, I couldn’t wait to tell him to stick his job.”
“Nice choice of words.”
“I’m not finished.” Now that Alex was grinning widely, Rose was getting into the swing of things. “In fact, there’s more chance things will go bad if we don’t do this. I’m not sure how much more my pussy can take. I may have forgotten to mention, I have PGAD. The ache is real.”
“PG what?”
“Persistent Genital Arousal Disorder. If left untreated, it can impact negatively on my mental health and quality of life.” Rose went in for the kill. “So, you see, it’s in your best interest to help me out here.”
“Are you trying to manipulate me, Rosemary Collins?” Other than the lift of an eyebrow, Alex’s expression remained neutral, but her eyes gave her away. They blazed with heat that seared into Rose, warming her skin more than the bath.
“I would never manipulate you.” Rose cupped Alex’s face. “But I would like to make love to you.” She would like to do a lot more, like make good use of the rooms they’d set up, but not until Alex trusted her fully.
“I can’t make you out, Rose. Are you dominant or submissive? Or perhaps just playing a game.”
“All three.” She was enjoying this game of cat and mouse, and she could be dominant or submissive, depending on the situation. “But right now, I want nothing more than to kiss you.”



CHAPTER 16

ALEX’S BRAIN screamed at her to retreat, to leap out of the tub as if her arse was on fire, but her heart had other ideas. She took Rose’s mist-covered glasses off and set them on the edge of the bath. She couldn’t say who moved first, but their lips met, and it was as heavenly as the fragrant water infusing the air.
Their tongues danced, twirled and retreated, then sparred again. The depth of emotion flowing between them made Alex feel like she was going to float away.
As much as she’d love to stay right where she was, kissing Rose for hours, her skin was drying out, and a bath was the wrong kind of wet for more…intimate things. Apparently, her brain had decided there was no going back now.
Before she could form a sentence, Rose stood. The swimsuit Alex had insisted she wore clung to her skin, showing off all those gorgeous curves and leaving little to the imagination.
She held out a hand. Alex took it, glad for the help. Right then, her legs felt like cooked spaghetti.
The bathroom was warm, but that didn’t stop goosebumps from popping on Alex’s skin when Rose pulled the string on her bikini top and let it fall. It landed in the water with barely a sound.
“You’re beautiful.” She lowered her head and took a nipple into her mouth, drawing an involuntary moan from Alex.
Head tipped back, she fisted Rose’s hair. They’d barely started, and she was borderline delirious. It’d been so long since she’d had attention lavished upon her, she’d forgotten how good a hot, wet mouth felt on her sensitive skin.
And boy, were her nipples sensitive.
Aware they were yet to get out of the bath and not really caring, Alex lowered the shoulder straps on Rose’s togs, freeing her breasts. They were twice the size of Alex’s, teardrop shaped, with brownish-pink areola, and so very inviting. Alex cupped them, loving the feel of the weight in her hands.
On a soft moan of pleasure, Rose’s eyes slid closed. Alex squeezed her nipples between thumb and forefinger, watching closely as she applied pressure. Some women liked a gentle touch, others a firm grasp, and yet others enjoyed the sharp bite of clamps.
“More,” Rose said.
Alex sucked a nipple between her teeth and bit down gently. Rose gasped, fingers threading through Alex’s hair.
“You like that, huh?”
“Love it.” Rose pulled the plug and grabbed her glasses. “Let’s move this show to somewhere more comfortable. Somewhere not so…wet.”
Her devilish smile enamoured Alex to her further. It was a stark contrast to the few women Alex had been with in the sixteen years since she lost her virginity at the age of eighteen. In comparison to her friends, she’d been a late starter, but other than her best friend, Kate, they knew little of her home life.
While they’d been out partying, Alex had been busy working and doing the best she could to keep her brother out of trouble until she lost the battle. Once she left high school, all of her time had been spent working two jobs so she could buy a house of her own and move out.
A house she only just managed to hold on to in the divorce settlement.
Water gurgled down the plughole, pulling her out of her head, but not before Rose picked up on her momentary trip down misery lane.
Rose searched her eyes. “Are you okay?”
“Perfect.” Fuck it, she was going to follow her heart’s lead and worry about the consequences tomorrow.
“Let’s dry off,” Rose said. “So we can get nice and wet.” She lowered her togs and kicked them off, giving Alex a perfect view of her naked body.
She had curves for miles, flared hips, round tummy, and magnificent boobs. What Alex loved the most, though, was how comfortable she was in her own skin. That in itself was intoxicating.
A few minutes later, they were lying on a rug in front of the gas fireplace. The faint aroma of pina colada bathwater lingered on their skin, and vanilla-scented candles glowed in the dimly lit room.
Alex luxuriated in the feel of Rose’s fingertips gliding over her back. The gas fireplace ticked as it heated. Soft music played on low. The atmosphere was relaxed and strangely erotic.
Or was exotic the word she was looking for? Steph had never gone out of her way to create a relaxed ambience, and Alex so was not going to compare this evening to her unhealthy marriage.
She rolled onto her back and met Rose’s gaze. It was dark with desire yet also tender.
Propped up on one elbow, Rose continued to run her fingertips over Alex’s body. Her arms, her torso, around her breasts, down her tummy to the juncture of her thighs and back again. “You’re a beautiful woman, Alex Carpenter.”
The compliment turned Alex to mush. She was yet to be touched anywhere intimately, but she was already wet. She cupped the back of Rose’s neck and pulled her closer. “Kiss me.”
“It would be my pleasure.” Rose claimed her mouth and palmed Alex’s breasts at the same time.
Alex moaned, back arching as she sought out more. Granting her silent plea, Rose pinched her nipple softly, then increased the pressure.
“How do you like it? Soft…” She squeezed harder. “Firm?”
“Not too hard,” Alex said honestly. “My breasts are very sensitive.”
“I like that.” Rose licked her nipple, soothing it. “That you didn’t pretend you could take more.” Her hand dipped between Alex’s thighs, teasing her flesh.
Alex gasped, muscles tensing. “It’s been so long, I don’t think it will take much.”
Smiling mischievously, Rose withdrew and sucked her fingers. “Are you saying it wouldn’t matter if I was a lousy lay?”
Any would-be retort died in Alex’s throat when Rose entered her again. She closed her eyes and basked in the feel of Rose’s lips all over her as she descended her body, nipping and kissing every inch of her. When she reached the apex of Alex’s thighs, the urge to be closer consumed her.
“Wait.” Alex patted the spot beside her. “Lie on your back.”
A twinkle lit up Rose’s eyes. “There she is. The dominant woman I knew was inside.”
“Shut up and get on your back.” The order held no weight. It was as light as her mood. “I want to ride your face.”
“Yes, please.” Rose pointed to the sofa. “Chuck me a pillow.”
Happy to do her bidding, Alex snagged one, and Rose slid it under her arse. She was a feast to look at, pelvis tilted, breasts plump, ready for the taking. Alex dived on top of her and showered attention on her breasts, cupping and sucking, making Rose writhe and moan beneath her.
Rose ground into her, legs wrapped around Alex’s hips. Although it felt heavenly, it wasn’t enough for Alex. She was hungry for Rose and needed her in her mouth right now.
She slid out from between Rose’s legs, forcing her to release her ankles with a groan.
“Patience.” Alex spun around so she was facing Rose’s feet and lowered herself onto Rose, breasts to tummy, tummy to breasts. Rose cupped Alex’s backside and pulled her down with a vice-like grip. Alex lost her balance and faceplanted right where she wanted to be—face buried between Rose’s legs.
“Oops.” Rose shook with laughter that died as soon as her mouth made contact, and she fucked Alex with her tongue.
Nerve-endings pinged, lighting up Alex’s body with a scorching heat that set her on fire. When she could draw a breath, she got her first taste of Rose.
Rose’s hips bucked and a moan rumbled in her chest. Soon, they found a rhythm. Tongues swirled, dipped inside, made long strokes, tasting, feasting, and Alex was hurtling faster and faster towards euphoria.
Her breathing became ragged, and she had to stop what she was doing or suffocate. Replacing her tongue with her fingers, she rested her head on Rose’s inner thigh as an intense orgasm rocketed through her. Her entire body spasmed, and she cried out. Rose slowed up, licking her slow and sensual, but didn’t stop.
Once she caught her breath, Alex dipped her head between Rose’s thighs and resumed where she’d left off. In what felt like seconds, Rose was breathing hard, her breath hot on Alex’s thighs.
Alex pushed up on her knees but stayed where she was, pussy hovering over Rose’s face but no longer smothering her. She wanted to hear the intoxicating sound of rapture when Rose came.
“Oh, God. Coming, coming, coming.” Her thighs trembled, and her cries of passion were interspersed with delirious laughter. “Oh, yes, yes, yes. Fuck…” She dragged out the word. “So good.”
Alex had never heard anyone come like that—laughing and moaning. While slightly unusual, it was utterly enchanting. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if she could’ve seen her face. As Rose caught her breath, Alex spun around, flicked off the heater, and draped an arm across Alex’s waist.
Sweat beaded their skin, yet Alex never felt more revitalized.
Unsure when Rose had removed her glasses, she brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “Are you okay?”
“You need to ask?” Rose pulled her in for a searing kiss.
She tasted like passion. She tasted like home, and that scared the living daylights out of Alex.



CHAPTER 17

FLYING high after making sweet love to Alex, Rose slumped onto the sofa and kicked her feet up on the coffee table.
Alex sat opposite her in one of the overstuffed chairs. She appeared relaxed, sipping on a cup of tea with her satin robe tied around her waist, but a sense of unease rolled off her.
“You’re not having regrets already, are you?” Rose asked, feeling anxious.
Thankfully, Alex didn’t take long to reply because Rose’s heart couldn’t take it if she said yes.
“No.” She stared into her mug. “I’m just wondering how things will change.” She looked up, her hazel eyes troubled. “Because they always do once familiarity sets in.”
It would be easy to blow her off and say that was true of any relationship, but Rose had an inkling of what Alex was getting at.
It’d happened with Ginny. Once they moved in together, everything changed. It hadn’t taken long for Ginny to unleash her inner slob. She dropped shit wherever she liked and left it there for days, including coffee cups in the bathroom and on the bedside table. Sick of arguing about it, Rose took the easy route and picked up after her…until she felt like a caretaker instead of a lover.
They’d also been young, where she and Alex had maturity on their side.
“At least we know we’re compatible when it comes to sharing a home.”
“It’s not just that. It’s like they take on a sense of entitlement and equally give up trying. It’s hard to explain.” An edge of frustration crept into Alex’s voice. “You know, like if I said I was going out and ended up being late back, it wouldn’t be any biggie to a friend, but when you’re in a relationship, shit splatters the roof.”
It was plain to see she was projecting, and Rose was doing her best to understand rather than react. Didn’t everyone carry some kind of baggage? But add Alex’s family to that, her mother’s lack of parenting, and she probably had enough luggage to fill a Boeing.
“Are you talking about your ex?” Rose asked softly.
Realisation dawned, shining brightly in Alex’s eyes. “Shit. Sorry. That was unfair of me. I’m just…” She lowered her gaze again. “I’m thirty-four and still an insecure child.”
“We all have our insecurities,” Rose said, trying to convey she understood. “Let’s take this one day at a time.”
“Okay.”
That wasn’t very convincing.
Rose patted the spot beside her on the sofa. “Come here.”
Unfolding her legs, Alex stood. Her robe billowed open, showing off all that delicious naked flesh, but now wasn’t the time to revisit what they’d shared earlier.
For an indeterminable length of time, they sat there in companionable silence. Alex rested her head on Rose’s shoulder, and Rose planted a soft kiss on her temple. The drapes were closed, the birds were asleep, and all was quiet.
A sense of contentment washed over Rose. Her breathing slowed, and her eyes grew heavy.
Eventually, Alex spoke. She lifted her head. “You know, when I won the lottery, I never knew you would be a part of that.”
“Whether you won the lottery or not, I think we’d be right where we are now.” Maybe not in such a high-class place, but Rose liked to think they would’ve ended up dating anyway. “Probably sooner. I wouldn’t have had to wear you down first.”
“And where would be the fun in that?” Alex flashed her a dazzling smile. “Everything is sweeter if you have to fight for it.”
“Is that right?” Rose said, glad the fear of intimacy seemed to have left Alex alone for now. “So, it was all part of your plan. Keep your pussy from me, so I had to work for it. Well, what card have you got up your sleeve now?”
“Theme rooms to test out…without clothes.”
Could she say anything more thrilling? “Yes, please.”
“Speaking of rooms…” Alex looked apprehensive. “I, um… I was…um…”
“Spit it out.” Rose resisted the urge to slap her on the back to help eject the words. “If we can’t be honest with each other now, we’re screwed from the start.”
Alex had entrusted Rose with her biggest secret. There wasn’t much else she could say that would stun Rose further.
“As beautiful as tonight was, I’m not ready to U-Haul.”
The declaration was so unexpected, Rose lost the battle to hold back a smile. If it wasn’t for the books she read, she wouldn’t even know what U-Hauling meant.
“What makes you think I’m ready to share my four-poster bed?” Rose nudged Alex playfully, letting her know she wasn’t the least bit offended.
If Alex had invited her into her room, she wasn’t sure what she would’ve said. She honestly hadn’t thought that far ahead. What they had was the start of something beautiful, and she didn’t plan on ploughing over top of it like a combine harvester.
Angling her body sideways on the sofa, Rose took Alex’s hands in hers and held her gaze. “Let me make one thing clear. I am not a possessive or jealous person. I will never question your whereabouts, and if you’re ever going to be late, all I ask in return is a text, so I’m not worrying you’re in a ditch or something. We’re grown women. We have our own minds and routines, and I would never try to change you.” On a roll, she got it all out. “And I promise I won’t turn into a drunk or get plastered with your mother.”
Unlike Alex’s ex, Rose had never even met the woman. As things stood now, there was a high chance that wouldn’t change, and even if it did, she couldn’t think of anything less inviting.
“Phew.” Alex wiped non-existent sweat off her forehead.
“Have you heard from her?” Rose asked.
“Nope. Not a dickie bird.”
Glad she hadn’t minded the question, Rose pressed on. “When was the last time you saw her?”
“Two years ago. Not long after Steph and I separated. She took her out on a bender to commiserate. No concern for my happiness.”
“Stellar mother.” Rose slapped a hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”
It wasn’t her place to pass judgement. Estranged or not, the woman was still Alex’s mother, and although she hid it well, it had to hurt.
“It’s fine,” Alex said. “But let’s not talk about her.”
“Suits me.” Rose guided Alex down onto her back and kissed her tenderly. “This is my new favourite thing in the world to do.”
The radiant smile Alex flashed her was like a ray of sunshine—it was impossible not to bask in the warmth.

IT TOOK Rose a while to come down enough to drift off, but once she was asleep, she didn’t hear anything until her alarm went off at six-thirty. As soon as she was awake, her mind was a hive of activity. They had a busy day ahead of them, and there was a conversation she needed to have with Alex.
In the living room, Rose uncovered Rocky and Hedwig and folded up the rug in front of the gas fire. She inhaled, savouring their first time together. Like she’d suspected, it wasn’t a line she wanted to uncross. It was a line she hoped to never see again.
Stifling a yawn, Alex wandered into the kitchen. She wore jeans and a long-sleeve shirt. The ends of her hair were still damp from the shower, and she looked radiant. If she had any regrets, she hid them well.
“Did you sleep well?” Alex asked.
“I did, thanks.” Rose kissed her on the lips. Their first morning kiss! The realisation was like a liquid infusion of caffeine, putting her on a high.
The toaster popped, and Rose grabbed the peanut butter. Behind her, Alex chopped up some fruit and covered it in yoghurt. Other than dinner, they fended for themselves, and it worked.
“I was thinking,” Rose said, once they were seated at the table. Rocky and Hedwig chirped in the corner, and the combined aroma of peanut butter and coffee infused the air. “What have you decided to do about your house?”
Sitting empty, it was a liability instead of an asset. With the purchase of the hotel, the renovations, the contractors they’d paid, and the money they’d spent on rooms and were yet to spend on rooms, their working capital wasn’t going to last forever.
“I don’t know.” Alex lifted a shoulder. “With everything else going on, I haven’t given it much thought.”
An idea had started brewing a week ago, but Rose had wanted to mull it over before voicing it. “Would you consider renting it out?”
“I should.” Alex licked yoghurt off her spoon. “But right now, it feels like too much hassle. I haven’t got time to interview people, and I don’t want them coming here.”
Hopefully, Rose had a solution for that. In her mind, it was a good idea, but would Alex agree? “My mate, Tracy, just had a rent hike. She’d be a good tenant.”
That had Alex’s attention, but she looked wary. “Have you said anything to her?”
“No. Not without talking to you about it first.”
“I appreciate that.” Alex blew on her tea, looking thoughtful. “She could rent my place for…” She drummed her fingertips on the tabletop. “Actually, I’m not sure. Math isn’t my strong suit, but as long as it’s enough to cover my costs, I’m happy for you to suggest it to your friend.”
Grabbing her sketchpad, Rose flicked to a clean page.
“Don’t use that.” Alex dashed to the kitchen and returned with a pen and paper.
She hit Rose with some annual figures: rates, house insurance, maintenance. Rose added them up and divided them by twelve to get a monthly cost. She looked at the figures, frowning.
It didn’t feel like enough. Tracy paid double that right now. “Are you sure?”
“Positive, but it’s only fair your friend is aware my family might turn up. More specifically, my brother.”
“I thought he was…” Rose trailed off, unsure how to say incarcerated tactfully.
“He is. But he’ll be eligible for parole next year.”
“Is he dangerous?” Way to go, Rose.
That was probably less tactful than calling him a convict.
“Not at all.” A distant look appeared in Alex’s eyes. It spoke of both fondness and sadness. “He’s a big softie, actually. Just easily led.”
Rose squeezed her hand, wishing she could take away her pain. She couldn’t imagine the heartache of raising a sibling when you were barely a kid yourself, only to lose them to drugs and alcohol.
“That must be tough.”
“It used to be.” Alex put her empty mug on her plate. “But he’s a grown man now. You can only blame your actions on your childhood for so long. It’s up to him to do the hard work and kick the habit once and for all.”
Rose had so many questions, but she kept a lid on them. If Alex wanted to tell her more, she would do so in her own time.
“I won’t mention the house until you’ve met Tracy. That way, you can decide for yourself if she’s trustworthy. Which, for the record, she one hundred percent is.”
“I don’t doubt that.” Alex held her gaze. “Does she suspect about the money?”
“Of course. I said she’s trustworthy, not stupid. And to be honest, I don’t like lying to her. But a deal’s a deal.”
“You can tell her, but it’s to go no further.”
“Of course not.” Rose frowned, feeling defensive. “She’s the most loyal person I know. The holder of many secrets. That comes from being a bartender. And believe me, drunk people talk.”
Realising what she’d said, Rose opened her mouth to apologise and shut it again. The comment wasn’t directed at Alex’s mother, and she had to stop doing that.
“Hey! I know.” Alex’s face lit up, and Rose was glad she’d shut her trap. “How about we arrange a dinner party? You can meet my friends, and I can meet yours.”
“Sounds good,” Rose said. Tracy hadn’t let up about when she could see the hotel. “Have your friends been hounding you to see the place?”
“Totally. They’ve seen the pictures that were on the real estate’s site when I was looking to buy, but I’m sure they’ll be surprised by the transformation.”
Rose didn’t doubt that for a minute. She lived here, and the changes still blew her mind. The hotel had gone from dark and dank, smelling like mildew and depressing, to warm and light, infused with a myriad of fragrances that teased the senses and evoked happiness.
In another few months, once they had their marketing plan in place and bookings started to come in, they’d be up and running. That was both exhilarating and terrifying. Rose might not have a financial investment in the place, but she was emotionally invested, and sometimes that meant more than money.



CHAPTER 18

THE REMAINS of a homecooked dinner littered the middle of the table—stuffed kumara, lettuce salad, potato salad, and BBQ chicken wings. Alex steepled her hands, revelling in the glorious feeling of being so at peace.
Rose and her best friend, Tracy, sat to her left. Kate and her wife, Aroha, sat to her right.
Their friends had blended together seamlessly. For now, they knew nothing of the shift in Alex’s relationship with Rose. Tonight was about celebrating the milestones they’d reached at the hotel, and Alex didn’t want to derail that with all the well-meaning jibes that were bound to come their way.
Elbows resting on the table, Kate held up her glass. “Here’s to the hotel being a roaring success.”
“Hear, hear.” Everyone clinked.
Glass still in the air, Tracy proposed a second toast. “And here’s to a beautiful meal.”
She dipped her head at Alex in thanks. She was the type of person Alex felt like she’d known forever, and she had no qualms about letting out her house to Tracy. Within an hour of knowing her, it was clear she was a straight shooter.
They’d explained the situation with Alex’s family, and she’d listened with compassion, which turned into a feeling of protectiveness. At least, that was what it’d felt like.
“Right…” Like an emcee at a wedding, Alex tapped her glass with a knife. “It’s time to brainstorm a name for the hotel.”
“What’s wrong with ‘The Hotel’?” Rose asked.
A collective groan rang out.
“Fine.” Rose pinned her gaze on Tracy. “You go first.”
“Velvet Vault.”
It had a nice ring to it, but Alex wasn’t sold. She looked around the table. “Who’s next?”
“What about ‘Nip on Inn’?” Kate suggested.
“I like it!” Rose jiggled her boobs. “It made my nips tingle.”
“Okay, next,” Alex said, trying hard not to think about said nipples.
A volley of suggestions followed until everyone was laughing and being silly, trying to one-up each other.
Sapphic Splendour
Gilded Garden
Tongue Towers
Lady Land
The Lez Lounge
The last one was discarded because it wasn’t inclusive enough. The hotel would be open to anyone who identified as a woman who loved women.
“I have a suggestion.” Aroha’s tone quieted the laughter. She was all business, like she was about to go into full-on teacher mode. “I hope I’m not overstepping, but if you want a more personalised name, what about Rosewood Manor?”
Silence fell over the table as everyone mulled that over. Rocky and Hedwig chirped from their perch in the corner.
The hotel resembled a manor, but as far as Alex was aware, it’d never been owned by a lord. Still, she liked the name. It had a great ring to it.
“I like it.” Kate smiled her approval.
“Me too,” Tracy said. “But how did you come up with that?”
“Anyone care to guess?” Ever the teacher, Aroha looked around the table as though she was in class. Would teacher/student role-play appeal to her, or would it seem too creepy given her career?
“My name,” Rose said, looking thoughtful. Then a light bulb went on behind her glasses, lighting up those beautiful brown eyes. “I’ve got it.”
Her excitement spread around the table. Everyone watched and waited expectantly.
“What does a carpenter work with?” Rose asked.
“Wood?” Tracy said tentatively.
“Yes!”
“Oh my God.” Kate planted a kiss on her wife’s lips. “You’re a bloody genius.”
“I teach five-year-olds,” Aroha said proudly.
“I have the brain of one.” Tracy scratched her temple. “Care to explain?”
“It’s a combination of our names,” Rose said, sounding troubled. “Alex’s surname is Carpenter.”
“Then why do you look like someone kicked your pussy?”
“The saying’s puppy,” Aroha corrected her, pulling a smile from Kate, who kissed her again.
Everyone except Rose was smiling, and Alex suspected she knew why. Until she could get her alone, she gave her the only reassurance she could.
“I love the name. We’re business partners, so it makes perfect sense.”
“Exactly!” everyone chorused.
“Now we’ve got that out of the way…” Kate eyeballed her. “When do we get to see the rooms? Come on, you can’t make us wait any longer. We got a sitter for this occasion.”
“You guys go.” Rose stood and started stacking plates. “I’ll do the dishes.”
“What?!” Alex stared in disbelief. No way was she doing this without Rose.
“Ignore her.” Tracy stood and helped clear the table. “That’s her I’m-full-of-shit face.”
Grinning, Rose took the dishes from her mate and put them on the kitchen island. “These can wait.”
As their dinner guests filed out, Alex hung back, wanting a minute alone with Rose. “Are you okay?”
Rose looped an arm through Alex’s and towed her towards the door. “Yes and no.” She stopped. “I mean, this is your dream, and I’m not sure it feels right having my name on it.”
“But it felt right naming the first room the Rose-ary room?”
“Of course.” Rose swung their arms. “That’s different.”
“Is not. And I love the name,” Alex assured her. “I’ll get my office manager to process the paperwork to make it official.”
“On it.” Rose pecked her on the lips.

IN THE LOBBY, three chandeliers shone brightly overhead. One lit up the reception desk, another gleamed off the tiled floor, and a third lit up the stairway. Off to the side, a colourful array of fresh-cut flowers on a half-round table perfumed the air.
Rose handed Alex a pile of keycards. “Lucky dip?”
“Sounds good.” Alex fanned them out, dreaming of the day she could welcome paying guests.
Never one to hold back, Kate’s hand flew in the air. “Me first!”
Frowning, Aroha nudged her. She cut her gaze in Tracy’s direction.
“Sorry.” Kate stepped back like a scolded child. “You go first.”
Full of personality, Tracy didn’t hesitate. She closed her eyes, fumbled for a second, and extracted a key. “Oh, sixty-nine. My favourite number.”
Despite not having that many rooms, they’d taken the liberty to be creative with names and numbers. They’d stopped short of numbering the Rosary room 666. Not everyone liked to mix heaven with hell, which edging and orgasm control could be considered as, if you cared to unpack it.
“We’ll take eighty-eight,” Kate announced, and Aroha gave her a coy smile. The thing was, with her dark skin it was often impossible to know if she was blushing or not.
Prepared to be educated, Alex rested a hand on the desk. “Say what? Is that like a booby squash?” She could see it. Two sets of boobs squishing together, making an eighty-eight.
Taking centre stage, Tracy jumped right in. “I know this one. It’s when two people get on all fours, backsides facing each other, and share a double-ended dildo.”
Rose shook her head. “I don’t even want to know how you know that.”
With an amused glint in her eye, Tracy folded her arms. “I don’t want to know how you don’t know.”
“I didn’t say I’ve never done…” Seeming to realise what she’d said, Rose shut her mouth.
“Don’t mind us,” Kate said. “We’re all friends here.”
“And check-in time’s almost over.” Rose shuffled the keycards, successfully shutting down that line of conversation, but Alex’s mind lingered on Tracy’s very informative description.
Alex had never had an eighty-eight, but it sounded hot. Would Rose be a willing partner?
As if reading her thoughts, Rose leaned closer, her voice a whisper. “You’re blushing?”
“Am not,” Alex said under her breath.
Ahead of them, Tracy spun on her heels, walking backwards up the stairs. “I do believe she is.” She glanced from Alex to Rose. “Anything you would like to share? Tested out some rooms?”
“Of course!” Rose announced proudly, sending Alex into a tailspin.
She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t want to have this conversation halfway up the stairs with her best friends barrelling ahead.
Rose burst out laughing when Tracy stumbled and fell on her arse. “That’ll teach you. And sorry to disappoint, but no clothes were removed in the making of the rooms.”
That was true, but all bets were off now. One day, when Rose least expected it, Alex intended to make good use of the prison suite, and that was just for starters.
“I’m not sure I’m the one who’s disappointed, Collins.” Tracy gripped the banister. “I can see it in your eyes.”
Rather than deny it, Rose clutched her chest. “You got me.”
Standing on the first-floor landing, Kate shot them an amused grin. “It’s only a matter of time, you two.”
She whisked her wife into the room on their left. Everyone followed in their wake, stepping into the beauty parlour.
“Wow.”
Alex couldn’t be sure who said that, but the open-mouthed stares made pride bloom in her chest. The self-satisfaction she felt shone brightly in Rose’s eyes, and they had every right to feel proud. They’d worked their backsides off to bring so many themes to life.
In the grand scheme of things, the room they’d furnished to resemble a day spa was rather tame, but it was also one of Alex’s favourites. Who didn’t like being pampered, and if that included a happy ending, what wasn’t there to love?
She dimmed the lights to create a warm atmosphere. A reed diffuser emitted a sensual, spicy blend of white lotus flower, Pacific vanilla, and patchouli.
In the middle of the room was a massage table. The face hole was standard, but Alex had paid an upholsterer to make a significant modification.
Tracy was the first to spot it.
“I’ve never seen a massage table like this at any beauty parlour I’ve visited.” She slid under the table and waggled her tongue through the hole in the centre.
“Wait up.” Rose dived onto the table and peered through the face hole, her body covering the one in the centre.
Face twisted like she’d tasted something bad, Tracy scuttled out. “Way to kill the fantasy.”
Ignoring them, Kate ran her hand over the padded top. “It would be a hot threesome.”
“Really, babe?” Aroha eyed her with interest, making Alex wonder if this was something they’d discussed before.
“I’ll tell you about it when we get home.”
They all moved to the room Tracy’s keycard opened. Whether fate had a hand in it or something else was at play, it soon became clear Tracy was no stranger to a stripper pole.
Mesmerised, all four of them pulled up a chair around the makeshift stage.
Holding her audience captive, Tracy circled the pole, taking smooth, deliberate steps. After performing a couple of pirouettes, she dipped her hips from side to side in a rhythmic, teasing motion.
As a final move, she gripped the pole and threw her legs out in a V, the pole lodged firmly between her thighs. She ate up the audience with her eyes, then her feet came down and she took a bow.
“Wahoo!” Everyone clapped as if they were at a club.
“Hidden talent?” Aroha asked.
“I take pole classes at the gym.” Tracy jumped off the stage. “You’re welcome to come along. Classes are open to everyone.”
“That sounds like fun,” Aroha said. “But, I’d probably end up flat on my arse and embarrassing myself.”
“You totally should,” Kate encouraged her wife.
“I agree,” Tracy nodded. “There are varying levels of fitness, and…”
As they discussed pole-dancing classes, Alex’s earlier reservations about installing a stripper pole dissipated. When they’d come up with the theme, she’d hesitated. Guests were there for the thrill, not acrobatics. What if someone injured themselves? When she’d voiced her concerns to Rose, Rose had been quick to assure her most adults would act reasonably.
Even so, to be on the safe side, they’d added a clause to the booking package stating they would not be held accountable for injuries caused by reckless use of any of the equipment provided in the rooms.
The next room they entered, the one Kate’s keycard let them into, was the movie set. Everyone eyed up the director’s chair, the lighting, the cameras on tripods, the clapperboard, and audio equipment.
“Who would you be?” Aroha asked Kate. “The actress or the director?”
“Like you need to ask.” Kate sat in the director’s chair and started directing. “You two⁠—”
“Uh-uh.” Aroha interrupted her. “If the actress was Danielle Cormack, I’d be in that chair.”
She would have to fight Alex for the spot. The Kiwi actress was magnificent in her role as Queen Ephiny in Xena: Warrior Princess, but Alex had first crushed on Danielle Cormack when she was cast as Bea Smith in Wentworth. Then they went and killed her off. Stabbed to death by Joan Ferguson.
“We could lock you in the prison cell with her,” Rose said.
“Hey.” Tracy nudged Rose. “You can’t just jump into their fantasy.”
“Says the woman who ruined their threesome fantasy by sticking her tongue through the hole in the massage bed,” Rose retorted.
The friendly sparring between Rose and Tracy was a treat to be a part of. It reminded Alex of her close friendship with Kate and Aroha.
“Oh, no. She didn’t ruin it.” Kate kissed her wife full on the mouth.
“God, you lot.” Alex ushered everyone out, certain pheromones were seeping out of the walls and making everyone horny.
Their first guests might not have been paying customers, but there was no denying they were blown away by the hotel. Their exuberance filled Alex with pride, but she couldn’t have done it alone.
Rose shot her a smile that made her chest explode. She was in so deep she could no longer see the surface. All she could do now was tread water and hope she and Rose emerged victoriously on the same beach.



CHAPTER 19

OCTOBER
SPRING WAS IN FULL BLOOM, sunlight bathed the lobby in a warm glow, the front doors were open, and the scent of cherry blossom made its way inside.
Now that they had a name for the hotel, Rose had thrown herself into the task of registering the business name and personalising their stationery. After completing an order for pens, notepads, and business cards, she spun in the chair and stared out the office window.
Neat rows cut through the grass, making the grounds look like a checkerboard. Daffodil bulbs were starting to bloom, their yellow flowers waving in a gentle breeze. Flower beds added colour beneath hedges, and tall trees skirted the property.
In the centre of it all was a breathtaking fountain: three life-size, robed women sculpted from marble, faces turned up to the sun, their hands joined in unity.
Rose’s phone dinged, forcing her to drag her gaze off the picturesque view of what was essentially their backyard. She glanced at the message.
Tracy: Priscilla was at the pub last night.
So what? Priscilla was always at the pub. Unsure what Tracy’s angle was, she sent a reply.
Rose: So?
Tracy: Just saying. You know, in case you want to rekindle things.
That was the furthest thing from Rose’s mind, and Tracy knew it. She felt disloyal even engaging in this conversation. The thought of Alex’s friends texting her about an ex soured her stomach.
When her phone blared to life, she lunged for it, her irritation boiling over. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”
“I’d like to know the same thing,” her mum said.
Good lord. Now what? Rose took her glasses off and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Sorry, I thought you were Tracy.”
“What’s she up to?”
Her mother adored Tracy, but how could Rose explain something she didn’t understand herself?
“Nothing. What’s up?”
“Care to enlighten me which one of my aunts died?”
All these riddles were making Rose’s head spin. “You lost me.”
“I saw a dear friend of mine today, June. Remember her? Maybe not. She moved away when you were young, but we kept in touch. Imagine my surprise when she passed on her condolences. You with me?” Her mum took a breath. “Now, imagine my surprise when she asked what I intended to do with my share of the inheritance. I mean, if my aunt left her great-niece, you, a sizable chunk of money, surely, she left some for me too. What I can’t figure out, is who died.”
The puzzle pieces fell into place. That would teach Rose for running her mouth off. And to think, she’d stood at the counter feeling like a genius with her cover story.
“Is there anything you want to tell me?” her mum asked when Rose remained quiet.
She wanted to come clean, but that wasn’t her call. “I can’t right now. Not yet.”
“I can read between the lines, Rosemary, but you need to come up with a better story. I’m sure Alex has her reasons for wanting to keep the money quiet. I’d be the same, just take care.”
“Mum?”
“Yes?”
“Alex wasn’t as lucky as me. She didn’t have a mum who cared.” Rose’s heart ached for Alex at the same time as she counted her blessings. “I love you.”
“I love you too. Just be careful. Money can bring out the best and worst in people.”
Her mother’s phone call was a valuable lesson—sometimes less was best. She should’ve stuck to the facts instead of manufacturing some cock ’n’ bull story.
As soon as she ended the call, Rose replied to Tracy.
Rose: I have no desire to rekindle anything with Priscilla or anyone else.
Tracy’s reply was instant. Someone else got your heart?
Ah, so that was what this was about. When it came to fishing expeditions, Tracy wasn’t very subtle. Rose should’ve guessed what she was up to sooner. Scrolling through emojis, she stopped on one of a fishing rod and hit send.
Tracy: LOL. Is that you? Hooked by the sexy hotel manager?
Rose: Whatever. I have to get back to work before said manager fires my arse.
Tracy’s reply was as rapid fire as the rest: Or paddles it.
Laughing, Rose tossed her phone aside.

AFTER STOPPING for long enough to eat the pasta Alex cooked for lunch, Rose kissed her on the lips and went back to the office. The online marketing course she’d thrown herself into was rather tedious, and she wanted to get it over with so she could spend the evening relaxing with Alex.
Having a niche market could work in their favour or against them. They wouldn’t know until the doors opened.
Lost in thought, Rose’s heart jackhammered when the office door bounced off the wall. Panic gripped her and adrenaline spiked. Were they being robbed? Whose idea was it to leave the front door wide open?
“Rosemary Collins?”
She knew that voice. It washed over her like silk and pooled between her legs. Alex had taunted her about catching her off guard one day, and it sounded like that day was here. Praise whatever deity was shining down on her.
Bracing one foot on the floor, Rose rotated the office chair. Her breath caught, and her excitement catapulted. Alex wore a tan mini dress with the Department of Corrections stamped on the breast pocket. A set of keys and handcuffs hung from the belt cinched around her waist. Her hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail, and the scowl marring her face made Rose’s stomach flip with anticipation.
Alex looked like she was out for blood, and Rose would gladly be her willing victim.
“Yes, Wardress.”
“Rec is over for the day.” She pointed to the door with her baton, voice stern. “Back to your cell.”
“I’ll just⁠—”
The crack of the baton stilled her hand halfway to closing out of the marketing course.
“Now!”
At lightning speed, she was pulled out of her chair and frogmarched up the stairs. The front door was closed, and Rose wondered when Alex had shut it. Then again, Alex had been up to far more than she was aware.
A shove from behind had Rose tumbling into the prison suite. The cell door was ajar, sunlight crisscrossed the bars, and the cot had been ruffled up. If this was Alex’s way of punishing Rose for flirting with her when they’d set up this room, Rose was all for it.
Alex tossed her a black-and-white dress with an inmate number printed on the front. “Get changed.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” Without thought, Rose ducked into the bathroom.
The overhead light gleamed off the chrome fittings and white tiles, and the lingering odour of builder’s glue hung in the air. After ditching her clothes, Rose squeezed herself into the dress. The stretchy fabric clung to her curves and left little to the imagination.
As she slipped her glasses back on, something on the floor caught her eye. Briefs. She left them where they were. Perhaps she’d be punished for the infraction. What a delicious thought.
A bang on the bathroom door made her jump in surprise.
“You better not be doing drugs in there, Collins.”
The door swung open. Chest thrust out, hands behind her back, Rose jumped to attention. The cool tiles beneath her feet were a stark contrast to the fire burning in her veins.
Alex looked exquisite. If she ever got a job as a prison officer, women would take up reoffending as a career just to be back under her authority.
“Sorry, Wardress. I had to⁠—”
“Hands in front!” Alex commanded. With her gaze locked on Rose as if she was a flight risk, she unclipped the handcuffs hanging from the belt.
Rose obeyed, arms outstretched. If she inched closer, she could brush a finger across Alex’s nipples that were straining against the tight confines of her dress. The cuffs wrapped around her wrist, putting an end to that idea. There was no bite of metal. The fur lining was soft against her skin but made her feel compliant all the same, helping her slip into the role of submissive.
“We have reason to believe you have contraband hidden in your cell.” Alex pushed the end of the baton into the soft flesh under Rose’s chin, forcing her head up. “Last chance to come clean.”
“You won’t find anything,” Rose said defiantly.
“We’ll see.” With one eye on Rose, Alex lifted the corner of the mattress and peered under it. Her dress rode up, flashing Rose a delicious view of her backside.
She looked over her shoulder. “Safe word?”
Knowing she would need a safe word sent a surge of anticipation tingling down Rose’s spine. A bird flew past the window, and she had her answer. “Sparrow.”
With a nod of approval, Alex lifted the mattress higher. She glared at Rose, nostrils flaring. “What do we have here?”
As tempting as it was to say “Bring it on!” Rose played the part of an innocent inmate. “I don’t know, Ma’am.”
Slowly, menacingly, Alex revealed a harness. There was no toy attached, but Rose throbbed with need. Would Alex fuck her right there, faced mashed into the bars? Or would she shove her face down on the mattress and hike up her dress that was shorter than any Rose had ever owned?
“Is this yours?”
“No, Ma’am.”
She got up close and personal. Her mouth so close, her breath caressed Rose’s cheek. “Who does it belong to, then?”
From the little Rose knew about being a convict, dobbing in a cellmate would ensure a worse fate than keeping her mouth shut. “I’m not a nark.”
“You’re looking at an extra five years.” The cuffs came off and Rose was shoved into the cell, door clanging shut behind her.



CHAPTER 20

THINGS WERE ESCALATING FASTER than Alex had anticipated. She shut the cell door, needing to put some space between them and regroup. In hindsight, she should’ve known they would be explosive together. Their chemistry was off the charts, always had been, and Rose was mischief personified. She’d shown that side of her when she’d driven Alex insane with her endless flirting.
Now, here they were, free to act on their desires. Well, Rose wasn’t so free right at the moment. She looked adorable, peering at Alex, bars bisecting her glasses, but that didn’t give Alex the right to throw her in at the deep end.
There was a much larger part that went with that harness, and although the heat in Rose’s eyes told her she was all for it, Alex wasn’t so sure. It would definitely require a conversation first, and she didn’t want to kill the buzz they had going on. Taking a detour from her original plan, Alex re-entered the cell.
She smacked the baton against her hand. “What else are you hiding?”
Still on her knees by the bars, Rose peered up at her. “Nothing, Ma’am.”
“Wardress,” Alex corrected.
“Nothing, Wardress Lovett.”
Cute, but Alex kept her expression neutral. “Get your pillow.”
Rose scuttled over to the cot. She yanked off the pillowcase and gasped when a silver bullet dropped on the floor.
“It’s not…”
“Get away from it.” Alex scooped it up. “Conspiring to commit murder is a serious offence.”
“No, no. You’ve got it wrong.” Rose pulled her lip between her teeth, her gaze on the vibrating bullet in Alex’s hand. “It gets lonely in here. And a girl has certain…needs.”
“Needs!” Alex bellowed. “You lost your right for needs and wants when you abused your position as a medical examiner.”
Way to go, Alex. She praised herself internally. This wasn’t scripted, and she liked how things were unfolding.
“But…but…I was very good at it.” Rose pushed up on her knees, hands behind her back in supplication. “Let me show you. Wardress.” Her gaze flicked from Alex’s eyes to the hem of her uniform that barely covered the juncture of her thighs.
It would be easy to part her legs, to bask in the feel of Rose’s tongue on her, but this was Alex’s show, and it wasn’t going to go how Rose anticipated. Keeping her off-kilter was as delectable as Rose’s willingness to please.
Alex held out the bullet vibe. “Put it where all concealed weapons belong. In your panties.”
“Um.” The grin Rose gave her was sultry as hell and full of mischief. “I’m not wearing any.”
Perfect!
“Pardon me?” Alex shoved the baton under Rose’s chin. “Why not!”
Rose squirmed, her expression wicked. “I was hot. Down there.”
“Stop with the excuses. We have rules and they are to be followed. Keep it up, and you’ll spend a week in the hole.”
The unintentional innuendo hit Alex at the same time as Rose’s tongue snaked out—a seductive lick of her lips that made Alex’s nipples harden.
“Yes, please, Wardress. I’d love to spend a week in your⁠—”
Alex grabbed the back of Rose’s head and shoved her face into her crotch, silencing her insolence with a thrust of her hips. She held her there for a second, then stepped back and kicked off her G-string. Meeting Rose’s hungry gaze, she gave her a sharp nod.
Rose was on her like a woman on death row who’d just been granted her last meal. More off balance than her inmate, Alex clutched the bars behind her. She stepped her feet apart, granting Rose better access.
Despite being on her feet, hand fisted in Rose’s hair, Alex was no longer sure who was in control. Rose’s tongue swirled around Alex’s clit, soft at first, then with more pressure until Alex’s legs shook and her breath came out in short pants.
Rose’s tongue danced playfully across that sensitive bundle of nerves, drawing a gasp out of Alex. She was sopping wet and losing control fast.
Breaking contact, Rose looked up, hair flowing down her back, glasses on the floor beside her. “Permission to enter you?”
Now that Rose wasn’t driving her insane with desire, Alex took a second to regain her equilibrium. She glared. “Is that anyway to treat your glasses, inmate?”
“No, Wardress.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I didn’t want to displease you by moving away.”
“Give them here.”
Rose slapped them in her hand, and Alex put them on the bedside table. They were almost camouflaged against the professionally drawn graffiti.
Instead of moving back to Rose, Alex reclined on the cot and spread her legs.
Rose watched her, waiting for permission.
“Take it off.”
Rose pulled the dress over her head and let it fall to the floor.
Alex shook her head.
With a defiant huff, Rose folded the black-and-white mini dress and put it on the wooden seat in the corner.
Alex clicked her fingers, and Rose was on her again in seconds. She kissed and licked her way up the inside of Alex’s thighs, making her back bow and her breath hitch in anticipation.
Nestled between her thighs, Rose pushed Alex’s legs up and back, and she allowed it. Why wouldn’t she? She was in heaven, and Rose didn’t require any direction.
She didn’t hold back, licking and sucking, moaning and panting as she devoured Alex. The soft buzz of a vibrator penetrated her brain just before the smooth surface slid across her clit.
The bullet vibe.
Surprise and exquisite pleasure met head on.
What a shit warden she would make, leaving the weapon she’d come looking for in the hands of an inmate. An inmate with very talented hands and a tongue that was driving her wild.
The bullet vibe replaced Rose’s tongue on Alex’s clit, and her tongue dipped lower, gently probing, tasting, driving her higher and higher. Blood roared in Alex’s ears. Her climax was right…there, tingling, burning, shimmering under her skin.
She fisted the blanket, hips thrusting against Rose.
“Right there,” she gasped as Rose hit the perfect spot. Her nerve endings vibrated, and every cell screamed for release. Then she was soaring, one hand gripping Rose’s hair, holding her in place as the pressure that had been building roared out of her, flooding Rose’s mouth.
The vibrating bullet stopped, and Rose dragged her tongue up to Alex’s clit, working her until a second orgasm rippled through Alex’s body.
As she floated back to earth, Alex was vaguely aware of her legs being lowered. She did her best to get back in the role of prison warden…and failed. If any real PO could see her now, she would be given her marching orders.
“You okay?” Rose asked.
“Perfect.” Needing to hold her, Alex motioned for Rose to slide onto the cot beside her.
Their lips met, and it was like the kiss of new lovers—hot, wet, and ravenous. Alex slid her tongue into Rose’s mouth, tasting herself on her. The heat of Rose’s body seared her skin.
Breathless, she finally broke the kiss. “You are one sexy inmate.”



CHAPTER 21

THE CRACK of gunpowder and the flash of colours drew Rose’s gaze heavenward. It was the fifth of November—New Zealand’s favourite time to let off fireworks in their backyard—and they were watching the most spectacular display her father had put on since she was a kid.
Rose had teased him about showing off for Alex, and he hadn’t denied it. At a guess, this wasn’t something Alex would’ve experienced in her childhood—family gatherings on Guy Fawkes Night.
“Beautiful,” Alex murmured, snuggling into her on the porch swing.
Rose pulled the blanket tighter around them, loving the look of awe on Alex’s face as her dad sent another skyrocket into the air, lighting up the night with bursts of colours, stars, and bangs that captivated her.
Rose’s mum wandered over, her body silhouetted by the porch light. She hadn’t been surprised when Rose told her they were dating. She’d been thrilled. And much like Rose, her parents had immediately taken a shine to Alex, and why wouldn’t they? Alex had an air that exuded kindness, compassion, and resilience.
Tonight wasn’t the first time they’d met. Last week, Rose finally gave her parents a tour of the hotel. She’d wanted to get that done before they opened because once they did, their guests’ privacy would be paramount.
Her mum leaned against the porch swing, legs crossed at the ankles. “Your father hasn’t put on a show like this since you kids were little. Remember?”
“Yeah.” Rose had fond memories of those days.
It was a neighbourhood event that changed venues each year. Everyone brought a plate. The adults drank, and the kids played, thrilled they could stay up until it was late instead of being in bed by eight.
“I was scared of sparklers,” Rose said wistfully. Once she got braver, and with her brothers’ coaxing her, she’d discovered the sparks were so small and short-lived, all they did was leave a mild pricking sensation if they hit any exposed skin.
“Really?” Alex looked at her with wide eyes. “You? Scared of fire.”
“Ha-ha.” Rose nudged her playfully. It wasn’t often she played with fire, and the flame of desire that burned brightly between her and Alex was worth the risk of getting burnt.
Her mother stood, making the porch swing rock. She fished around in the deep pockets of her jacket and produced a packet of sparklers. She lit one and handed it to Alex.
When she didn’t immediately reach for it, Rose took great pleasure in teasing her. “Not scared of fire, are you?”
“Hardly.” She jumped to her feet, making the swing rock again.
Before Rose could draw her next breath, a gold heart of fire danced in her vision.
“Did I do it right?” Alex gave her a cocky grin as she continued to draw shapes with the sparkler, cutting through the dark of night and lighting up Rose’s world.
Her mum handed a sparkler to Rose, and they all danced around the yard, creating words and shapes like she’d done so many times with her brothers and the neighbourhood kids as a child.
Once again, she was reminded of what a great upbringing she’d had. Something that was easy to take for granted until you were faced with someone who hadn’t been so lucky. Someone who’d made something of herself, and that had nothing to do with now being a millionaire. Money couldn’t give someone a soul, and Alex had a huge heart, full of empathy and kindness.
Fireworks spent, and the scent of gunpowder fogging up the night air, they finally retreated inside. The November evening had started out mild but soon cooled down, and Rose welcomed the warmth that greeted her.
“Drink anyone?” Her mum held up the electric jug.
Alex looked at Rose, waiting for her to reply.
“I’m good, but go ahead.”
“I’m fine too,” Alex said. “I just didn’t want to be rude.”
“It takes more than that to offend me.” Rose’s mum gave them a sly wink. “I’m sure you two want to get home and make some fireworks of your own.”
“Mum…” Rose groaned. “Please don’t.”
“Such a prude.”
“Am not,” Rose defended herself. “It’s just ick. I don’t want you thinking about what we get up to.”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that, silly. We’ll be too busy making our own fireworks.”
Alex looked on with amusement as Rose threw her hands in the air. “I give up.”
Seemingly happy she riled up her daughter, her mother moved on to Alex.
“Rose tells me you used to work in furnishings.”
Now, that was perfect! Love and admiration for her mother replaced Rose’s momentarily exasperation. Her parents had been welcoming from the get-go, but they’d also been careful what they asked, aware of her unhappy childhood.
The back door opened, and her dad wandered inside. It was odd not seeing Benji trailing behind him, but like every year, her dad had dropped him off at a mate’s. On the farm, away from the blast of gunpowder that scared the living daylights out of pets every year.
Sure, they were guilty of the same, but living just out of town, there were no close neighbours. Just a school and park that were deserted at this time of night.
“What are they gassing about?” her dad asked, looking at Rose’s mum and Alex, who were eyeing up the furnishings.
“Colour coordinating. I think you are in for new drapes…or carpet.”
“Or she’s just bending your girlfriend’s ear,” he said conspiratorially.
“I think you’re right,” Rose said in an equally quiet tone.
He nodded towards Alex, his expression soft and caring. “Do you think she’s the one?”
“I do,” Rose replied, finally understanding what it meant when people said they just knew.

“THAT WAS SO MUCH FUN,” Alex said as soon as they arrived back at the hotel.
“It was.” Rose hung her jacket on the coat tree and went straight to Hedwig and Rocky. It was past their bedtime, and just like most humans, they needed eight to nine hours sleep a night.
If she didn’t cover them completely, even a shadow from trees moving outside could wake them.
“Are you tired?” Alex asked.
“Yes and no.” If she went to bed and picked up her book, she would probably be asleep before long, but she wasn’t ready to part ways with Alex yet. “Are you?”
Alex slumped onto the sofa. “Yes and no.” She mirrored Rose’s words. “Your parents are great.”
“They are.” Sensing something was bothering her, Rose sat beside Alex and rested a hand on her thigh. “Are you okay?”
“You know how we talked about keeping separate rooms?”
“You talked about it.” Rose laughed when Alex shot her a withering look.
“Fine. You know how I make the rules?”
Ooh, she was trying a different tact, and Rose liked it. “Yes, Ma’am.”
“Shut up.” Alex laughed, and the sound sent bursts of joy to Rose’s extremities. “What if I break them?”
“Say what?” Rose shot upright, almost smacking Alex under the chin. But if this was what she thought it was, this was huge. “Break them how?”
“Will you sleep with me tonight? I feel…” She paused. “I don’t know.” She shrugged, and Rose had never seen Alex look so vulnerable. “I just want to be held.”
Emotion flooded Rose. If Alex needed a comfort blanket right then, she would build her an entire fort of them. Alex might be thirty-four, but Rose could see the little girl in her who wanted her mother’s love.
Knowing she was entrusting Rose with such a fragile piece of her heart moved her beyond words. Back on her feet, Rose held out a hand. With a small smile, Alex took it.
By some unspoken agreement, they ended up in Rose’s bedroom, both naked beneath the sheets. There was nothing sexual about it, but Rose had never felt more connected.
“Turn onto your tummy.”
Alex complied, hands tucked under her cheek, head tipped to the side. Rose took one more look at the trust shining back at her before taking off her glasses and turning out the bedside light.
She ran her fingertips up and down Alex’s back.
Alex sighed in bliss. “That feels heavenly.”
“Shh. Relaxing, remember?” Rose teased. “Do you remember that night?”
“Of course. I always will.”
So would Rose. When she’d promised Alex she’d behave in the spa bath, she’d meant it. Then things had taken a turn, and she regretted none of it.
Rose kissed Alex’s shoulder blade and continued to gently massage her back. Once her breathing slowed, Rose nudged her onto her side and spooned her from behind.
She kissed the back of her head. “Good night, sweet lady.”
Alex squeezed her hand. “Love you.”
What the hell?
Rose’s heart jackhammered. Had she heard right? Was Alex cognisant enough to know what she’d just said? Or was it her subconscious talking? Hang on. Even if it was, wasn’t your subconscious part of your mind that recognised things without conscious thought?
If she didn’t stop dissecting it, Rose would never sleep. Whether the words had been intentional or not, she was going to hold on tight. Alex needed her and she was there for it.



CHAPTER 22

IN THE WEEKS since they’d fallen asleep wrapped in each other’s arms, Alex’s declaration that she needed her own space had flown out the window. On the odd occasion she stayed up later than Rose, she went to her own bed so as not to wake her.
She always looked so peaceful, sprawled out in her four-poster bed. Often diagonally, as if she was scared it was going to be taken from her, which Alex recognised for what it was. Projecting her own insecurities.
Even though she had more money than she knew what to do with, it couldn’t erase years of going without. She watched every penny they spent and was thankful Rose understood more about business, taxes, GST, and employee laws than Alex would ever be able to wrap her head around.
“Here you go.” Rose slid a sandwich under Alex’s nose.
It had the works: ham, lettuce, tomato, egg, and mayo. The problem was, Alex wasn’t sure if her stomach could take it.
Six months after meeting Rose, they were finally ready to welcome their first guests. Ready might not be the right word. How did you prepare for something you’d only ever dreamed of?
Seated opposite her, Rose dug in. Not much put her off her food. It was one more thing Alex admired about her. She loved it as much as her curvaceous body, all soft and luscious. Was it any wonder her cold and lonely bed had lost its appeal?
“Nervous?” Rose asked between mouthfuls.
“Anxious,” Alex replied, unsure if they were strictly the same thing or not. “I just want everything to go right. Imagine if we get a bad review.”
A shiver tore through her. The thought was horrifying. They’d be out of the running before they even got off the ground.
“Stop fretting.” Rose peered at her over her glasses, sandwich by her mouth. “We’re not going to get a bad review. We can’t. I’ve blocked them.”
Was that possible? Alex’s use of computers was limited to the software program they would be using for bookings, email, and Messenger.
“You can do that?” Alex asked.
“No.” Rose dusted the crumbs off her hands. “But why would we get a bad review?” She grabbed her tablet. “We have eight guests due in.”
She read out their names but needn’t have bothered. They were seared into Alex’s brain.
“The rooms are in tip-top shape, and between us, we’ve got enough charisma to charm the knickers off a nun.”
Feeling slightly better, Alex picked up her sandwich. “Thanks for this.”
“You’re welcome.” Rose squeezed her hand across the table. “We’ve got this.”

BY FOUR O’CLOCK, the rosary room, the massage parlour, and the actress/director movie set suite were in use. Their guests had come from as far north as Auckland and as far south as Gore. There’d been no hint of bashfulness, and Alex took that as a win.
It felt invasive to imagine what was going on upstairs, but impossible not to. With any luck, that would reduce over time. Like with anything, regular exposure desensitised you, or so they said. Alex wasn’t so sure when it came to Rose. She saw her every day, yet she could still melt Alex’s panties with a single scorching look.
At six o’clock, they were both sitting at the desk, waiting to welcome their last guests of the day, who were the first couple to book a room.
“They’re here!” Rose pulled on Alex’s arm, her excitement palpable.
Two women who appeared to be in their early forties alighted from a red Toyota that gleamed in the late-afternoon sun. They looked like night and day and were clearly in love.
One was petite and rocked the corporate look, right down to her tight skirt and heels. The other was thickset and wore jeans and a tee, with no hint of make-up. She didn’t need it. Both women were attractive in their own way.
The thickset woman grabbed their bags, and the petite one flung her handbag over her shoulder and pushed the key fob.
The door opened, and Rose shot her a huge smile. Her glee was infectious. It wormed its way inside Alex and made her feel like the luckiest person alive.
“Welcome to Rosewood Manor,” Alex greeted their guests. “Danica and Cassidy, right?”
“Correct.” The petite woman tapped her chest. “I’m Cassidy.” She smiled warmly at her partner. “And this is my wife, Dani.”
“Did you have a good trip?” Rose asked.
“We did, thanks. No roadworks.”
That was always a pleasant change. These days, it seemed you couldn’t go anywhere without encountering roadworks, so it always paid to leave home early.
“Right…” Rose slid their keycard across the counter. “We’ve got you in the penthouse suite, and as the first couple to make a reservation, you have the choice of a complimentary bottle of champagne. Or if you don’t drink⁠—”
“We’ll take it,” Cassidy said decisively.
Alex looked at Danica for confirmation.
She held her arms out in ‘a what can you do?’ gesture. “What the lady wants, the lady gets.”
“Back in a tick.” Rose ducked out from behind reception and was back in a jiffy with a bucket of ice and a bottle of champagne.
“Let me show you to your room.” Alex took the bucket, which was freezing, and led the way upstairs.
“I can take that.” Danica reached out as they neared the penthouse suite on the second floor.
Not wanting to crowd them, Alex handed over the champagne on ice. “I trust everything will be up to standard. If you have any issues, call reception.”
“We’ll be fine.” Cassidy disappeared into the room, leaving a whiff of perfume behind.
Danica lingered. With one eye on the door, watching for her wife, she lowered her voice. “Everything’s been confirmed, right?”
“Yes,” Alex assured her. “And if your request doesn’t meet your expectations⁠—”
“Call reception,” Danica finished. She had a calm presence that made it easy to see why her wife had fallen for her.
Downstairs, Alex put the sign on the counter by the buzzer and wandered down the corridor to their living quarters. It felt odd leaving their guests alone, but wasn’t that what every hotelier did between check-ins?
Come the morning, there would be rooms to clean and laundry to do, but until then, the evening was theirs.
She found Rose on the back patio overlooking the grounds. “Are you spying on our guests?”
They would have to walk over to the fountain and peer up at windows to do that, but she loved teasing Rose.
“Nah, voyeurism’s not really my thing.”
That was hardly news. If anything, Rose leaned towards exhibitionism. She had no qualms about putting on a show for Alex.
“Do you think her wife knows?” Rose asked before Alex’s mind continued down a path they now had to make time for.
So far, it was the only downside she’d stumbled into of running a hotel. Single at the time she’d started looking and intending to stay that way for the unforeseeable future, Alex hadn’t given it much thought. She wouldn’t change a thing, though.
Where there was a will there was a way. Now that they had guests, it would just take a little more planning.
“Yes, Rose. I do think she knows,” Rose said in a singsong voice when Alex took too long to reply to her question.
“You know, we have two nights with no bookings next week, and there’s a paddle with your name on it.”
Rose swatted her backside then draped her arms around Alex’s neck. Her big brown eyes were as vibrant as ever, and her auburn hair cascaded around her shoulders. “I can’t wait.”
Alex wasn’t as optimistic, but she would take every stolen kiss she could get. Hands linked, they wandered back inside.
“To answer your question. No, I don’t think her wife knows.” Danica had made a special request via telephone and asked if she could settle the bill when they departed, so it wouldn’t tip off her wife.
“Don’t ever spring that kind of surprise on me.” Rose eyed her through Rocky and Hedwig’s cage.
“Not your thing?” Alex asked, unsure if it was hers either.
“It’s not that.” Rose poked her head out, peering around the cage. “I just think it’s something that should be discussed beforehand.”
“Perhaps they have discussed it.”
“True,” Rose said. “And as long as it’s legal and consensual, I guess it’s not up to us to tell someone how to get off. Hey!” She grinned, proud of herself. “That could be our new motto.”
They didn’t have a motto, and although what Danica had in store for Cassidy tonight was far from taboo, Alex loved the sentiment.
It reminded her of the saying she wholeheartedly agreed with—Don’t yuck my yum.



CHAPTER 23

DANICA
WITH LOVE in her eyes and anticipation thrumming through her veins, Danica watched her wife twirl in a circle, head tipped back as though the ceiling light was the sun shining on her face.
It was their tenth wedding anniversary, and Danica intended to make tonight a night they would remember. No kids to worry about—a rare moment since the twins were born six years ago.
Swaying her hips seductively, Cassidy popped the top button on her blouse. Strands of dark hair curled around her face, and her crystal-blue eyes were mesmerising.
“When do I get my surprise?” She trailed a finger across Danica’s cheek.
“This is it.” Danica swept her arms in a circle. “The penthouse suite that cost an arm and leg.”
“It is rather posh.” Cassidy eyed up the statue on a stand. She picked it up, admiring the bronze woman.
“Break it, you own it.”
Wincing, she set it back down. She wasn’t exactly a klutz, but crockery had the uncanny ability to slip through her fingers.
With a swish of her fine arse, Cassidy shimmied out of her skirt, shed the rest of her clothes, and headed straight for the bathroom. She slapped her backside. “Come get me.”
Lingering for a minute, Danica checked the fridge.
Perfect.
The bathroom was as luxurious as the rest of the suite. As per their booking request, the spa bath was already full. Steam rose off the surface, along with a fragrance Dani couldn’t put her finger on—something sweet with a hint of lavender.
After shucking out of her jeans and T-shirt, Danica joined her wife in the tub. She poured two glasses of champagne, dropped a strawberry into each, and handed one over.
“To us.”
“To us.” They clinked.
Water bubbled around them, and Cassidy’s foot connected with Danica’s leg under the water. She ran it up her calf, her smile seductive.
“You’re playing with fire,” Dani growled, pulling a smile from Cassidy.
The years had done nothing to diminish their desire for each other. But life had changed. Kids had joined them—kids they would roll over and die for—but having a family also meant stolen, uninterrupted moments were few and far between.
Putting her glass of champagne on the ledge behind her, Cassidy glided across the surface, dark hair fanning out behind her like a mermaid.
Their lips met, and the kiss was sweet and thorough, unrushed as though they had all the time in the world. And tonight, they did.
“Darling…” Cassidy straddled her thighs, backside nestled in Dani’s lap. Her lovely boobs bobbed on the water, taunting Danica. “I love this, and I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I can’t figure out for the life of me why on earth you booked a vanilla suite in a place full of kinky rooms.”
“I don’t know.” The white lie slipped off Danica’s tongue. “I just wanted to pamper you. Is that so bad?”
“Having you to myself is never a bad thing.”
“Then let’s make the most of it.” Dani cupped Cassidy’s face and pulled her close.
She traced her bottom lip with her teeth, drawing soft mewls from Cassidy. Water fizzed between them, swirling around their necks like foam.
Aware they didn’t have all night to luxuriate in the bath, Danica broke the kiss. It was time to plant some seeds. She reached across the bath and handed Cassidy her half-empty wine glass.
“Perhaps I should’ve hired a butler, someone to serve us caviar…and to drink wine from your pussy.”
“Is that right, handsome?” Heat smouldered in Cassidy’s eyes, her mouth forming a smile around the lip of the glass. “Did you pack your tux?”
“Maybe.”
Peeking over the side of the bath, Danica glanced at her watch lying on top of her clothes. Any minute now, there should be…
And there it was. A knock at the door.
Although she’d been expecting it, Danica’s pulse raced.
Eyes wide, Cassidy hit the button to stop the jets, plunging the bathroom into silence. “Was that our door?”
“I don’t know,” Danica whispered back.
“At least we know it’s not the kids.” Cassidy giggled. She was a lightweight when it came to wine, and her laughter told Danica she’d had just enough to relax, which was perfect.
“I’ll go check.” Danica quickly dried off and pulled on a robe. It was tempting to leave it gaping, but she didn’t want to risk flashing any guests who might happen by.

CASSIDY
Chatter from the doorway drifted into the bathroom, but Cassidy couldn’t make out the words. Although she normally had complete faith in her wife, she clambered out of the tub and wrapped a towel around herself.
“Please, come in.”
What the bejesus? Why was Danica inviting someone into their room?
When her gaze landed on a maid standing just inside the door, Cassidy’s confusion blossomed into something far more enticing.
This wasn’t your typical cleaner you saw these days wearing shorts and a polo shirt with the company’s logo. This woman wore a short black dress with white ruffles. An apron with a cute bow was tied around her waist, and a tiara was affixed to her hair. Stockings with a black seam crawled up her legs, and black come-fuck-me heels completed a breathtaking package.
“I ordered room service.” Danica looked at her with anticipation and hesitation, as though she wasn’t sure if she’d done the right thing despite how many times they’d said if the opportunity to have a threesome ever arose, they would grab it. No fuss, no complications, no promises of a next time, just a night of unforgettable passion.
“How thoughtful.” Cassidy blew her a kiss, letting her know she was on board.
The maid, who Cassidy now understood wasn’t a maid at all, held out a robe. “Please, allow me.”
With an approving nod from Dani, Cassidy slid her arms into the sleeves and pulled it around her. A chair appeared behind her. Danica’s warm, firm hand landed on her shoulder. She tugged until Cassidy fell back, her fall cushioned by the padded seat.
“Happy anniversary, darling.” She knelt before her, just like she’d done when she proposed. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Consent is everything.”
That had always been their motto, especially when they’d been younger and dabbled in all sorts of kinky delights.
“And what if I don’t consent?” Cassidy asked, solely because it felt odd having this conversation after Jack had jumped out of the box. Or Jill or whatever the woman’s name was.
They would never see her again, so it didn’t really matter.
“Then I will leave,” the woman said.
“Oh no you won’t,” Cassidy said. “I like to play with my presents, and I believe you are a gift to me from my wife.”
The woman flashed her a smile that would’ve melted Cassidy’s panties had she been wearing any.
“I’m Lena, by the way.” She poured a glass of wine and handed it to Cassidy.
“Thank you. I’m Cass.” She took a hefty gulp. This felt surreal, like it was happening to someone else. But the texture of the robe against her bare skin, the scent of perfume, and the hungry look in her wife’s eyes told her this was all very real.
Standing at the foot of the bed, back to them, Danica dropped her robe and slipped into a pair of black boxers with a white waistband. After a quick search through her pack, she produced a tie and made quick work of putting it on. A skill Cassidy had never mastered.
“Time for some pampering, my love.”
Crouching, Lena did nothing to conceal the view Cassidy had of her white briefs—sheer with little bows. She flicked up the curtain on the room service cart and produced a plastic bowl the size of a footbath.
She handed it to Dani, and they worked in silence as though they’d done this before, which was ludicrous. It wasn’t often Dani read a situation wrong, and hopefully the gamble she’d taken on both their behalf paid off tonight.
Lena lifted Cassidy’s feet into the bowl and swirled something fragrant into it. “How’s that temperature?”
“Perfect.” Although she’d been happy soaking in the bath before they were interrupted, this felt different. Luxurious and suspenseful.
Behind her, the fridge opened and closed. Shortly after, Dani appeared, holding a tray loaded with hors d’oeuvres.
“When did you get⁠—”
“Ahem.” Dani cleared her throat, silencing her. “Would you like something to eat, Ma’am?”
“You,” Cassidy teased, gasping when Lena sucked a toe into her mouth.
Lena gave her a wicked smile then went back to massaging her foot. Her hand slid higher, massaging Cassidy’s inner thighs. Cassidy bucked in her chair, but Lena continued her ascent, her lips and breath warm against Cassidy’s skin.
It’d been fifteen years since anyone other than her wife had touched her so intimately, and she felt like a virgin all over again, ready to combust with a single touch.
Trying not to levitate out of the chair, she took a pinwheel sandwich and a fruit-and-cheese kebab off the tray Danica was holding out to her. “Are you going to have some?”
“Yep.” She offered the tray to Lena first. “Would you like something to eat?”
“Hmm.” She pushed up on her knees, studied the tray, and took a wedge of pineapple. “Thank you.”
A few minutes later, the snack tray was back on the bench, and Danica was seated in a chair looking as dashing as ever in her sexy boxers and tie draped between her breasts.
Cassidy felt like putty in Lena’s hands as she dried one foot, then the other.
Discarding the towel, she produced a bottle of moisturiser from the maid service trolley. “Is this okay?”
“Sure,” Cassidy replied, unsure what she was agreeing to and horny enough not to care. The feel of soft, unfamiliar hands caressing her thighs—with her wife watching—had awoken a ravenous hunger inside her.
“Open your robe, babe.”
Things were about to heat up, and Cassidy was down for it. With her gaze on Dani, she undid the belt, and the robe parted. After birthing two kids—twins—her boobs didn’t sit where they used to and her stomach had spider lines, a nicer name for stretch marks, but she didn’t care.
“You’re gorgeous,” Lena said.
“Are you paid to say that?”
“Cass!” Dani screeched.
“It’s fine,” Lena assured her, her gaze never leaving Cassidy. “No. I’m not paid to lie.”
The heat in her eyes made Cassidy squirm in her seat as though she was sitting in a puddle, and she was fast becoming one. She almost moaned in protest when Lena sat back on her haunches and wiped her hands on a towel.
She turned her gaze on Danica. “Would you like a foot massage? A pedicure?”
The offer was so ludicrous, Cassidy burst out laughing.
You would have to hold Danica down to get near her feet. Even then, you were likely to get a kick to the head. The twinkle in Lena’s gaze told Cassidy she suspected as much, but it was still priceless.
Danica didn’t so much as blink. She leaned forward in the chair, elbows on her knees, breasts hanging free, tie dangling between them.
Her expression was all business, her gaze drilling a hole into Lena. The words that left her mouth rendered Cassidy speechless.
“What I would like, is to watch you eat my wife’s pussy.”
Those were possibly the hottest words she’d ever heard leave her wife’s mouth.
Without conscious thought, Cassidy parted her thighs. Then she snapped them shut again. Although Dani had clearly orchestrated this, she had to be sure. Come the morning, what was done couldn’t be undone.
Lena stood, knee letting out a crack. “Would you like a moment alone?”
Dani pinned her gaze on Cassidy. “Not unless my wife would like you to leave.”
“Green.” Cassidy laughed at her outburst. She’d gone from uncertain to wanton with a reassuring, burning look from her wife.
Kneeling once more between Cassidy’s feet, black and white frills fanning out around her, Lena kissed a lazy path up Cassidy’s legs, nipping, kissing, and sucking as she traversed her body like a roadmap.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caught Cassidy’s attention as Dani pushed to her feet. She stood behind the chair Cassidy was seated in, legs spread for another woman. Her arms snaked around Cassidy’s neck and her hands cupped her breasts, drawing a moan out of her just as Lena reached the juncture of her thighs.
Dual sensations arced through her, causing a chorus of appreciative hums to escape her. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back in the chair. Danica’s mouth came down on hers and she squeezed a nipple, applying just the right amount of pleasure to draw a guttural moan from Cassidy.
“You’re so damn sexy.” Dani’s breath caressed her ear. “Is she making you feel good?”
“God, yes,” she murmured, breathless with desire.
Pausing, Lena sat back on her heels. She held Cassidy’s gaze, mouth glistening as she slowly, seductively, lowered the straps on the maid’s outfit. Her breasts bumped against Cassidy’s thighs as she buried her head between her legs. Her lips wrapped around Cassidy’s clit, and she exhaled a throaty moan as she teased it with a gentle graze of her teeth.
Before long, the combination of her wife’s hands on her breasts, cupping and caressing, teasing her nipples into stiff peaks, and Lena’s tongue circling her clit had Cassidy throbbing, desperate for release.
When Dani’s hand disappeared from her breasts, her eyes flew open, pulling her out of the moment for a split second. Lena didn’t miss a beat. She continued to drive Cassidy closer and closer to the edge.
Dani pulled up a chair. With a front-row seat to the erotic show before her, she slid a handheld vibe into her boxers. It was so hot, Cassidy was torn between keeping her eyes open and closing them so she could focus on the heights Lena was taking her to.
“Play with your nipples,” Lena instructed.
The command took her by surprise, but Cassidy readily complied and lost the battle to keep her eyes open.
Lena’s mouth was back on her as she slipped a finger inside.
“More,” Cassidy moaned.
“There’s my greedy girl,” Dani’s voice made her smile, but she kept her eyes closed and widened her thighs as far as the chair’s arms would allow.
Slowly, a second finger joined the first, filling her, stretching her. Lena curled them forward, expertly finding that sweet spot that made Cassidy’s body thrum and sent a fresh wave of sensations rippling through her entire being.
Her breath hitched, and her breathing became ragged. Throat dry, she swallowed hard. Her climax built and built and built, swirling through her like a tornado. And it hit with the devastating force of a twister, splintering her into a thousand pieces.
Head tipped back like a ragdoll, she took deep breaths while Lena kept her fingers inside, drawing every bit of the climax out of her.
The silence that followed was deafening. When had the vibrator stopped? Had Danica found relief first? It wouldn’t matter if she had. It would be kind of hot, actually, because she normally always made sure Cassidy came at least twice before seeking her own release.
When Cassidy finally managed to pry her eyes open, her gaze landed on Lena crouching before her. With a scorching look, she sucked her fingers clean. “You taste so sweet.”
“She does, doesn’t she?” Dani stood. “And I need some of that.”
Rather than approach, Dani rummaged around in her pack. Turning, she held a strap-on in one hand and lube in the other, making Cassidy swallow hard. She loved nothing more than being fucked straight after climaxing—when everything was hot, wet, and swollen.
Were they supposed to dismiss Lena or was it her turn to watch? That wasn’t something Cassidy had done before—put on a show for someone else—but she was that fucking horny they could invite the entire women’s rugby team to sit on the sideline and she’d give them a show worth remembering.
“Come here.”
Cassidy went to stand, but Danica stopped her. “Not you.”
With heat blazing in her eyes, Lena went willingly, tossing her dress over her head as she crossed the room. Her briefs went next, but her stockings and suspenders stayed on.
Acutely aware of how wet she was, Cassidy stayed put, watching in fascination as Danica helped Lena into the harness and adjusted the straps.
The dildo protruding from between her legs was neon pink and the perfect girth for Cassidy.
Danica handed Lena a bottle of lube, then took Cassidy in her arms. Their bodies melted against each other, soft and familiar.
Danica’s mouth was on hers, a soft brush of lips that soon became more urgent as Cassidy gripped her arse and ground against her. Behind her, Lena kissed the elegant slope of her neck, and Cassidy felt like a strawberry in the most delicious jam sandwich ever created.
She quivered, knees like jelly, nipples hard as rocks.
“I think you need a good fucking.”
“Yes, please.” Her words were a desperate plea.
Danica climbed onto the bed, feet pointing to the fabric headboard, head hanging off the foot of the bed. She tapped her chin. “Get on here.”
“Colour?” Lena asked, and Cassidy loved that she checked in, but she needn’t have worried.
“All the fucking colours. Give me a rainbow.” They exchanged a smile, but her crack did nothing to dim the sexual tension crackling between them, drawing everyone together like static electricity.
Knees bumping the end of the mattress, she straddled Danica’s face. A gasp of ecstasy tore from her when Danica’s tongue lapped greedily at the remnants of her orgasm, brought about by another woman.
“Hand me that.” Cassidy pointed to the small vibrator on the chair, the one Dani had used during her moment of voyeurism.
Leaning forward, hand pressed into the mattress to keep some of her weight off Dani, Cassidy lowered the vibe. The second it made contact, Danica’s hips bucked, seeking more.
She held it there and closed her eyes, basking in their connection, in the feel of Danica’s mouth all over her. When a second tongue joined the first between legs, this one coming at her from behind, she almost flew apart, vibe falling from her hand.
When she was trembling with need, gasping for breath, Lena’s tongue disappeared, and her arms came around Cassidy’s waist. She nuzzled her neck, sending shivers down her spine.
“Would you like me to fuck you?”
A loud moan filled the air, and Cassidy wasn’t sure if it was her own or Danica’s.
“Yes. God, yes.” She wanted it so bad.
She heard the pop of a cap, and the scent of lube filled the air. Moving back slightly, Cassidy glanced down at Danica, framed between her legs. Her pupils were blown, and she looked like she was in ecstasy. She’d always derived more pleasure from giving than receiving, and this was a gift Cassidy would forever cherish.
As odd as it was, despite being shared and prepped to be fucked by a stranger, she’d never felt more connected to her wife in that moment.
“I love you,” she mouthed before a dollop of lube made her buck her hips. “Fuck, that’s cold.”
“Sorry.” Lena chuckled, taking her sweet time to rub it in.
Hungry to be filled, Cassidy thrust her arse back, trying to impale herself. Unable to see, she was a lousy shot.
“Greedy girl.” Lena’s voice washed over her like honey.
“Here.” Danica’s arms came up between them, head still hanging over the end of the bed, face millimetres away from Cassidy’s dripping centre. “Let me guide you in.”
Those words lit a fire in Cassidy’s belly.
The dildo slid in with ease, filling her, consuming her. With a firm grip on her arse, Danica’s tongue was back on her clit. Cassidy closed her eyes. An intense orgasm was building, and images of the bird’s eye view her wife had of her pussy being thoroughly fucked, played through her mind.
“Harder.” Cassidy spat out the word as the first contraction hit.
The leather harness smacked into her arse, and she cried out as an intense orgasm hit her. Her body quivered and moisture seeped down her thighs. A rainbow of colours flashed behind her eyelids. Her back bowed, and her skin prickled, inner walls gripping the dildo like a fist.
Contraction after contraction ripped through her, lighting up nerve endings and stealing the breath from her lungs.
Spent, Cassidy flopped forward onto Danica, and the phallus slid out. She crawled onto the bed, spun around so her back was to the headboard, and straddled Dani’s hips. Her mouth glistened, her eyelids were heavy with lust, and Cassidy wanted to see her fall apart.
She beckoned Lena forward. “Ready for round two?”
The harness hit the floor with a thud, and she joined them on the bed in a tangle of arms and legs.



CHAPTER 24

THANKS IN PART to the stellar reviews their first guests posted, by mid-December, the business was flourishing. Last week, they’d screened and hired eight cleaners. It was tempting to call them maids, but after glimpsing the woman who’d joined Cassidy and Danica two weeks ago, Rose couldn’t unsee a completely different vision of what a maid looked like.
“Here you go.” Kaylee dumped a load of sheets and towels at Rose’s feet and grabbed clean linen off the shelves. Her hair was tied back, and like the rest of the staff at Rosewood Manor, she wore navy shorts and a pink polo shirt with the hotel’s logo embroidered on the breast pocket.
For now, Rose and Alex were still doing the laundry themselves. Financially, they could hire someone, but they both welcomed the physical activity. Plus, it gave them the opportunity to connect with the staff on a more personal level, rather than sitting in their ivory tower as if they thought they were above them.
After pulling the current load of sheets out of the washing machine and tossing them into the dryer, Rose wandered back to the office. Keeping track of inventory was a large part of her job, and she needed to process an order for shampoo, conditioner, soap, moisturiser, bath fragrances, laundry detergent, and toilet paper.
The only order she’d had to place at her last job was for stationery. Now, though, the list was never-ending. Tea, coffee, sugar, milk, and items for the mini bars in the rooms were also monitored closely and regularly replenished. Not to mention cleaning products.
A reservation popped up, requesting the Painter and Their Muse suite for two nights over Christmas. Although the room was available, Rose hesitated. Over the past month, one thing had become clear: despite living and working together, the amount of quality time she got to spend with Alex was sparse. Lately, their sex life revolved around staff rosters and hotel bookings.
What they needed was a reliever, someone they entrusted enough to leave the business in their hands for a night or two. Hell, even for a day.
A blur of chestnut hair caught Rose’s eye. Alex flew past the office, looking murderous.
Shit. What had happened? Had a guest trashed a room? Was one of the cleaners causing grief?
Alex was generally so chilled that whatever was going on had to be dire. Alarmed, Rose locked the office door, put the sign on the front desk, and hoofed it for the house.

SHE FOUND Alex in the living room, head buried in her hands. Trying not to startle her, Rose slowly lowered herself onto the sofa. Rocky and Hedwig chirped a greeting, but she couldn’t go to them right now.
Rose rested a hand on Alex’s back, surprised to feel her trembling. “What’s going on? You’re shaking.”
She looked up, her expression troubled. “My ex called. She’s got it in her head I’m the person who won the lottery. She wants one free night a month or she’ll tell my mother about the hotel.”
What a conniving bitch. Rose wanted to let loose a stream of expletives, but she swallowed them down. Cussing might feel good, but it wouldn’t do a thing to assuage Alex’s distress, and that was her number one priority.
“Hey, it’s okay. We’ve prepared for this, remember?”
Looking both unconvinced and resigned, Alex sighed heavily. “She knows it was my dream, she knows I work here, and believe me, she will tell Mum. Then she’ll turn up and… Fuck!” Alex dropped her head into her hands, chestnut hair coming down like a curtain.
Carefully, Rose inched her phone closer and clicked her call log. It felt invasive but necessary. She punched the last-call number into her cell and hit dial.
Steph either dived for her phone or still had it in her hand because she answered right away.
“Hello?”
“Hi. Is this Stephanie?” Rose asked, her tone polite and businesslike.
Alex’s head snapped up. If this was going to work, she had to stay quiet. Rose pressed a finger to her lips. Alex also had a right to hear this, so she put her phone on speaker.
“Who’s this?”
“Rosemary, from Rosewood Manor.” She thanked Aroha for coming up with the name. It would give her claim more weight. “I had a message passed on that you’d like to make a reservation.”
A charged silence followed, and Rose derived great satisfaction from picturing Stephanie pacing while she tried to gain ground.
“I phoned my ex, actually,” Steph said. “You might know her. Might even be fucking her⁠—”
“Excuse me?” Jaw tight, Rose slammed a hand on her hip. She’d dealt with worse people than this at the construction company, and it took more than a foul mouth to rile her up, but the stance helped her get into the swing of things. “What kind of place do you think I’m running? I do not sleep with my staff.”
“Of course not. Because you’re not the business owner, are you?”
Something like distress washed over Alex’s face. When she looked like she was about to intervene, Rose held up a finger. She wasn’t done, and she didn’t need Alex to rescue her out of a sense of misguided obligation or guilt.
“You’re welcome to stay with us. You can book online. A thousand dollars a night⁠—”
Steph scoffed. “Who pays that for a fuck?”
“You’d be surprised, so you’ll also need to sign an NDA. Once you’ve done that…and paid in advance, as a gesture of good faith, when you arrive, I’ll show you the title of the property. Then you can sleep easy knowing the only thing you missed out on was a hefty bank loan.”
“Don’t oversell it.” Steph’s words dripped with venom and sarcasm.
Rose huffed out a laugh. “You’re delightful. I look forward to meeting you.”
She clicked off, and Alex stared in horror.
“What have you done?”
Hating the haunted look in her eyes, Rose sat beside her. “Called her bluff. She won’t show up.”
“You don’t know Steph.”
“I know people like her.”
“She still might tell Mum the hotel’s mine just to cause shit.”
It’d been on the tip of Rose’s tongue to tell Steph to grab a torch and check her own arsehole before she started throwing shit around, but she was trying to be the bigger person here.
“If she tells your mum, we’ll deal with it then.” Rose put as much compassion into her voice as she could. “Would it be so bad if she knew?”
Alex shrugged, her expression forlorn. “Maybe I should be more sympathetic. Alcoholism’s an illness.”
Rose couldn’t argue with that. But you also couldn’t save someone who didn’t want to be rescued.
“When I broke up with Steph,” Alex continued. “I had to remortgage. At the time, I told Mum if she agreed to get help, I would take a larger loan and pay for her rehab.” Alex glanced sideways at Rose, her expression pained. “She as good as slapped me, said I was a killjoy and only had to look at myself to figure out why my marriage failed.”
“Ouch.” Rose grimaced.
Alex’s mother sounded like a vile woman whom she hoped she never had the displeasure of meeting. At least, not until she got her act together and figured out she had a kind, loving daughter who didn’t deserve to have her heart trodden on.
Alex tucked her hair behind her ears. “It was after that I cut her off. It still kills me, but I had to for my mental health.”
“That’s a brave thing to do,” Rose said, unable to fathom what that felt like. To lose her mother would be like losing a limb.
The buzzer at reception rang, and Rose cursed their next guests’ timing. “Can we ignore it?”
Alex stood. “I’ll get it.”
“I was joking.” Rose got to her feet. “You take care of yourself. I’ll see to them.”
“Please…” Alex grabbed her hand. “Let me. The hotel is my love.” She pecked Rose on the lips. “And you.”
“Alex Carpenter.” Rose lifted her glasses to her hairline and peered at her. “Did you just say you love me?” It wasn’t the first time she’d heard the words, but Rose’s heart fluttered like a hummingbird all the same.
A grin split Alex’s face. “I think I might’ve.”

LATER THAT NIGHT, with the morning’s shitstorm out of the way, Rose was finally able to get back to what she’d been going to bring up before Stephanie fucked up the morning.
Throughout the day, Alex had assured her that once the initial shock of Steph’s call had worn off, she was fine. She was either a good actress or telling the truth because her mood was back to being light and adorable.
“There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” Rose licked mashed potato off her knife and put it next to the fork on her empty plate.
The phone had rung once, a request for more toilet paper, which also required a conversation with the cleaners tomorrow, but other than that, they’d eaten dinner in relative peace.
“Did you see the couple who booked into the Superhero room?” Alex asked as if Rose hadn’t just asked a question of her own. And that was fine. Not many conversations that started with ‘we need to talk’ or something similar were good.
“Yep.” Rose’s mind flashed to the cute couple.
Most of their guests arrived looking like the girl-next-door, butter-wouldn’t-melt types, but these two women had arrived raring to go—one dressed as Wonder Woman, right down to her red cape and sexy golden boots, and the other as Cat Girl, complete with cute little kitten ears.
They requested one additional item for their room, which Rose had managed to source online—a Lasso of Truth: Wonder Woman’s primary weapon that forced anyone captured within it to obey her commands.
And that was the beauty of the Superhero room. With a few modifications, it could be anything you wanted it to be. Meanwhile, they sat on the sidelines, watching everyone else enjoy their creation. Figuratively, of course. There were no cameras in the rooms.
The only security cameras onsite overlooked the yard, the parking lot, and the foyer. They probably should have one installed by the gate as well, but guests were given a PIN to enter the grounds, so it wasn’t something they’d given much thought.
“You were saying?” Alex prompted.
“Oh, right. I think we need to hire relievers sooner rather than later.” Rose sipped her water. “Christmas is sneaking up fast.”
The smile Alex had been wearing moments before slipped from her face, and Rose practically saw the shield covering her heart. “I don’t do Christmas.”
“I understand it’s no big deal to you,” Rose said with as much empathy as she could muster. “But it is to my family, and I’d like you to be a part of that.”
“We can’t just close the doors.” Alex was on the defence, her words clipped.
“Why can’t we?” Rose asked gently, relieved when Alex’s expression softened. “Our hotel. Our rules. I can block out those two days.”
“Not a good look, Rosemary.” The sparkle in her eyes hit Rose like an electrical current, warming her skin.
“Trust me, Alexandra.” Rose returned her jibe with a grin. “I’ll make it look good, so it looks like we’re booked out weeks in advance. And with no guests here to say otherwise, no one will be any the wiser.”
“The staff?”
“They’ll be thrilled to have two days off.” Rose frowned. “Or perhaps not.” She hadn’t thought this through. Two of their employees were solo parents and relied on the extra income for their kids.
“You’re right,” Alex nodded thoughtfully. “They should have the day off…on full pay. I’ll have to pay them, anyway, won’t I?”
“Laws are different for casual employees, but yes, if they would normally work that day, they are entitled to statutory holiday pay.”
“I wonder what other hotels do.” Alex stood and stacked their plates.
“Who cares?” Rose grabbed the empty glasses and followed Alex into the kitchen. Once their dishes were in the dishwasher and the condiments back in the pantry, she took Alex in her arms, revelling in the feel of her body against her own.
“I love the hotel, but I miss⁠—”
The buzzer rang, piercing the early evening air and signalling an end to their uninterrupted time. They stared at each other, resigned.
“I miss having you to myself.”
The buzzer went again. “Impatient bloody women,” Rose groused.
“It would seem our photographer and model are keen to get started.”
“Me too,” Rose said. “I’ll check them in, and when I get back, you better be naked on the sofa. Legs spread.”
“Oh, my. I’m wet already.” Alex laughed.
“I’m not joking,” Rose said with equal amounts of humour.
There wasn’t anything wrong with a quickie, but ‘spread your legs for me’ was not the way to build sexual tension, and for Rose, the build-up, the flirting beforehand, the stolen touches when staff weren’t looking, made it all the more rewarding.



CHAPTER 25

FEELING utterly content after making sweet love, Alex savoured the feel of Rose’s fingertips gliding up and down her arm. She loved the few hours they got to themselves, when the hotel was silent and guests were sleeping. Or perhaps they weren’t, but not many people bothered them after ten at night.
That could change once the downstairs bar was in place and running, but Alex would hire staff for that. Tracy had already voiced her interest. But she was getting ahead of herself. If a dysfunctional family had taught her anything, it was that a healthy relationship needed to be nurtured and nourished, and she was yet to address the topic Rose had raised earlier.
Just because she had few happy memories of Christmas didn’t mean she needed to be the Grinch.
Rose’s voice cut into her thoughts. “You’re not still thinking about your ex, are you?”
“I wasn’t,” Alex said. Subconsciously, perhaps she had been. Her failed marriage was another example of what happened when you stopped trying.
“Ugh, sorry.” Rose pulled on her shoulder until their foreheads were resting against each other on the pillow. “For a minute there, I felt like we were characters in a romance novel. Wicked ex enters the picture and stirs up shit. Couple break up. Couple get back together and live happily ever after.”
With the bedroom in near darkness, it was impossible to know for sure if Rose was thinking out loud or looking for reassurance. “I can promise you, Steph will not come between us.”
“I know.” Rose hooked a leg over Alex’s waist. “And I don’t really believe people need to break up to get their happily ever after.”
A humourless chuckle escaped Alex. “I couldn’t think of anything worse.” Once she’d made the decision to leave Steph, there’d been no going back.
“Me either,” Rose said. “Going back to an ex is like taking a bath and slipping into dirty clothes. Comfortable, familiar, but leaves a bad smell.”
“Nice analogy.” Alex yawned. She felt sleepy, but her mind had circled back to their earlier conversation during dinner.
“You know how you mentioned a reliever?”
“Hmm?” Rose murmured.
“What if we approach Lena?” In the short time the hotel had been open, it’d become apparent threesomes were high on the list of fantasies. They saw Lena at least once a week, and she always stopped for a chat before heading up to a room.
“I like her,” Rose said. “She seems trustworthy. She’s signed an NDA, and she’s likeable, so it makes sense.”
“You forgot hot.”
“And that.” Rose pulled her closer, their chests bumping. “But I can’t get enough of you as it is, so don’t go getting any ideas.”
Alex had absolutely nothing against non-monogamy, but so far, it wasn’t a road she wanted to venture down. Who knows, that could change in time, but if she ever did veer off the monogamy path, it would be done ethically and with Rose by her side.
“You’re more than enough for me too.” Alex kissed Rose and got a mouthful of hair. The streetlights were too far away to penetrate the tall fences and hedges surrounding the hotel.
She tried again and hit her mark this time. “Goodnight.”
“Night.” Rose pecked her on the lips again. “Love you.”

IN THE MORNING, Alex mulled over how to get hold of Lena. She could call the agency, of course, but phoning her place of work to invite her to attend a job interview felt tacky.
“Hey.” Rose wandered into the laundry and shoved open a window. “Bloody hell. The haze of heat in here is that thick my glasses can’t see.” Her smile morphed into concern when her eyes locked on Alex. “What’s happened? Should I be worried? You look worried.”
“Nothing to worry about.” Alex pushed a sheet through the press. “I’m just at a standstill with how to contact Lena.”
“Don’t you have her number?”
“Only to the business.”
“Can’t you ask them for it?” Rose folded a sheet and handed it to Alex to press.
“It feels a little underhanded. I don’t know.” Doubt set in. “Maybe she’s not the best person to ask. I mean, with her job, her hours are probably as chaotic as ours.”
“We won’t know until we ask. Leave it to your office manager.”
“What are you going to do?” Alex called after Rose as she left the laundry.
“Morning, Kaylee,” she heard Rose say in greeting seconds before Kaylee appeared in the laundry.
Alex had seen her when she arrived along with six others. The staffroom next to the laundry seconded as a meeting place, and they had a debrief every morning before getting started, to go over the roster and any special requests or modifications that needed to be made to rooms.
One thing that wasn’t freely given was information on their guests. Numbers weren’t Alex’s thing, but at a quick guess, she would say staff saw less than twenty percent of them, including a well-known, public-speaking New Zealander who spent a night in their Space suite last week.
The country would be surprised to learn she was gay, and in a sense, it’d felt like a privilege being able to provide a safe place for her to indulge.
Kaylee shoved a load of sheets, towels, and robes into one of the washing machines and replenished the cart with clean linen. She was an attractive young woman with a narrow face, short blonde hair, dark-brown eyes, and eyelashes women paid good money for.
“How are you doing?” Alex asked conversationally.
“Good.” She added robes to the pile. “This is one of the best jobs I’ve ever had.”
She paused, and Alex had the horrible feeling she was about to resign, like the statement was to soften the blow. If she did, Alex would deal with it. She’d made a conscious choice never to guilt-trip her staff. “Is something troubling you?”
Kaylee chewed her lip. “Christmas isn’t far away, and I know we can’t all have the day off, but I was wondering if I could have first option.”
The quickest way to alleviate her worries would be to announce they were closing that day and the next, but nothing was set in concrete. If Rose pulled off whatever she was off doing, all staff would be informed at the same time.
“Consider it done,” Alex kept the finer details to herself. “I’ll let Rose know you’re not available that day.”
“Thank you.” Kaylee held out her arms, blushed, and lowered them. “Sorry, I’m a hugger. That was really inappropriate.”
In some workplaces maybe it was, but Alex gave her a quick hug. There was something about Kaylee that made her want to mother her. She felt a kinship with her.
Rose’s voice cut through the sound of the washers and dryers. “I’m sensing a scandal. Boss/employee.” She waved her arms in the air. “It’s this place. It makes everyone…”
Alex narrowed her eyes in warning. Some boundaries shouldn’t be crossed, and discussing how horny you were with an employee felt like one of them.
“Makes their mind go into overdrive?” Kaylee asked with the lift of an eyebrow and a knowing grin, all the while keeping it professional.
“Yeah, that.” Rose grabbed Alex by the hand. “I need a minute with my wife.” She paused, her expression mischievous. “Not for that.”
“I never thought ‘that’ for a minute.” Kaylee shot them a cheeky grin and exited the laundry. Before Alex could question Rose about the wife comment, Kaylee poked her head back in. “Can we not mention it to the others yet? I don’t want them to think I’m getting special treatment.”
“Of course,” Alex said, wishing again she could alleviate her fears.
Alone, Rose pinned her gaze on Alex. “Don’t tell them what?”
“We’re closing Christmas Day!” Alex decided on the spot. “Did you get hold of Lena?”
“Fuck me.” Rose leaned against the shelves. “You’re making me dizzy. What special treatment? What’s Kaylee worried about?”
Alex quickly filled her in. “I wanted to tell her she needn’t worry because no one would be working that day, but it wouldn’t be fair to tell her ahead of the other girls.”
“So let’s do that once they’ve finished cleaning?” Rose said.
“Did you get hold of Lena?” Alex asked again.
“She’ll be here the first week of January.”
With the Christmas break, the next two weeks would fly by.
“Really?” Alex threw her arms around Rose’s neck. “That’s great.”
“You didn’t let me finish.”
Uh-oh. What was she up to now?
Ignoring the dryer when it dinged, Alex folded her arms. “Go on.”
“Um, she doesn’t know it’s for an interview. And we’ll have to pay her.”
“Say what?” Not following, Alex drew her eyebrows together. “Why didn’t you just tell her?”
“I only got to speak to the manager, and you’re right. It felt weird asking for Lena’s phone number, so I booked her services instead.” Rose cosied up to Alex. “We could utilise them if you like.”
Alex’s back hit the dryer, which was hot as molten lava. When Rose claimed her mouth, she deepened the kiss, their tongues duelling for dominance. Fingers digging into Alex’s arse, Rose swiped her tongue up her neck and sucked her earlobe into her mouth, making Alex’s knees tremble and her nipples harden.
The buzzer at reception pierced the fog of lust, and not before time. Talk about awkward if any of the staff had walked in.
Breathing hard, Rose smoothed down her dress and straightened her glasses. “I’ll go.” She pecked Alex on the cheek and was gone.
Flustered, Alex stared after her. The heat in the laundry was nothing compared to how hot and bothered she felt, and she couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Not until later tonight when all was quiet, and even then, there were no guarantees they wouldn’t be interrupted.
The idea of hiring a reliever was becoming more and more appealing by the second. But first, Alex had good news to announce to the staff. They could all have Christmas and Boxing Day off on full pay.



CHAPTER 26

“HOME SWEET HOME,” Rose said as she pushed in the code to the door separating the house from the rest of the hotel.
It was Christmas Day, the sun was shining, and the premises were eerily quiet. Even more so than when they left. At least, it felt that way after the rowdy crowd they just had lunch with.
The same as every year, it’d been a magical day, full of love and laughter. Her brothers and their wives, her nephews, her parents, and even the dog had made Alex feel like she was one of the family, and Rose loved every single one of them for it.
There’d been a lot of questions about the hotel, but nothing invasive. No one asked how they came up with the money, which any respectful person wouldn’t do.
Looking gorgeous wearing a halter-neck top and a white cotton skirt, Alex slumped onto the sofa. The look of contentment colouring her face was worth more than any monetary gift. It was so serene, Rose committed it to memory. After checking on Hedwig and Rocky, Rose pushed open some windows, admiring the flower beds perfuming the grounds.
“Are you happy?” Rose sat beside Alex on the sofa.
“My stomach’s not.” Alex patted her belly. “But I am. Your family’s great, your mum’s an amazing cook, and I felt thoroughly spoilt.”
“It’s not over yet.” Rose dashed to her bedroom and retrieved the gift she’d hidden. On the way back to the living room, she slowed her pace, nerves getting the better of her.
“It’s not much.” She handed over the gift-wrapped cylinder. “But I wanted you to have something.”
Looking bashful, Alex plucked at the sticky tape. “I thought we agreed our gift to each other would be the new flat-screen television.”
“I know.” It hadn’t been cheap, but it hadn’t been paid for with Rose’s earnings either.
It was also very impersonal, but she didn’t insult Alex by saying as much. If someone’s only experience with Christmas was being ignored, how were they supposed to understand the concept of giving? A gift didn’t have to cost a fortune to bring joy.
“If it makes you feel any better, it cost less than five bucks.”
“Thank you.”
Lips pulling into a smile, Alex shot Rose a curious glance. Once the paper was gone, she popped the lid off the cylinder, withdrew the piece of paper, and spread it out on the coffee table like a sacred scroll.
When Alex didn’t say anything, anxiety kicked Rose in the gut like a horse striking. Was it too much? Did she hate it? Like any artist, she started picking apart the drawing she’d been sketching between doing bookwork and when Alex wasn’t looking—the hotel standing proud, the beautiful grounds, and the fountain with the three marble women, their hands linked in unity.
She’d taken a few liberties and drawn a yellow love heart on the green grass with their names and I love you in the centre.
Going out of her mind, Rose nudged Alex. “Say something.”
She cupped her mouth, tears welling in her eyes. “I love it.”
“Phew.” Rose exhaled.
Alex threw her arms around Rose’s neck, almost toppling them over on the sofa. “You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I… I…”
A tear dripped onto Rose’s shoulder, making her throat tight. The act of giving came easily to her, yet the act of receiving reduced Alex to tears.
“Hey, it’s okay.” Rose stroked her hair and rocked her gently.
“Gosh, anyone would think I’m hormonal.”
They’d both had their periods last week, so Rose knew that wasn’t the case. She also desperately wanted to see Alex smile again. “Just as well you’re not. We have plans for tomorrow.”
An alluring grin replaced Alex’s desolation. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I intend to keep you on edge for hours.”
“Is that right?” Rose pushed Alex onto her back and jammed a thigh between her legs.
Her skirt rolled up, and Rose revelled in the feel of the heat searing her flesh. She pressed her lips to Alex’s, tongue seeking entrance, but her mouth remained clamped shut.
With a pained expression on her face, she pushed at Rose’s arms, trying to dislodge her. “As much as I’d love to get naked with you right now, my stomach is seriously sore.”
Acquiescing, Rose rolled off the sofa and stood. “Come on. Let’s make the most of a spa bath while we can.”
“Are you kidding?” Alex glanced outside at the clear blue sky. “It’s too fricking hot.” She grabbed the remote and pointed it at the new television that took up the entirety of one wall. “What do you want to watch?”
“A comedy.”
“Urzila Carlson?” Alex asked.
“Of course.”
Before long, the multi-award-winning South African-New Zealander had them in stitches of laughter. Not ideal for sore tummies, but it was one of the best Christmas Days Rose could ever recall, and every moment of it was perfect.

BOXING DAY BROUGHT MORE good weather. It was tempting to barricade themselves inside and utilise the deserted rooms, but it was too nice out and Rose wanted to make the most of their free day.
The bathroom door opened, and Alex stepped out, looking radiant wearing a peach-coloured sundress, the ends of her hair damp from the shower.
“What do you say we head to George Street? Soak up some culture, grab something to eat, then we can come home and…” She waggled her eyebrows. “Get dirty.”
“You know,” Alex said thoughtfully. “I’ve always hated that term for sex. It makes it sound like it’s something repugnant.”
“Way to pop my ovaries.” Rose rolled her eyes. “I meant dirty as in hot and sweaty.”
“I know,” Alex said, her voice light and airy. “I was only teasing. Giving you a taste of what’s to come later.”
As a switch, Rose didn’t care who led, but until they agreed on the scenario, the position was up for grabs. “Who says you’re leading?”
“I did, you sexy wench.”
That put an end to any would-be comeback. The Pirate suite was high up on her list to try out, and she couldn’t wait to see what delights Alex had hidden in the treasure chest.
“Maybe we should stay home,” Rose said, only half-joking.
“Nope.” Alex tapped the tip of her nose. “Let’s go and get a taste of the sea. Call it foreplay.”
“Sand in my crack is hardly foreplay.” Rose followed Alex into the living room.
“Maybe not, but wisecracks like that will have you walking the plank faster than you can say, ‘Please may I serve you, Pirate Queen.’”



CHAPTER 27

AFTER AN AMAZING MORNING at Te Ana Māori Rock Art Centre exploring the momentous collection of ancient Māori rock drawings in New Zealand, they made it home.
Despite living less than fifteen minutes away from such a wonderful place, it was the first time Alex had visited the centre, and she had Rose to thank for that.
“That was amazing.”
“I know, right?” Rose thumbed her phone. She held it under Alex’s nose, showing off the photo she’d taken of Alex holding a bone from a moa—an extinct flightless bird once native to New Zealand.
Rocky and Hedwig chirped, heads bopping as they danced across their perch.
“It’s okay, my darlings,” Rose said as though the picture of a dead relative may have unsettled them. She turned back around. “I would let them out, but they’re going to have to wait.” She marched Alex backwards until her back hit the wall.
Taking the upper hand, Alex spun her around and crushed her mouth against Rose’s.
Rose yielded, lips parting on a soft moan. Their hips swayed, bodies moving in a slow, seductive dance. With the promise of what was to come, Alex broke the kiss.
She pressed her forearm against Rose’s throat, firm enough to make her eyes flash with heat, but nowhere near hard enough to hurt her.
“Meet me in the Pirate suite in fifteen minutes. Not a minute before, and not a minute later. Understood?”
“Understood.” Rose frowned, chin lowering when Alex released her. “What do I address you as? Pirate-ess?” She snickered. “That sounded like pirate ass.”
It also sounded like she was in the mood to push buttons, which Alex looked forward to immensely.
“Pirate Queen.” Alex followed up the title with a grimace. “Scratch that.”
It’d sounded fun when they’d said it in jest, but there was nothing royal about her, and being referred to as a queen, even in role-play, felt weird.
In the kitchen, Alex downed a glass of water. She refilled it and handed it to Rose. Staying hydrated when endorphins were high and adrenaline was pumping was vital. Not to mention, maintaining proper hydration levels had been proven to enhance sexual sensitivity.
Reaching around her, Rose put the empty glass on the bench. “What’s wrong with the name? I like it.”
Alex shrugged. “Feels conceited.” A name she’d stumbled across while researching female pirates jumped into her head. Thinking on her feet, she came up with a new title. “You will address me as Captain Bonny.”
“O-kay…” Rose eyed her curiously. “Care to share?”
Weird, wasn’t it? How you saw something so clearly in your head that you forgot others couldn’t.
“Anne Bonny is one of the few female pirates recorded in history. In the early 1700s, she was known as the Pirate Queen of the Caribbean.” In awe of her, Alex had spent hours reading her history. “She defied the prohibition against female pirates.”
“Wow, that’s badass. I can’t wait to see what you look like, my Pirate Queen.”
The title was growing on her, but Rose’s poorly suppressed smile gave her away. She was looking for a reaction, so Alex didn’t bite.

UPSTAIRS, Alex let herself into the room. As she glanced around, heat and pride filled her chest. The suite looked exactly like Rose’s vision. A king-size bed covered with a plush, red bedspread dominated the left side of the room. To the right sat a dressing table with a stool under it, a gilded mirror on the wall above.
A rope ladder hung down one wall, and a makeshift plank had been installed. It was a foot off the ground with a compass etched into the wooden floor beneath. At the end was a pool of blue paint with white-capped waves, giving the illusion of jumping overboard.
Since the day they’d brought the theme to life, Alex had been itching to explore this room, but by the time she got past fighting her attraction to Rose, the window of opportunity had closed. Their waking hours became dedicated to bringing everyone else’s fantasies to life and putting theirs on hold.
Not today, though.
Before changing into the clothes she’d hidden in the room earlier that day, she popped the lid on the treasure chest and peeked inside. Her gaze lingered on the device she’d almost used when she locked Rose in the prison cell. But it’d seemed too soon, and she’d changed the script.
They were still learning each other’s bodies, how far they could push and when to pull back. But that was the beautiful thing about safe words. If today became too much, Rose could use her word, and Alex would honour it. No questions asked and no projection of disappointment.
In the bathroom, Alex had a quick scrub and transformed herself into a pirate queen. When she’d hunted online for outfits, she’d known this was the one for her the second she saw it amongst the sea of other options.
The velvet dress was forest green with black mesh and a gold hem. The lace-up bodice with large gold eyelets showed off her cleavage, and the black belt with a gold buckle was perfect to tuck the plastic sword into. After securing her hair in a ponytail, Alex pulled on her boots and slapped on the tricorn black pirate hat complete with white trim.
A rat-a-tat-tat on the door sent her heart into overdrive.
“It’s open,” she called out but stayed put in the bathroom. She wanted to give Rose time to get into the room and slip into whatever role she decided to play.
Alex’s heart pounded against her ribcage. She was pumped, raring to go. She strained to hear, head tilted, ear pressed to the gap in the doorway. A faint rustling. A bang followed by ouch. Then silence.
She waited another painfully long minute, then stepped into the room, stiletto boots sinking into the carpet. They were nothing like what any real pirate would wear, but she wasn’t about to go into battle. Or perhaps, in a sense, she was.
The room was as it had been when she entered. Empty. But unless Rose had snuck back out, she wasn’t alone. Even without checking, she could sense her presence. She scouted the room, lifted the drapes, looked under the table, scanned the bedroom, then returned to exactly where she knew Rose was.
Anticipation surged as she unsheathed the plastic sword. She dropped to her knees and flicked up the bedspread. The scent of floor polish mingled with the scent of lust.
Rose stared back at her, her pupils blown. Her cheeks had spots of soot on them—make-up, no doubt—and her clothes were rags: shredded T-shirt, torn skirt.
“Well, well, well. What do we have here? A stowaway?”
With a defiant huff, Rose scuttled backwards, glasses slipping down her nose.
Reaching under the bed, Alex pressed the tip of the sword to Rose’s chin. “Don’t make me come in there after you.”
“Please. Don’t hurt me.”
“Out, now!” Alex withdrew the sword.
Rose followed. She slithered out from under the bed like a snake about to strike, but there was no venom in her gaze, just pure want. Her eyes raked over Alex, from the toes of her boots to the feather in her hat, and she blew out a breath. “Hot damn, woman. You are fucking exquisite.”
With a compliment like that, it was hard to stay in the role she was playing, so Alex allowed herself a moment to bask in the warm glow before putting Rose in her place.
“I can’t say the same for you.” She tugged at Rose’s tattered clothes, pulling her off balance. “Look at you. How dare you muddy my ship. Scuttling around under the bed like a filthy rat.”
Rose’s lip twitched.
It took a moment, but then it hit Alex. If it wasn’t for a pet rat, they might not be where they were today.
“Something funny?”
“Sorry, Captain.” Rose schooled her features.
“Captain Bonny.” Alex withdrew her sword again. “Tell me why I shouldn’t make you walk the plank and feed you to the fishes.”
Eyes pleading, Rose dropped to her knees. “Please, don’t hurt me. I could be your servant. Cook for you. Bathe you.”
“Huh.” Alex scoffed. “It’s not me who needs a bath.” She stepped back. “On your feet.”
Rose scrambled to do her bidding. No sass, just a desperate eagerness to please.
Standing at the foot of the bed, Alex lifted the lid on the treasure chest and dropped it with a thud. “How do I know you’re not here to plunder my booty?”
God. Shoot her now. That sounded plain wrong.
“I have no use for your treasure. No kin. Captain Hornigold slaughtered them.” She sniffled. “I swam for my life before he could claim me as his own.”
“That bastard!” Alex’s voice boomed off the walls. “On your feet.”



CHAPTER 28

ROSE SCRAMBLED TO OBEY. Alex made a fucking beautiful pirate in her velvet dress with gold trim. The stiletto boots were made for the bedroom. It wouldn’t be wise to utter those words, though, because those heels looked like they could be lethal.
Using the sword like a pointer, Alex motioned to the bathroom. “Clean yourself up!”
“Aye, aye, Captain.” The torn hem of Rose’s skirt swished around her legs and anticipation thrummed through her veins.
Once she was in the mindset of submissive, she welcomed everything thrown her way. To worship this stunning pirate queen standing before her with lust and determination shining in her eyes would be an honour and a privilege.
Alex eyed her with mock disdain. “Strip and get in.”
Naked, Rose gripped the top of the bath and climbed in. The porcelain tub chilled the bottom of her feet, but her body was on fire.
Staring at her as though she was a prisoner who might bolt, Alex tucked the plastic sword back into her belt. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“I won’t. I Promise. I am yours to do with as you command, Captain Bonny.”
“You don’t get to tell me your place,” Alex said with a snarl that made Rose’s stomach flutter. “I’ll decide that.”
God, she was such a great top. Alex wielded the perfect amount of dominance for Rose. Stern, yet non-threatening. Playful, yet commanding.
The plug went in, and before long, warm water washed over Rose’s toes. Once she was submerged to her ankles, Alex turned off the faucet with a sharp twist of her wrist.
She tossed Rose a washcloth. “Clean yourself up, lassie.”
Obeying, Rose added some soap from the dispenser on the wall and started on her lower legs. When she reached her thighs, the cloth was unceremoniously ripped from her hands.
“Turn around.”
She pivoted and stared at the huge pirate ship they’d had painted on the tiled wall, sailing the sea during a storm. Waves lapped at the boat, and lightning speared the sky.
Water sloshed up the inside of her legs, adding to the feeling of being at sea.
Fingers brushed the apex of her thighs, making her gasp. Alex wasn’t being gentle in her ministrations, and it was exhilarating. Rose felt like a lowlife, yet at the same time, someone to be treasured and cared for.
“Turn around, girl.”
She pivoted again, hands clasped in front of her. The once-clear water was now murky white and scented with soap.
Alex crouched. “Spread your legs.”
Rose moved them shoulder-width apart. Her nipples beaded and gooseflesh erupted on her skin.
“Cold?” Alex stared pointedly at her nipples.
“No, Captain.” Rose bit her lip, acting coy. “It happens when I, um, get aroused. You’re very beautiful, and I, um, can’t help it.”
“Out.”
With the same roughness Alex had used to wash her, she towel-dried Rose. Back in the main suite, she withdrew her sword and pointed to the plank. “There, now that you don’t smell like rot, perhaps the fishes will eat you.”
It would be nice if someone else ate her, but Rose wasn’t about to say that. This was Alex’s show, and she was her willing captive. “Captain, please. Let me serve you.”
“Hmm.” Alex raked an appreciative gaze over Rose’s naked body. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a bit of fun with you first.” She unclipped the buckle on her belt and discarded it along with the sword. “Undo me.”
“Yes, Cap⁠—”
“Silence!” Alex snapped.
Her voice was a deep rumble that sent a thrill through Rose. Like an obedient slave, she unlaced her corset. The fabric parted, and Alex held out her arms, letting Rose slide the outer part of the dress down her arms and off.
Clothed in the undergarment only, which wasn’t much more than a satin slip, she sat on the side of the bed. Rose stood before her, awaiting further instruction.
When she pointed to a spot on the floor, Rose dropped to her knees. A boot appeared in her lap, and she dutifully removed it, followed by the other. Alex’s legs were smooth and bare, no nylons, no barrier between them.
Rose massaged her foot, loving it when Alex’s eyes slid closed and she let out a low moan.
“Keep going, pet.” She leaned back, mattress dipping under her elbows.
Weirdly, being called pet made Rose feel treasured. Inch by inch, she worked her way up to Alex’s thighs, massaging her calves before moving higher. Alex’s legs parted in invitation, giving Rose a bird’s-eye view of where she longed to be.
“May I service you, Captain Bonny?”
“You may.”
Certain Alex must’ve stashed toys somewhere, Rose shuffled sideways towards the treasure chest. The heel of Alex’s foot shot over her head and slammed into the lid, making Rose’s shoulders roll up around her ears.
“That’s your last warning. Next time, you’ll be walking the plank.”
“Sorry, Captain Bonny.” While Alex’s legs were wide open, one foot still on the wooden chest, Rose seized the opportunity to dive between them.
She nuzzled the seam of Alex’s pussy with her nose, then licked the length of her. The heat and scent of Alex intoxicated her senses. It would’ve been easy to hook a finger in the side of Alex’s sheer panties and pull them aside, but that thin barrier between them felt decadent, like Rose was feasting on forbidden fruit.
She licked her again, the wet fabric gliding over her tongue. Back bowing, Alex fisted the bedspread, red fabric spewing between her fingers. Unable to resist any longer, Rose nudged her panties aside and got her first, unobstructed taste. She took her time, suckling on Alex’s labia before flattening her tongue and devouring every inch of her.
“Aye, you’re a good lass.”
Something landed beside Rose. She glanced over the top of Alex’s thigh and spotted an octopus tentacle dildo. The sight of it made her clit jump. She could only imagine what the silicone toy with a soft point like the tip of a tongue would feel like.
With the push of a button, the vibrator buzzed to life. Although Alex was soaking wet, Rose spat on her fingers and coated it with saliva before entering her.
Alex’s body quivered, and she cried out. Turned on by the responses she was pulling from her captain, Rose held the vibrator deep inside her with one hand, and while also working her with her mouth, she dropped her other hand between her legs, seeking her own relief.
In no time, a small orgasm rippled through her. Not enough to feel sated, but enough to take the edge off so she could focus her attention on her captor.
Without breaking suction with her mouth, she changed the setting on the dildo. It buzzed intermittently, and Alex moaned both in pleasure and protest. Rose knew from experience it drove her wild but also took a little longer to climax. Because inevitably, just when she was there, the pulsing would pause.
It also occurred to Rose she might be topping from the bottom, but Alex hadn’t called her on it yet, so she kept being a good captive, servicing her captain to the best of her ability.
Alex’s thighs trembled. Wanting to watch her fall apart, Rose switched up the speed again.
“God, yes.” She thrust her hips, bearing down on both the toy and Rose’s mouth.
The bed creaked in time to her erratic breathing, then over she went, crying out as she tumbled into euphoria. Alex’s entire body shook, the contractions so powerful, she almost ejected the toy from her body.
While she caught her breath, looking fucking beautiful sprawled sideways on the bed, one foot still on top of the treasure chest, Rose slowly withdrew the dildo. Before getting to her feet, knees aching from the hard floor, she peppered kisses along the delicate skin of Alex’s inner thighs.
“Come here.” Alex curled a finger, and Rose slid onto the bed beside her.
She was always up for some post-orgasm cuddling, when endorphins were high and guards were low. And apparently, her guard was too low. Alex flipped her over and pinned her to the bed so fast her head spun.
“You didn’t think it was going to be that easy, did you, lass?” Alex’s grin was both sexy and menacing. “Scoot around.” She jabbed a knee into Rose’s ribs, making her turn on the bed until her head was on the pillow and her feet were pointing at the treasure chest.
In another blinding flash of movement, Alex was off the bed and leather cuffs were in her hand. She snapped one on Rose’s wrist, secured it to the headboard, and left the other one dangling.
“Touch yourself.”
That wasn’t what she’d been expecting, but if Alex wanted a show, she would willingly give her one. She slipped a hand between her legs, finding herself exactly how she knew she would—swollen and wet.
Alex pulled a leather whip off the wall and dragged the strands across Rose’s nipples, working them into stiff peaks. Basking in the delicious torment, Rose closed her eyes and focused on the sensations lighting up nerve endings and making her pussy throb.
Concentrating on pleasing her captor by getting herself off, Rose scissored her clit with two fingers, then strummed them back and forth over the tight bundle of nerves. Her thighs quivered and her stomach muscles tightened.
“Are you going to come?” Alex’s voice vibrated through her body.
“Yes, Captain. With your permission.” The words were punctuated by shallow breaths. She clenched her thighs, trying to hold back, but the attempt was futile.
“Come for me, pet.”
That did it—a term of endearment Rose hadn’t cared for before today. With the next swipe of her fingers, she was free-falling, diving headfirst into a blinding orgasm with no parachute. White light flashed behind her eyelids. Her body trembled and convulsed with each delicious contraction.
Rose cried out, gasping for air as ecstasy washed over her.
Coming down from the high, she blew out a breath. “Fuck, that was wild.”
“Watch your mouth or I’ll wash it out with fish oil.”
The reprimand made Rose snap her eyes open. Now that they’d both come, she’d assumed the scene was over.
“Safe word?”
“Barnacles,” Rose joked, feeling a little delirious after coming so hard.
In a move that surprised her, Alex gripped her chin, her body casting shadows over Rose’s face. If it wasn’t for the gentle look in her eyes, it would’ve felt threatening.
“Safe word?”
“Sparrow.”
Placated, Alex stepped back. This time, her wicked smile sent a spike of apprehension through Rose. She felt like she was missing something but had no idea what.
Alex grabbed the handcuff that had been dangling from Rose’s wrist and secured her other hand. At the foot of the bed, she lifted the lid on the treasure chest.
Slowly, a harness appeared over the lid of the treasure chest. And what a treasure. If Alex intended to ride her, she could ride her into the ground, and even then, Rose doubted she would need her safe word.
“Lift.”
Working with her, Rose lifted one leg after the other, then her backside, helping Alex fix the harness in place and tighten the straps so they were snug against her body. The feel of the soft leather wrapped around her thighs, her waist, and her hips made her yearn to be on her feet. The silence between them added to the suspense. What size dildo would Alex pick?
The lid lifted again, and Rose sucked in a sharp breath. Anticipation zinged through her veins, the tension so thick it was tangible. When Alex revealed a Hitachi wand, understanding dawned. She wasn’t about to ride Rose. She’d just strapped her into a forced orgasm belt and was smiling wickedly.
“If you need your safe word, use it.”
For the time being, she had no use for it. The idea of being forced to orgasm had always been foreign to her, and if Alex could change her mind on that, she was willing to be a test subject.
“Spread your legs.”
Ankles touching, Rose dropped her knees, opening herself to her captor. She felt wanton, slutty even, and for reasons she couldn’t explain, that sent a thrill through her.
Watching her closely, Alex slid the wand into the harness and positioned the head directly on Rose’s clit, the silicon cool against her heated flesh.
“Are you familiar with the traffic light system?”
“Yes,” Rose said.
“Good.” With an approving nod, she turned the dial on the handheld remote.
A soft buzzing started, enough to arouse Rose, but not enough to get off. The lid on the treasure chest lifted again, and Alex returned to the head of the bed. She slid Rose’s glasses off and replaced them with a blindfold. With her sight gone, the buzzing between her legs intensified. A whoosh of fabric brushed her arm, and lips closed over her nipple.
She moaned into the touch, back lifting off the bed. The vibrations between her legs became more incessant, and she pictured Alex expertly turning the dial on the cordless remote while her attention never wavered from Rose’s breasts.
The stimulation grew and grew and grew in intensity until she could no longer be sure if it was enjoyable or painful. She writhed on the bed, poised between going over and asking Alex to stop.
“Yellow.”
The vibrations slowed but didn’t cease. Fingers ghosted over her abdomen, making her inhale sharply.
“Do you want to please me, pet?”
“Yes, Captain Bonny.”
“Then you’ll come for me.”
“I can’t.” It was too much and not enough all at once. Like that feeling when you didn’t know where to put yourself. Rose tugged against her binds, to no avail.
“You can. I know you can.”
Confession time. “I’ve already come…twice.”
“What?!”
In her mind’s eye, she saw Alex snap to attention.
“You took something without permission?”
Considering she was supposed to be a stowaway, she supposed she had. “Guilty as charged.”
“Then you will give it back.” The vibrations increased again.
Rose squirmed, trying to escape the torment, but the toy was locked to her flesh like a suction cup. “I can’t.”
“You can.”
Then something happened. The edge of pain gave way to the delicious ache of an impending orgasm. Fuck, she was going to come. Her pussy clenched. Her nipples ached. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and Alex squeezed her nipples with the right amount of pressure to drive Rose wild.
“Give me the orgasm you stole.” Alex pushed Rose’s breasts together, kneading, licking and sucking.
Delirious with pleasure, Rose thrashed on the bed, headboard creaking as she pulled against the restraints. Finally, the tension in her limbs erupted as a powerful orgasm claimed her. Her body trembled and her heart pounded.
Too sensitive to take anymore, she squirmed, desperate to dislodge the thing wedged between her legs. Before she had to use her word, everything came to an abrupt stop. The Hitachi wand was gone, but the straps remained around her legs.
A few seconds later, the blindfold and restraints also disappeared. The bed dipped, and Rose was pulled into Alex’s embrace.
She stroked Rose’s hair and kissed the top of her head. “I’ve got you.” A sheet slid over their bodies. “Take your time coming down.”
Feeling sleepy, Rose nuzzled Alex’s neck. “That was intense.”
“Not too much?” A hint of uncertainty crept into Alex’s softly spoken words, as though she was worried she’d pushed too far.
“No, not too much,” Rose assured her with a poke to the ribs. “Your turn next.”
“We’ll see.” She rolled onto her back and handed Rose her glasses.
The fuzzy edges of Alex came into focus, chestnut hair dishevelled, hazel eyes looking at Rose with such reverence it stole her breath all over again.
She nuzzled Alex’s neck. “I love you.”
“I love you too, captive.”



CHAPTER 29

“THANKS FOR YOUR TIME,” Alex said as she saw Lena out.
The job offer had taken her by surprise, and she’d been humbled they felt they could put that amount of trust in her, but she also made it clear escorting was her passion, and that would always come first. Which meant it would make it hard for them to plan a night off around her schedule.
In hindsight, Lena wasn’t a good fit. What if one of their guests phoned with a request for a third while she was relieving? A request that was growing in popularity now that guests were aware it was an option.
Rather than dwell on it, Alex took it as a sign it wasn’t meant to be. In a sense, they already had a working relationship with Lena, so why risk ruining that?
“We could ask Mum,” Rose said. “Dad wouldn’t have to show his face, but he would probably want to come over and keep her company.”
It was a thoughtful suggestion, but their nights off wouldn’t necessarily mean they had to leave the premises. Why would they when they had the pick of rooms? “If we did that, they would know what we were up to.”
A grin stretched across Rose’s face. “Mum likes me to know she’s getting her share. So fair play and all.”
Alex didn’t believe that for a second. Not when Rose had quipped on Guy Fawkes Night she didn’t want her mother thinking about them making out. “You’re full of it, Collins.”
“Do you have a better idea?” Rose wandered over to Rocky and Hedwig and cooed to them.
Outside, the blue sky blended with the green trees bordering the grounds and birds played in the fountain. Beyond the perimeter of the property, Alex imagined the beach would be filling up with holidaymakers.
Caroline Bay was a popular spot, and the new school year didn’t start until late January, maybe even early February.
“I do have another idea, actually.” Alex hesitated. “Maybe.” It’d been on her mind since before Christmas, but once Rose got hold of Lena, she’d shelved the idea. “What about Kaylee?”
She was reliable, hardworking, and never late for work. Alex felt a kinship with her, which was why she needed to ensure she was being business-smart and not thinking with her heart. Something that had led to her downfall before.
“I like it.” Rose nodded from her spot on the sofa. “We know she’s trustworthy, and she’s extremely personable. Our guests will love her.”
Alex didn’t doubt that, but there was a bigger question. “Do you think she’ll be interested?”
“Let’s find out.” Rose headed for the door that connected their home to the hotel.
“What? Right now?”
“Why not?”
“Wait!” Alex stopped her. “She doesn’t like being singled out, so be discreet.”
“Says ye of little faith!” Rose snickered. “That’s my inner lassie coming out.”
“Get out.” Alex swatted her arm playfully.
They’d relived that night many times over, and she couldn’t wait until they could immerse themselves in all the other delights the hotel had to offer.
While Rose went to check on the cleaning staff, Alex headed for the laundry. She pulled some sheets out of the dryer and put them on the folding table. They could wait until later. It wasn’t unheard of to be in the laundry at nine o’clock at night. Running a hotel was no holiday, that was for sure.

“AM I IN TROUBLE?” Kaylee asked as Rose led her into the house. Her gaze was everywhere, taking it all in, the pale-blue walls, the massive flat-screen television, and sunlight streaking across the floor.
“Not at all,” Alex assured her. “Can I get you a drink? Tea, coffee, water?”
“No, thank you. I’m fine.”
“Please, have a seat.” Rose motioned to the sofa.
Knees turned inward, Kaylee fiddled with the hem of her blue shorts. After a beat, she sat up tall. “Okay.” She exhaled loudly. “Let’s rip the bandage off.”
“I like your tenacity,” Alex said, ignoring Rose when her eyebrows hit her hairline.
“Big word.”
She ignored her again.
“Thanks,” Kaylee said, watching them with amusement. “You don’t get far in life by being afraid. If you’re going to fire me⁠—”
“On the contrary,” Alex interjected. “We’d like to offer you a job.”
Confusion knitted Kaylee’s eyebrows. “Doing what?”
“Two things.” Rose stepped in. “We need help in the laundry, so I can have more time with my wife.”
The staff had never asked if they were married, and even though there was no truth to the word, Alex liked hearing it and suspected they didn’t know otherwise or simply didn’t care.
“I’d like that,” Kaylee said. “Would it give me more hours?”
“It would,” Alex replied without thought. “But before we get into that, we’d like to discuss the possibility of hiring you as our hotel sitter.”
“Me?” Kaylee couldn’t have looked more shocked if they’d told her to strip. “Wow. I’m surprised and honoured. What would that entail?”
They gave her a rundown, from greeting guests to taking calls, to the odd room delivery should someone request extra toys or require anything unforeseen. They also went over the process if anyone checked out before they were back on deck, which was relatively easy since they paid in advance.
In fact, most guests bypassed reception on their way out, tossing them a small wave and a huge smile as they exited.
“You would be well paid,” Alex said, but one concern niggled at her. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought about it before making the offer. “Would you be okay with being here on your own? If you decide to take the job, of course.”
“I would welcome it. I hate being home at night.” There was more to that story, but Alex didn’t push.
“You work some nights, though, right?” Rose asked.
“Yeah, four nights a week. But I can change my shifts. My workmates are pretty flexible.” She looked up, her mind working. “That Pole-dance room is pretty cool.”
“My mate takes pole classes,” Rose said. “I could hook you up with her.”
Although nothing in Rose’s tone suggested she’d meant hook them up romantically, an image of Tracy and Kaylee as a couple hit Alex with stark clarity. Was that what being in love did to you? Made you want to see everyone else in a loving relationship.
“That’s a nice offer, but I don’t have the money to spend on things like that,” Kaylee said. “If you guys think I can manage your hotel, I’d welcome the opportunity.”
They talked a bit more about the logistics until Rose reminded them Kaylee needed to get back to work before the other staff became suspicious.
“What should I tell them?” Kaylee asked.
“That you’ve been asked to help in the laundry,” Alex said. “If anyone gives you grief, send them to Rose.”
“What?” Rose’s head shot up. “Why me?”
“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Kaylee said with a smile. “And I won’t mention the hotel sitting.”
“It’s fine if you want to tell them,” Alex said. She had enough secrets of her own and didn’t want to put that kind of burden on Kaylee. She also understood, sometimes life was simpler if you kept things to yourself. “But I understand if you don’t.”
The laundry was always operating before the staff arrived and long after they left, so with some strategic planning, they wouldn’t have to know.
“Thank you. I won’t let you down.” She skipped back upstairs.
“Well, I’d say that’s a win.” Rose closed the door and pushed Alex against it.
“Uh-uh. There’s work to do.”
Ignoring her, Rose cupped Alex’s face in both hands. With love shining in her eyes, she kissed Alex tenderly. “There, now you can go.”



CHAPTER 30

LAST NIGHT, a week after pitching the offer to Kaylee, they’d spent their first night off at a quaint little restaurant in town and caught a movie after. The four hours away from the hotel had been long enough to reconnect and to give Kaylee a good feel for the place without having to do an overnighter.
Now that Kaylee was more comfortable and familiar with how everything worked, Rose planned on getting away for a night or two. Before Christmas, Alex had mentioned she would love to visit the Catlins one day, and Rose was hell-bent on making that happen.
Wages complete for another week, Rose closed the office door and joined Alex behind reception.
Their latest stationery order had just arrived, and a box of notepads with the hotel’s logo watermarked on the pages, along with pens and business cards, were scattered across the desk.
“Hey, how’s it going?” Alex held up some pins with little hotels on them. “Aren’t these cute?”
“Totally.” Rose plucked one out of her fingers and attached it to her blouse. “Good advertising.”
The front doors slid open, and Rose’s stomach hit the floor. Her jaw wasn’t far behind it. What the fuck was Priscilla doing there? How did she know where Rose worked?
Wait a minute, perhaps she was there as a guest. Yes. That had to be it. She would’ve needed a code to enter the premises. Now all Rose had to do was remain calm and slink away. “I’ll leave you to it.”
“No!” Alex’s hand clamped around Rose’s wrist like a vice.
The panicked look in her eyes made Rose’s heart thump harder. Why was Alex freaking out?
Jaw set, her grip tightened. “Brace yourself. You’re about to meet my mother.”
What the ever-loving-fuck?
Those words tipped Rose’s world upside down. How could this be happening? Of all the things they’d planned for, this wasn’t one of them. How was she to know her ex was Alex’s mother?
To anyone who didn’t know, you wouldn’t peg her as an alcoholic. Priscilla’s need to rush off every time they hooked up now made sense. She wasn’t closeted or cheating. Although, perhaps she was, but her mistress was the bottle.
With any luck, Priscilla would keep her mouth shut, but today wasn’t Rose’s lucky day.
“Well, well, well. What do we have here?”
“Mum, can we not do this? I’m working.” Alex glanced at Rose. “Sorry, boss.”
Her apologetic smile looked like a grimace and a plea for help rolled into one.
Unfortunately, this was so out of Rose’s wheelhouse, she was at a complete loss. If she was genuinely Alex’s boss, she would’ve told her to take a break and spend some time with her mother, but she couldn’t do that.
Alex was still looking at her, eyes imploring, but Rose had nothing. Nothing short of crawling into the corner and hiding her face in shame, and that wasn’t an option.
“I thought you’d come up in the world, but here you are, picking up my leftovers.”
And there it was, lying on the marble floor like an oil stain.
A sense of doom settled in Rose’s stomach. How was Alex going to take the news that the older woman Rose used to see was her mother? Not just see. Fuck. Multiple times.
Priscilla rested her elbows on the counter. “Hello, Rose. Hit the jackpot, did you? A hotel and my daughter.”
Shame flooded every cell of Rose’s being. The floor under the desk looked pretty inviting, but Rose couldn’t leave Alex to deal with the thing she’d feared the most, which through some weird twist of fate, turned out to be Rose’s worst nightmare too. If only she could wake up from it.
“What are you talking about?” Alex’s voice sounded both pained and disbelieving.
Unable to look her in the eye, Rose fiddled with a pen, her gaze on the desktop.
The door opened again. This time, the couple they’d been expecting waltzed in. If Rose was to guess, Priscilla had slipped in behind them. They’d just parked further away from reception and taken longer to get out of their car.
Oblivious to the tension in the room, they were all smiles as they took everything in—the grand entrance way, the marble floor, the staircase, and the chandeliers hanging overhead.
Thankfully, the filthy stain Priscilla had thrown on the floor wasn’t something they could see.
“I’ll get this.” Alex’s smile might’ve worked on their guests, but it set Rose on edge. “You go and catch up with your girlfriend.”
Looking like she was enjoying their discomfort, Priscilla stepped back and addressed their guests. “I can wait. You ladies go first.”
Being the professionals they were, Rose painted on a smile as big as Alex’s, and they worked in tandem, checking them in. Once Alex confirmed their booking, Rose showed the happy couple to their room.
By the time she returned downstairs, the foyer was empty. A fresh wave of dread shot through her. Would she find Alex and Priscilla in the house? Surely not. The thought nauseated her, and she immediately felt contrite. If Alex wanted to invite her mother inside to talk, she had every right to.
Right from the start, Rose had been employed to protect Alex from her family, and it was time she stepped up to the plate. Rose punched in the keycode and let herself into their living quarters.
Save for the welcoming chirps from Rocky and Hedwig, the house was quiet. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Perhaps Alex had managed to get rid of her mother in the ten minutes Rose had been gone, but that didn’t explain where she was now.
She checked the bedroom. No dice, which was a relief and a worry. At least Alex wasn’t lying on her bed, sobbing her heart out. But that also meant chances were high Alex’s mother was still on the property.
To show up now, she must have an inkling Alex was the money behind the venture, or why else was she there? With her mind in turmoil, Rose shut the house and headed back down the passageway to reception. Just as she reached the front doors, Alex stormed back inside, jaw set, cheeks flushed.
“Hey.” Rose stepped in front of her, but she refused to meet her gaze.
Head down, Alex shielded her eyes. “I can’t look at you right now.”
Rose deserved that, but it didn’t soften the blow. “I didn’t know,” she said softly.
She might as well have saved her breath because Alex wasn’t listening.
The phone at reception lit up, and it was back to business. For Rose, anyway. She didn’t see Alex for the rest of the day.



CHAPTER 31

HOW THE HELL did you process something like that? Sure, Rose had mentioned she used to see an older woman, but not once had she uttered her name, and not once had Alex suspected there would be a family connection.
Distraught, she poured herself a hefty glass of wine, lifted it to her lips, and tipped it down the sink. That was not the way to deal with what life threw your way. She was not her mother and never would be. For the sake of her sanity, she’d distanced herself from her mum, yet the woman still had the ability to mess with her head.
Snubbing Rose hadn’t been nice.
Logically, she knew none of this was her fault. She’d never lied to Alex or deceived her. The door to the house opened, and Alex turned on the tap over the sink, ridding it of the smell of the wine she’d just wasted.
Hedwig flew from the top of the cage and landed on Rose’s shoulder. Rocky continued pushing a tinkering ball around on the floor.
“Did you let them out?” Rose asked.
“They didn’t let themselves out.” That was bitchy. Alex was big enough to recognise that. It was also uncalled for. “Sorry.”
Rose held up a finger for Hedwig to climb onto and put her back on top of the cage. Alex had never seen her look so defeated, and as much as she wanted to tell her everything would be okay, she’d never been one to make empty promises.
“Do I still have a job?”
“Of course. Right from the start, I said I needed you, and that hasn’t changed.” She’d also said it would be stupid to get involved, yet here they were.
“Are you going to let her come between us?”
“That would be kind of icky, wouldn’t it? Mother/daughter porn.” Disgust shot through Alex. This wasn’t her. She’d never been a cutting person, and she was cutting down the woman she loved. “I’m sorry.”
“You said.” Rose sank onto the sofa. “I guess my plan wasn’t so good after all and Steph followed through.”
“No.” Alex sat in the chair opposite Rose. That had been her first assumption as well, but when she’d hit her mother with it, she’d been genuinely taken aback. “She said she hasn’t seen Steph in months. She even tried to give me her phone to check her call log.”
“Did you take it?”
“No. But I believed her.” Like Alex had said before, her mother had a shit poker face.
“So, she knows now, huh?” Rose said, elbows on her knees, concern for Alex and something like remorse colouring her features.
“No.” Alex stuck to their story. “I told her I had a new job and didn’t know what the big deal was.”
It hadn’t ended there, though. She’d flipped her shit and told Alex she wasn’t stupid and what kind of daughter didn’t reach out to her family with that kind of money. Tried to send her on a guilt trip for not bailing her brother out of prison, but all the money in the world wouldn’t reduce his sentence. Brody could only do that himself by being on good behaviour and doing the work to beat his addiction.
“I guess she wasn’t lying when she said she was bisexual then?” Alex mused out loud, the words leaving a bitter taste on her tongue. Not because her mother was bisexual—never that—but knowing she’d been with Rose made her feel physically sick.
“Please don’t,” Rose said with pain in her eyes. “You have exes too, but I don’t think of you with them.”
Those words were like sandpaper scraping a raw nerve. “They’re not your fucking mother! Imagine that. Imagine sitting there looking at me, knowing I’ve had my mouth on your mother. Knowing you told me about this woman doing this magical thing with her tongue just before we made love for the first time.” Her voice grew in pitch. “It literally makes me sick to the stomach.”
By the time she finished, Rose looked as nauseated as Alex felt. A heavy silence fell like a dark cloud, shadowing them in pain and regret.
The buzzer at reception sounded. Rose cursed, and Alex stormed past her.
“I’ll get it.”
Plastering on a smile for guests had its advantages. By the time Alex turned to head back into the house, her bitch-meter had dropped to simmering. When she pushed the door open, she almost ran face first into Rose.
She had a jacket draped over her arm, and her keys in her hand. “I’m going to Tracy’s. Give you some time to yourself.”
It wouldn’t be the first time one of them had manned the fort alone, and maybe it would be a good idea. That way, Alex could point her misguided anger somewhere else. What she needed was a Kate fix. As soon as she was alone, she would call her.
What you need is to reassure the woman before you. She acknowledged the thought and dismissed it just as fast. The last thing she wanted was for one of them to say something they would regret while emotions were running high. Once they’d both had time to process, perhaps they could come at it from a different angle.
“Most guests have already checked in,” Rose said. “But if things go crazy, call me. I’ll come straight home.” Her shoulders sagged. “Do I still have a home?”
“Of course.” Alex squeezed her hand; the only offer of comfort she could give right then. “I love you, but I need some time. Thank you for giving me that.”
Rose didn’t try to hug her, and it was as painful as it was a relief. Alex wanted to be held and told everything would be all right, but right now, all she could see was those lips she loved to kiss all over her mother.



CHAPTER 32

ROSE LEFT Tracy’s feeling more conflicted than when she’d arrived—something she hadn’t thought possible. It was dark out, and the drive across town was as uneventful as any Sunday night. It was one of Tracy’s only nights off, and with what had transpired, she wasn’t sure if that had worked in her favour or against it.
Back home, the house was quiet. Too quiet. Rocky and Hedwig had been covered for the night, and the only light came from the half-moon shining through the kitchen window. With no one there to greet her, a fresh wave of pain stabbed Rose in the chest. How she’d lived alone for so many years was a mystery.
The kicker was spotting Alex’s bedroom door closed. Emotionally wrecked, she wandered into her bedroom and sank onto the bed. They hadn’t slept apart for weeks, and despite the fancy furniture and four-poster bed, her room felt empty without Alex’s presence.
No matter how hard Rose willed sleep to come, it evaded her. Every time she closed her eyes, the day played on a loop. How had she been so stupid? How had they not put the pieces together before now? That part was relatively simple. Rose had never uttered Priscilla’s name, and neither had Alex. Alex had never shown Rose a photo of her mother, and Priscilla never spoke of her family, which rang true with her lack of nurturing skills.
Around two in the morning, the click of the bedroom door made Rose’s heart rate spike. Praying she wasn’t dreaming, she cracked open an eye.
There, in the doorway, stood Alex. She tiptoed into the room and slid into bed behind her. The warmth of her body seeped into Rose’s back at the same time as an arm slid across her waist.
“I’m sorry,” Alex said softly.
“Me too.” Rose squeezed her hand, pulling her arm tighter as if it would keep them tethered.
There were so many things she needed to say, but not just now. She wanted to commit this moment to memory before everything blew up in her face.
Eventually, the comforting warmth of Alex’s body lulled Rose to sleep. The problem was, morning arrived way too soon, and guilt ate at Rose. The sooner she could come clean, the better. But with less than an hour to spare, the race was on to have reception open by seven and get ready for a busy day.
While Alex attended to guests who were checking out, Rose closed herself in the office. The daily routine of bookwork could trick her into believing everything was all right, but it wasn’t. There was still tension in the air and until they were alone, she didn’t see that dissipating. In fact, it was going to get thicker before they could see through it.
“Hey,” Alex appeared in the office, scaring Rose half to death.
Heart pounding, she spun in her chair. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”
“I’m sure.” Alex gave her a sad smile. “We still need to talk, but let’s put on a brave face until the staff have finished for the day.”
“Is that what you’re doing? Being brave.” Rose took one of Alex’s hands and kissed her fingers. “I may need to borrow some of your strength.”
She was the strongest person Rose knew, but everyone had a breaking point, and Rose hoped she wasn’t the one to shatter her.
“We’ll be fine.”
“I hope so.”
A tap on the office door sounded just before Kaylee poked her head in. “Sorry. I can come back.”
“It’s fine,” Alex said. “I was just leaving.”
Ouch. It wasn’t the first time Rose had heard those words, but they’d never felt so final. Surely, it wouldn’t come to that. It was just her inner drama queen making an ocean out of a pond. The question was, would they sink or swim?
“What’s up?” Rose turned her attention back to Kaylee.
“I brought you this.” She handed over a piece of paper with the current levels of detergent, bleach, and soaps.
“Thank you.” Rose put it on the desk. “How was your weekend?”
“It was okay. I saw my girlfriend, but things aren’t going very well.” She shrugged. “I’m thinking about breaking up with her. But it’s not easy, you know?”
“Yeah,” Rose said sympathetically. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Stellar advice to give when her own relationship was in turmoil.
Kaylee’s downtrodden expression vanished in a flash. “So, when do you want me to look after the hotel again? You mentioned something about next month.”
That was true. It was also before Priscilla waltzed back into Alex’s life. Until Rose confessed her part in that, she wasn’t sure how receptive Alex would be to a weekend away.
“I’ll confirm with Alex and let you know, thanks.”
Questions swam in Kaylee’s eyes. It was as though she could sense all was not well, but she didn’t pry. “Okay. I’ll be here when you need me.”
That could be taken two ways, and perhaps she’d meant it to come across like that. Regardless, Rose’s admiration for Kaylee just went up a notch. And she already held her in high regard. For someone who was only twenty-six, she had a maturity beyond her years.
What was her story? Rose wondered before the phone interrupted her thoughts.

BY TWO O’CLOCK, they had the hotel to themselves. The sun was shining, birds chirped, and a combination of floral scents wafted in from the gardens. It was the time of day Rose normally relished, the quiet time between the staff leaving and their next lot of arrivals. But today, her heart was too heavy, weighed down by the guilt of what her actions had led to.
“Do you want a sandwich?” Alex asked, hand on the pantry door.
“No, not right now, thanks.” Rose’s stomach rumbled, but her appetite had abandoned her. A rare occurrence that gave testament to how nauseated she felt.
Sandwich made, Alex handed Rose a banana like it was any ordinary day. “You need to eat.”
Rose took it and followed her out to the back patio off the living room. The gorgeous fountain caught her eye, and she lingered on the three marble women, backs to the main pillar, hands joined in solidarity.
“So,” Alex said. “I guess we better⁠—”
“It’s my fault,” Rose blurted out. “I brought Priscilla here.”
“What?” Alex stared at her in bewilderment. “Why would you do that? How could you do that? You were here with me.” She dropped her uneaten sandwich onto the plate.
A bird landed at their feet, looking hopeful. Alex broke off a crust and tossed it on the lawn.
“You know how I suggested you rent out your place to Tracy?”
“Yes.”
“Every now and then, Tracy hooks up with an older woman.” Rose swallowed hard. “Her name’s Miranda.”
There was probably more than one Miranda in Timaru, but it didn’t take long for Alex to put the pieces together.
“Miranda Clarkson,” Alex said, her gaze on the lawn. “Mum’s best friend.”
“Correct.”
“I think you better tell me the rest.”
Closing her eyes, Rose replayed last night. From the time she’d arrived at Tracy’s to the time she returned home.

“COME HERE.” Tracy wrapped her in a bear hug, and Rose melted into the embrace like a comfort blanket. “You look rough.”
“I feel it.” Devastated was more on point.
“Will wine help?”
“No.” Rose didn’t want to think about alcohol let alone partake. “I didn’t think you drank on Sundays?”
“Normally, I don’t.” Tracy headed towards the kitchen. “But I’d make an exception for my best mate. Coffee?”
“That would be great.”
Once they were seated in the living room, a warm breeze lifting the net curtains, Rose filled Tracy in on what had happened. With each word she uttered, her stomach grew heavier, her coffee turning to acid in her gut.
“Oh my God.” Tracy cupped her mouth, eyes wide.
“Yeah, disturbing, right?” Rose put her mug down.
“It’s not that.” Tracy looked at her with something like remorse in her eyes. But that couldn’t be right.
“I’m so sorry.”
It was right. But why? “For what?”
“I think it was me.”
She wasn’t making any sense. Either that or Rose’s brain couldn’t unravel anything that required her to think outside of the box. It’d reached its quota for one day. For the year. For a lifetime.
“What was you?”
“I hooked up with Miranda on Friday night. In the morning, I offered her a ride home… She tapped away at her phone and said there was no need. A lift was on the way.”
A horrifying picture was starting to form, but Rose bit her tongue. There was no point jumping to conclusions.
“Priscilla arrived shortly after.”
And there it was. The sick feeling grew until Rose thought she might vomit.
“Priscilla started acting all weird. Running her hands over furniture and scoping out the place.” Tracy glanced up, regret shining bright in her eyes. “She asked who my landlord was.”
“Fuck!” Rose was on her feet in seconds. “You told her this is Alex’s house?!”
Like sparring partners, Tracy was on her feet just as fast. But she didn’t go head-to-head, she pleaded for understanding. “I didn’t know it was her mother. You never showed me a picture, just told me to ask for a name. Well, guess what? No one came here looking for Alex. She was here for Miranda, and for that I’m sorry.”
Defeated, Rose slumped back into the chair and scrubbed her face. Could this day get any worse?
“I’m sorry too.”
“It’s okay.” Tracy sat. “I get it, and I meant what I said. I’m truly sorry. If I’d known…”
“How could you?” Rose asked.
“A photo?” A small smile touched Tracy’s lips. “Hindsight and all.”
“Yeah, but I always thought it would be a little creepy to ask to see a photo of her mother.”
“Not as creepy as banging her.”
“Don’t,” Rose warned, unsure if she would ever find this funny.
“Now what?” Tracy asked. “Oh, and Miranda is toast. Neither she nor Priscilla will ever step foot in here again.”
Tracy was fiercely loyal. It was one thing Rose loved about her, and the reason they’d been best mates for so long. “I appreciate that, but she knows now, so it doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to me. She knew what she was doing. Besides, she was getting clingy.” Tracy shuddered theatrically. “Who needs that?”
“Me,” Rose said softly. “I want all the clings.” She wanted Alex stuck to her like glue.
“Go home. Talk to her.”

“SO, it was Tracy who let the cat out of the bag,” Alex said, her tone neutral.
“Yes. But it’s my fault.” She took full responsibility. “If I hadn’t suggested you rent your house out to my mate, none of this would’ve happened.”
“You didn’t stop to think it might?” Alex asked, her tone curious, not accusatory.
“Not once.” Rose shook her head, disbelieving. “If it’d crossed my mind for even a second, Tracy would still be living in her shitty flat.” Needing Alex to know she was sincere, Rose pushed out of the outdoor chair and crouched in front of her. “I am so, so sorry. I brought the one person you dreaded showing up on our doorstep here, and I’ll never stop apologising for that. Can you ever forgive me?”
Like the butter melting on her sandwich, Alex’s expression softened. “There’s nothing to forgive, really.” She paused. “But Tracy⁠—”
“This isn’t her fault,” Rose reiterated.
“If you’d let me finish.” Alex smiled. A good sign. “I was going to say, Tracy must feel terrible.”
“Oh, yeah. I ripped her a new one.” Could you honestly do that? Rip someone a new arsehole. It was a weird saying. When you thought about it.
“Oh, so it was okay for you to lay the blame on her?” Alex’s hazel eyes sparkled, and a strand of chestnut hair bisected an eyebrow.
“Maybe. For a few seconds,” Rose said. “I was in shock.”
“You and me both.” Alex nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry for how I acted. But I’m going to need some time, okay?”
“Take all the time you need.”
“I have questions too.”
“Go ahead.”
“How long did you date?”
“For about six months.” Rose stopped short of saying they were never much more than bed buddies. Like either of them needed that reminder.
“Were you in love with her?”
“God, no!” Rose lowered her voice. “I mean, she’s not an easy person to fall for.”
“You’re telling me.” Alex picked up her sandwich. “Sorry. Hungry.”
Now that the knot in her stomach had loosened, Rose was famished. She peeled her banana and took a bite.
“What did she want?” Rose asked, unable to say the name Priscilla, and feeling equally weird referring to her as Alex’s mum.
“The same as Steph. To suss out if the hotel was mine. If I was the lucky lottery winner.”
“And you didn’t tell her?”
A crust hit the lawn, and a sparrow swooped in. Whether it was the same little bird as last time was anyone’s guess. “No. But I think I will.”
A piece of banana lodged itself in Rose’s throat, making her eyes water. “Say what?” She took her glasses off and wiped her eyes.
“I’m sick of worrying about her knowing. Between her and my ex, it’s draining. I don’t care anymore.”
“Are you sure?” Rose said as gently as she could. “Do you think it might pay to wait a day or two?”
She wanted to say when emotions aren’t running so high but didn’t want to risk coming across as condescending. Alex didn’t make rash decisions, and Rose had to trust she knew what she was doing.
“I am. And I don’t intend to run over there this very second. I’ll think it through first.”
“You know if you need a sounding board, I’m here for you, right?” Rose desperately wanted to kiss Alex, to hold her, to breathe her in, yet for the first time since they’d been a couple, she was afraid of rejection.
“I do.” Alex turned to go back into the house.
“Alex.”
She stopped in the doorway. “Yes?”
“Are we going to be okay?”
Alex set her plate back on the outdoor table. “Remember when you said you don’t believe people have to break up to get their happily ever after?”
Unsure where this was going, Rose nodded.
“Neither do I, but every couple has their hurdles to overcome, and this is ours.”



CHAPTER 33

THANKS TO BEING PREOCCUPIED with the things she wanted to say to her mother, over the next week, all Alex managed to achieve was putting unnecessary stress on her relationship with Rose. Not once had she complained. She’d been patient and loving and taken care of all things business while Alex procrastinated.
During the week, Tracy had dropped by and apologised profusely. While it wasn’t necessary, Alex appreciated that she fronted up—in person. She could’ve sent a text or said nothing at all. Left Rose to deal with it.
Lattes in hand, a ball of anxiety in her belly, Alex strolled towards the park bench where she’d arranged to meet her mother.
The Pacific Ocean spread out before her, people walked their dogs, and happy squeals came from the playground. Watching parents interact with their kids made her feel both joyful and sad. A weird mix. It was like feeling joy for someone else and mourning what you’d missed out on at the same time.
Alex handed a coffee to her mother and took a seat beside her. She hadn’t been to her childhood home since before her mother told her she was no daughter of hers, and there was a high possibility that was going to happen again today.
“How have you been?” Alex asked. Considering the years of alcohol abuse, she didn’t look too bad for her age—fifty-two. Eighteen when Alex was born.
“Come on, don’t pretend to care.”
That hurt, but mostly Alex felt pity. Her mother could act indifferent, but she wasn’t made of ice. It was all a coat of armour. Getting close would mean she’d have to admit she had a problem. With no one to call her on her shit, she could keep fooling herself she didn’t have one.
“Whether you want to believe it or not, I do care. You’re my mother.”
“How’s Rose?”
Alex’s blood pressure shot up, but she refused to react. “She’s good. She’s also mine now.”
“Oh, you’re welcome to her. I’ve gone back to men. Women are too dramatic. Think the world owes them.”
It would be so easy to walk away. As a kid, she’d always backed off to avoid riling up her mother, especially when she was drunk and combative. But she was an adult now.
“You were right. The hotel is mine.”
“Of course I was right. But you wanted to keep all that money for yourself.” Her mother’s lip curled. “You say that you care, but you have a funny way of showing it.”
Deep breaths, Alex, deep breaths.
“Remember when I said if you got sober, I’d pay for it?”
Her mother’s nostrils flared like a dragon ready to breathe fire. It was a look Alex knew well, but she was no longer that frightened wee girl who ran for cover. Not that her mother had ever struck out.
She hadn’t needed to.
In private, when the mask she presented to the outside world came off, she could cut you down with a single look and a few well-placed words.
“The same offer stands. I’m willing to pay for treatment. Once you’re clean, I’ll give you half a mill.”
Her mother’s expression morphed into disbelief. “Half a mill?”
It was hard to know whether she thought that was generous or an insult. It didn’t really matter.
The sun beat down on them, searing into Alex’s thighs and turning them pink. She should’ve applied sunscreen before leaving home, but that’d been the last thing on her mind.
When her mother didn’t say anything, Alex continued. “It would get you a better house. Upgrade your car or whatever.”
“Is that guilt money?”
“I don’t have anything to feel guilty about, Mum. It’s not me who wasn’t there for us.” Alex’s voice was measured, but she was shaking on the inside. For a long time, she’d wanted to utter those words, but she’d held on to them.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Her mother looked at her in outrage and disbelief. “I was home every night with you kids. You had a roof over your head and food in your bellies.”
“But you weren’t there for us.” Alex tried to get her point across. “You were too busy getting drunk and passing out on the sofa.” Memories of her childhood, all she’d missed out on, flooded Alex. “I missed school camp because we didn’t have enough money.” At least, not when it came to her and Brody, but there was always enough for another bottle. And that was what hurt the most.
If they were simply poor, she would’ve understood.
“It’s not easy being a single parent. Not that I expect you to understand that.”
“I do understand, Mum.” Desperation laced Alex’s words. She just wanted to be heard. “I understand you have a problem, but until you recognise that, I can’t help you. Giving you money won’t help you.”
A long, drawn-out silence followed, but Alex refused to break it. Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She ignored that too.
“I did the best I could, and how have you kids thanked me? You’re sitting here on your righteous high horse, and your brother went and got himself locked up.”
“Yeah, well. Whose fault is that?”
“How dare you,” her mother snarled. “I’ve never done drugs in my life. It wasn’t my fault Brody went and got hooked on meth. You have no idea how embarrassing that was for me.”
And here we go again.
“He got in with the wrong crowd, but you know why that was, Mum? Because for the first time in his life, he felt like he belonged.”
Her mother drained her coffee. She huffed, but Alex wondered if a small part of her statement had hit a chord.
“Be thankful I wasn’t one of those parents who left you home alone.”
Another futile attempt to defend herself, but it was a weak argument. There was a big difference between being physically present and mentally capable. Alex was just thankful they’d never had a crisis that needed medical intervention because her mother would’ve been in no state to intervene.
“Are you genuinely happy?” her mother asked.
“Very. I’m in love with Rose.”
Her mother shot her a smug look as though she’d one-upped her. “If you are so happy, why are you hell-bent on making my life difficult?”
This entire meeting was pointless. She would never see Alex was trying to help her. Done, she crushed her empty coffee cup and stood. “I’ll put one hundred thousand in your account.”
“To assuage your conscience?”
Alex had never wanted to hurt her mother, but it was taking everything she had in her not to grab her by the shoulders and shake her.
“To spend how you want. I’m hoping you’ll use it to get sober. Until then, I don’t want to hear from you again. Stay away from me and stay away from the hotel.”
“Alex?”
She said nothing. She didn’t walk away either. The last thread of the frayed apron string kept her rooted to the spot.
“I’ll try.”
With a nod, she walked away. She wanted to believe those words, but years of empty promises had made her sceptical.

BACK AT THE HOTEL, Alex fell into Rose’s arms and wept. She cried for the little girl who would never know what it was like to grow up in a loving environment, and she cried for the mother who would never know the unconditional love of a child.
Rose held her tight, letting her get it out of her system, and Alex was grateful for that. Having a shoulder to cry on was often more therapeutic than someone trying to fix things for you.
“I’m okay,” Alex said, even though she clearly wasn’t.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Rose handed her a box of tissues.
“I gave her an ultimatum. Told her I don’t want to hear from her again until she’s sober.”
Rose sat side-on on the sofa, giving Alex her undivided attention. “Go on.”
“I offered her half a mill, then recanted to a hundred grand.” Finally able to breathe, Alex gave Rose a small smile.
“Do you have her bank account number?” was all Rose asked. It was an excellent question as well.
“No!” Alex laughed. “That’s why you’re my office manager.”
“I hope I’m more than that?” The vulnerability in Rose’s gaze cut Alex to the core.
She cupped Rose’s face in both hands, fingertips resting on the frames of her glasses. “You are everything to me. We will move past this, and anything else that comes our way.”
Rose flung her arms around Alex’s neck and held tight. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“I was lost, but now I’m found.” She laughed. “Good God. I sound like a churchgoer.”
“Uh-oh.” Rose narrowed her eyes playfully. “It’s off to the Rosary room with you.”



CHAPTER 34

“ARE YOU EXCITED?” Rose asked as she drove through the wrought iron gates and exited the property.
“I am.” Alex flicked down the sun visor. “I haven’t been on a road trip since I don’t know when.”
If traffic wasn’t too heavy and they didn’t get held up by roadworks, they should make it to Slope Point—the most southern point on the South Island—by mid-afternoon. They could make it by noon with no stops along the way, but why not make like tourists on their two days off?
“Have you ever been here before?” Rose asked as they coasted into Oamaru.
“Never,” Alex said, gazing out the passenger window at the gorgeous limestone architecture as Rose searched for a car park.
The sun enveloped them as they slid out of the car into a warm, February morning. “Where to first?” Alex asked.
“Steampunk HQ, of course!” Rose’s excitement echoed in her tone. She’d seen numerous pictures online and hoped it lived up to the hype.
As soon as they rounded the street corner, her worries dissipated. She stared in astonishment at the large building. Huge fly-like creatures made from metal and industrial parts decorated the exterior walls. Near the entrance, a steam train sat atop tracks on a concrete slab, its nose pointed to the air as though it’d derailed.
The whistle sounded and steam billowed from the funnel, making them both jump and laugh.
Joining the queue, Alex threaded her fingers through Rose’s. Rose soaked up the contact, her heart overflowing with love.
Inside, they took their time scanning an array of contraptions and machinery made of copper, gears, pipes, and gas cylinders. Dotted around the room, flickering lights lit up skeletal sculptures. In the basement, two large, dark rooms showcased a variety of old industrial and medical machines that intrigued and terrified Rose in equal measure.
Thank goodness the world of medicine had advanced over the years.
Alex tugged on Rose’s arm to get her attention. “Look.”
Gooseflesh erupted on Rose’s skin. She stared in horror at the figure in the boat. “Is that the Grim Reaper?”
“I do believe it is.” With a look of fascination, Alex stepped closer to the exhibit.
A boy who appeared to be around ten pushed a young girl, presumably his sister, and raced off.
“I’m not scared,” she said, arms crossed defiantly. Rose smiled at her and received a coy smile in return before the girl raced off too.
Alone again, an expression of melancholy washed over Alex. “It’s a shame people fear the Reaper. Brody has one tattooed on his arm.”
It wasn’t often she talked about her brother, but when she did, Rose was all ears. She blocked out the sounds around them—excited chatter and the periodic hiss of steam—and gave Alex her undivided attention.
“I thought it was him being rebellious. I guess, in a sense, he was. He succeeded in pissing off Mum. She hates it, and he loves that.” She shook herself. “Anyway, Azrael⁠—”
“Who?” Rose interrupted.
“Azrael, also known as the Grim Reaper,” Alex continued, “was known for appearing soon after someone died to deliver their soul to the afterlife. That’s how the name Angel of Death came about. But he, or she, depending on what story you want to believe, wasn’t someone to be feared.”
“It’s the scythe that gives me the willies!” Rose said, a shiver rocking her body. “That could sever a head with a single chop.” Why did she say that? Now she had an image of a headless corpse laying at her feet.
Unaware of her discomfort, Alex continued in a soft, reverent tone. “The scythe was used to gently sever the last ties between the soul and the body before the Reaper guided them to the afterlife.”
Images of severed arteries spurting blood replaced the headless corpse. Rose removed her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Charming.”
“Come on.” Alex linked their hands. “Let’s keep moving. I’ll protect you, but you’ll have to worship me at the altar.”
“Done.” She never had to be bribed to do that. It was just a matter of finding a night when the room was free and Kaylee was available to hotel-sit.
The Rosary room was as popular as the Dungeon. They could be viewed as complete opposites, one sinfully dark, the other light and playful, yet both were in high demand.
Some of their guests didn’t get into any of it. They were happy to make love without the need for props or role-play, and that was okay too. That was what made everyone unique.
Next stop, Dunedin.
After finding a park, they wandered into a quaint café, surrounded by rolling hills and picturesque views of the harbour.
“Beautiful town, isn’t it?” Rose said as she bit into a ham and cheese croissant.
“Did you know it’s known as the Wildlife Capital of New Zealand?” Alex sipped her orange juice.
“I do now,” Rose said. “Did you know Oamaru is known as the Steampunk Capital of New Zealand?”
“I didn’t,” Alex said. “But after being there, it makes sense.” She forked some pie into her mouth and glanced out the window.
Sunlight crisscrossed her face and made her hair look like spun gold. She was truly beautiful, and not only on the outside. Most of her charm came from within.
Alex turned back around. “What do you suppose Timaru is the capital of?”
“Debauchery.” Rose ran her hand through the air as though she was underlining a banner. “Debauchery Manor. Where fantasies come to life.”
“It has a nice ring to it.” Alex nodded thoughtfully. “Do you think we should rebrand?”
“Ah, nah. I like my name on the hotel.”
Alex coughed. “Narcissist.”
Laughing, Rose typed her hometown into Google. “Timaru’s known for its stylish Edwardian and Victorian buildings.”
Now that she thought about it, that made complete sense. The foundations of Timaru’s Council Offices were grey bluestone, and the main façades were made of Oamaru stone. The concrete clocktower that extended from the roofline had glazed clock faces, and the tower was surmounted by a flagpole and topped with a lamp.
“Shame,” Alex said.
“Huh?”
“We had to rely on Google to find out what was unique about our hometown. I mean, shouldn’t that be part of our marketing plan?”
“It is!” Rose said. “At least, it will be when we get home.”

TWO AND A HALF hours after leaving Dunedin, they arrived at Waikawa—a small fishing settlement in Southland. There wasn’t a lot to do, but if Rose wanted to be surrounded by city life, she would’ve picked a different destination.
All she wanted was time to connect with Alex, and shops and nightlife didn’t fit into that picture.
Now in the driver’s seat, Alex glanced left and right at an intersection. “Can we say Hicksville?”
“That way,” Rose pointed. “And I like to think of it as rural.”
“Will we see sheep playing banjos?”
Unlikely, but her words painted a comical image. If Rose had packed her sketchpad, she would’ve drawn one for Alex once they got to their room, but that would have to wait until they got home. She’d packed far more enticing items for this trip.
A few minutes later, they were sitting outside a small lodge. Alex shot Rose a dubious look but got out anyway.
“It’s got great ratings,” Rose said as they strolled towards reception.
“So does Natural Born Killers.”
“Morbid.”
The reception area wasn’t much bigger than a small office. A few brochures hung on the wall in wire pockets, and the tantalising aroma of home baking wafted in from somewhere.
They rang the buzzer, and shortly after, a middle-aged woman appeared. Her hair was streaked with grey, and she wore a huge smile that showed off perfectly straight teeth. She’d either spent a lot of money on them or they were false.
“Welcome. I’m Margaret.”
“Hi.” Rose leaned an elbow on the counter that was a third of the size of the elaborate reception desk at Rosewood Manor. And right then she vowed to do her best not to compare the two because there was no comparison. They were in a league of their own.
“I have a booking for two.”
“Rosemary Collins?”
“Yes.”
Margaret handed her a clipboard. “If you could just sign this and add your vehicle registration number, that would be great.”
“Do you need this?” Alex slid her credit card out of her wallet.
“No, that won’t be necessary. You can pay in the morning.”
Rose added the required details to the form that felt backwards to her. It was information they had well before their guests arrived, including their credit card details for incidentals.
So much for not comparing the two businesses, but it was kind of fun.
Margaret took the completed form back from Rose. “I won’t be a minute.”
True to her word, she was back in a jiffy, carrying a small carton of milk in one hand and a plate with two muffins on it in the other.
“Can I tempt you? Freshly made this morning with peaches from my garden.”
“When do you find the time?” Alex asked.
Rose elbowed her in the side. “What she meant was that would be lovely.” She pulled the corner off a muffin and popped it in her mouth. Her taste buds pinged, and her appetite roared to life. “And if my wife doesn’t want hers, I’ll eat both.”
“Uh-oh, trouble in paradise.” Margaret winked playfully. A gesture Rose didn’t entirely get, but it made them grin, so that was a win.
The lodge wasn’t exactly paradise, but the rooms were comfortable and had everything they needed—bed, bathroom, kitchenette, microwave—and most importantly, it was clean and smelt fresh.
“Do you need a pee before we head out?” Rose asked.
“Yes, Mum.”
There was a brief silence, then they both grinned. It would take time, but they were getting past reacting negatively whenever that word was mentioned. Rose’s mother had practically adopted Alex, so there were good connotations associated with the word as well.
As for Priscilla, she’d gone to ground as fast as she’d climbed out of her hole. As soon as Alex had her bank account number, Rose transferred the money Alex said she would give her, and that was that.

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, they set out across paddocks, access generously provided by a local farmer. A flock of sheep barely spared them a glance before they went right back to chewing on grass.
“Isn’t this great?” Rose said, loving the feel of the wind on her face and the fresh scent of grass and the ocean filling her senses. It felt good to be moving after travelling for most of the day.
“It is,” Alex said, her gaze on the worn path as they crossed the fields.
As they neared their destination, the wind picked up. With that and the rough terrain, it wasn’t long before Rose was breathing hard. Despite being on the go all day, since they’d stopped going for a brisk stroll in the morning, her fitness levels had plummeted.
“Bloody hell,” Alex said, head down battling the wind.
A gust of wind hit Rose, almost knocking her over. “Crap. That’s strong.”
Alex reached for her hand, and Rose took it, but it made things worse, so she let go. A few minutes later, the view before them made it all worth it.
“Wow.” Rose stared at the trees that resembled someone bent at the waist, their limbs outstretched as though reaching for something. Although she’d seen pictures online, nothing could prepare her for the beautiful, mind-bending sight of the natural wonder.
The permanent slope of the trunks gave testament to how formidable the wind coming off the coast could be at times. Originally, they were planted to give the sheep some protection. Instead, they turned out to be a phenomenon people from all over the world came to see.
“Here.” Alex handed Rose her phone. “Take my picture.”
Once they’d finished taking selfies, they ventured closer to the edge of the island. It wasn’t fenced, so they didn’t get too close, but the views of the surrounding ocean and the steep, rugged cliffs were spectacular.
Shielding her eyes, Alex pointed. “Look, you can just see Waipapa Point lighthouse.”
“Really?” Rose held up her phone and zoomed in. “Holy crap. How far away do you think that is?”
“Too far to walk.” A gust of wind slapped them in the face, and they both stumbled backwards.
“Seen enough?” Rose asked.
Alex backed up, moving away from the rockface. “I can think of better ways of dying.”
“Death by orgasm?”
“Let’s go.”



CHAPTER 35

BACK AT THE HOTEL, after a great day out, Alex put in a call to Kaylee.
“Everything all right?” Rose asked when she hung up.
“Perfect.” She sounded like she was in her element, and Alex had complete faith in her. “She’s a great kid.”
“Hey, she’s not that much younger than you.”
That was true, but Alex’s legs were feeling their age right then. She missed her Sunday morning walks with Kate, but that was often their busiest morning with checkouts, and it wouldn’t be fair to leave Rose to deal with that on her own.
Besides, Alex loved interacting with their guests. She was yet to see a sad face enter or exit the hotel.
“What are you smiling about?” Rose asked.
“You. Me. Life.” She sipped her wine, savouring the crisp notes and pondering how much her life had changed over the past year. “Before I met you, my winnings felt more like a burden than a blessing. Now, though, with the hotel, with you by my side, I feel like the luckiest woman alive.”
“I hate to disappoint…” Rose pecked her on the lips. “But I own that title.” She tipped back her drink and headed for the bathroom. “I’m going to shower.”
“Romantic,” Alex quipped.
“You’re next…” Rose sauntered back across the room, her eyes smouldering with heat and intention. She put her hands on either side of Alex’s chair and leaned in close. “Then I’m in control.”
Their gazes locked and held. Alex chewed her lip, deep in thought. It wasn’t often she relinquished control, but if there was one person she trusted with her submission, it was Rose.
“Got it, Mis…” Alex trailed off, unsure how to address her.
“Miss Dunn.”
The reply was so rapid-fire, Alex would’ve bet money there was a story there, but she didn’t have time to ask before the bathroom door clicked closed.
While Rose was in the shower, Alex wandered over to the window to shut the curtains. She took a moment to enjoy the scenic view of the hills surrounding the bay before closing them.
With the room in semi-darkness, she rifled around in her bag and dug out the lingerie she’d hidden at the bottom. The click of the bathroom door spurred her into action. She quickly hid the lingerie in her towel and breezed past, yelping when Rose slapped her arse.
“That didn’t hurt.”
Being a juvenile, Alex poked her tongue out and shut the door. It hadn’t hurt, but it’d taken her by surprise, and she hated squealing like a little girl.
The shower wasn’t overly powerful, but the hot water did wonders for rejuvenating Alex’s aching muscles. After a quick scrub, she dried off. The towel was nowhere near as soft as those at Rosewood Manor, but it did the job, and it wasn’t fair to compare.
Standing in front of the mirror, Alex pulled off the shower cap and let her chestnut hair tumble free. The warm glow she felt made her hazel eyes shine like polished jade.
The burgundy bra she’d brought hugged Alex’s breasts, and the matching briefs left little to the imagination. She adjusted the string bisecting her butt cheeks.
Would Rose paddle her backside? Alex wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Her pain threshold was minimal, but there were other ways to submit without spanking being involved.
Regardless, they needed to discuss a safe word. Alex had no idea what she would choose, but the thump on the bathroom door told her she better hurry up and decide.
“Don’t make me come in there.”
The sexy lilt of Rose’s voice sent a surge of anticipation through Alex. She turned the handle and inched open the door. The site before her stole her breath.
Rose stood in the middle of the room, wearing cowboy boots, gold shorts that looked like they’d been painted on, and a matching metallic top that barely contained her gorgeous, full breasts. A belt with a plastic gun hung low on her hips, and a lasso dangled from her hand.
“You look amazing, Miss Dunn.”
“Thank you.” Rose circled her like cattle, poking and prodding.
She lifted Alex’s hair and blew on her neck, making her shiver in delight. Stopping in front of her, she pulled on Alex’s bra, visually examined her breasts, then tugged on the waistband of her briefs and peered into those too.
Desire and intrigue kept Alex rooted to the spot.
“Just like I hoped.” Rose’s smile was both menacing and sexy. “No earmarks, no branding, no identification of ownership.” She punctuated each word with a step around Alex until she was in front of her again. “That makes you mine.” She produced a shorter rope. “Hands behind your back, Slick.”
There had to be a meaning there, but it was lost on Alex.
“Now!” The snap of Rose’s voice made her jump.
Alex’s heart thumped and her hands gravitated behind her. She couldn’t say she moved them there because submission didn’t come naturally to her.
The rope was soft as it wound around her wrists, the knot tight enough to make her feel compliant.
“Safe word?”
“Pickles.” She hated them as much as Rose hated Vegemite.
“On your knees, then. Let’s see what you’re made of.”
Alex obeyed, taking care not to overbalance. If she toppled sideways, she wouldn’t be able to brace her fall, and who wanted carpet burns on their face?
“Good girl.” Rose danced around the room like a pony in a show ring, swinging the lasso and kicking up her boots. It was utterly adorable and far from dominant.
“A switch, huh?” Alex asked.
“I don’t have to be a bitch to be in control. Would you like to take over?” Rose asked with a challenge in her eyes.
“No, Miss Dunn.” The name was so similar to dung it was hard not to smile. But sex was all about having fun, and Alex was happy to roll with the punches.
Rose draped the lasso around Alex’s neck and let go. The length of the rope snaked down her body, tickled her cleavage, and settled between her knees.
Watching Alex closely, Rose hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her gold shorts and shimmied them down her legs until they rested on the top of her cowgirl boots.
“Well, don’t just kneel there looking gorgeous.”
Alex would’ve loved nothing more than to relieve Rose of her shorts, but that was hard to do when you were restrained. She moved her hands as far across her back as she could and wiggled her fingers.
Getting in her face, Rose snapped her teeth, making her instructions clear.
Shuffling forward on her knees, Alex grabbed some fabric between her teeth and pulled. A frustrated groan escaped her when they refused to budge. They were too tight to get over Rose’s boots. The other option was to ask her to take them off first, but Alex wasn’t a quitter.
With a new determination, she tried again. Butt wiggling, she twisted and pulled, head thrashing from side to side like a dog with a bone. Eventually, Rose pushed on her boot, so Alex could get them over the top.
Once they were all the way off, Alex sat back on her haunches. She would’ve panted like a dog too, but she couldn’t with the garment hanging from her teeth.
“Tsk, tsk.” Rose tugged on the lasso hanging around Alex’s neck like a tie. “I never took you for a brat.”
“Me either.” Alex stared up at Rose. She didn’t want to disappoint her, but she had to be honest as well. “I suck at this.”
“No, you don’t.” Rose removed the lasso and freed her hands. “I’m not helping by being lenient. But that’s the thing about any sexual situation. If both parties aren’t on board, which I can sense you’re not, it’s never going to work.”
“Oh, I’m on board. You make one hell of a hot cowgirl.” She grabbed the belt hanging low on Rose’s hips and pulled her in for a kiss.
Like always, their bodies moulded together perfectly. Alex snaked her tongue into Rose’s mouth at the same time as she pulled the ties, undoing the scrap of fabric covering her breasts.
Naked bar the boots, Rose deepened the kiss. Her hand slid down Alex’s spine and cupped her backside. She pulled, holding Alex firmly against her. She might not be issuing orders, but she was definitely the aggressor, and now that Alex’s hands were free, she revelled in it.
It wasn’t that she was afraid of Rose, she trusted her with her life, with her fortune. She simply wasn’t one of those people who could slip into the role of submissive. Lucky for her, Rose was a switch, and neither of them took dominance and submission too seriously.
They would leave that to the lifestylers.
Eventually, Rose broke the kiss. She raked her gaze over Alex’s body. “You have too many clothes on.” Her gaze climbed back up to meet Alex’s eyes. “Strip.”
Happy to oblige, Alex’s bra hit the floor, and her G-string wasn’t far behind it. Her nipples grew tight and her pulse raced.
“On the bed, on your back. Arse on the edge.”
As soon as Alex’s upper body hit the bed, Rose dropped like a stone. She pushed Alex’s thighs apart and licked the length of her. Alex’s eyes slid closed, hand threading through Rose’s hair. She didn’t try to guide her. She just needed the connection.
With a shake of her head to dislodge Alex’s hand, Rose slid up her body. The feel of their naked flesh together ignited a fire low in Alex’s belly. The lust fuelling her desire was reflected back at her just before Rose claimed her mouth.
Their lips collided, both of them exhaling a hungry moan. Rose slanted her mouth, kissing Alex with a desperation that made her melt. Alex ran a hand down Rose’s back and palmed her backside.
They kissed for what felt like an eternity, nipples taut, breaths shallow, hands roaming, tenderness and desire flowing between them. Alex writhed on the bed, unable to get close enough despite being joined from chest to thigh.
With a wicked gleam in her eye, Rose lifted up and palmed Alex’s breast. “I love your boobs.”
Pushing them together, she flicked her tongue from side to side, licking and sucking until Alex was throbbing with need. Moisture pooled between her legs, coating her thighs.
“I need you.”
“You’ve got me.” Rose slid down her body and off the end of the bed again.
Transfixed, Alex pushed up on her elbows as Rose revealed a black strap, twice the length of a belt with loops on the ends.
“Stirrups?”
“Yep. I’m going to ride you into the ground. See if you’re good steed or need to be turned out to pasture. Sent to the works to be made into dogfood.”
“Way to kill the mood,” Alex joked.
To be honest, she enjoyed these little interactions. They made her feel more connected, like they were both present and not just going through the motions.
Crouching at the foot of the bed, Rose lifted one of Alex’s feet and then the other. She slid the ends of the strap up her legs until the loops were positioned under her knees.
“What is that?” Alex asked.
She pulled on the strap, raising Alex’s feet off the floor. “A thigh sling.” She pulled until the top of the sling was near Alex’s face. “Lift your head and tuck your chin in.”
When she did, Rose slipped the sling over Alex’s head and positioned the padded portion behind her neck.
“Lie back.”
As Alex reclined, her legs lifted until her thighs resembled a right angle, her pussy exposed. The beauty of the leg restraints was she didn’t have to grip her thighs and hold them back. The downside was she couldn’t lower them either, which meant she was at Rose’s mercy.
Rose tested the give in the straps. “Comfy?”
“It’s pulling a bit on my neck.”
Rose lengthened the strap, and Alex leaned all the way back until her head hit the pillow. With her legs in the air and her lower body open and exposed, she should feel vulnerable, but she felt scandalously sexy, especially with Rose looking at her like she wanted to devour her.
“Better?”
“Perfect.” Alex reached out for a kiss, but Rose denied her.
“Uh-uh. This is my rodeo.”
Back between Alex’s thighs, Rose dragged her tongue up to her clit, sending shock waves of pleasure rippling through her body. Electric sparks tingled in her thighs and radiated down to her toes. Her hands found her nipples, and she rolled them between thumb and forefinger.
“You taste fucking exquisite.” Rose entered her with a finger, then her mouth was back on Alex, expertly working her into a frenzy. She held Alex’s clit between her lips and flicked her tongue back and forth.
“Yes, like that,” Alex cried out.
Her centre burned, spreading outwards, her body a ball of burning desire. Until at last, her entire body ignited, and she splintered into a thousand, pulsating pieces.
Feeling light-headed, Alex inhaled and exhaled slowly. While coming down, she peered at the gorgeous vision of Rose at the foot of the bed, kneeling between her legs with a satisfied smile on her glistening lips.
“Are you going to release me now?” If Alex tucked her chin in, she could probably remove the strap from behind her head and lower her legs, but she felt boneless.
“Nope. I’m just getting warmed up.” Rose wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “How’s your circulation?”
“Okay.”
“Good.” Rose turned away and unzipped her overnight bag. When she spun back around, Alex’s breath caught and her pussy twitched.
“I told you I’m going to ride you into the ground.” She stepped into the harness and adjusted the straps. Next, she attached a pink phallus.
Peering at Alex through hooded eyes, Rose squirted some lube into her hand and coated the toy until it glistened under the ceiling light. The cowboy boots were the icing on the cake. She was a sight for sore eyes, if ever Alex had seen one.
Lube bottle still in hand, Rose put a dollop on her fingers and smeared it over Alex’s heated flesh, making her squirm.
“Cold?” Rose asked.
“Not now.”
“Good.” She stroked herself, firing up Alex without so much as a touch.
They’d talked about this before but were yet to do anything about it. When it came to it, Alex always thought she’d be the one strapped up, but this scenario was perfect.
Perhaps there was some submissive in her after all. Bound, Rose could fuck her anyway she wanted. Hard and fast, soft and slow, and Alex would take it all.
“Safe word?”
“Pickles,” Alex replied, doubting she would need it. Rose was adept at reading expressions, and she would have a clear view of Alex’s face while she drove into her.
The cool tip of the phallus touched her entrance, making Alex suck in a breath. She spread her legs wider, knees opening like the gates to Nirvana.
Slowly, Rose inched forward. “You have no idea how badly I want to pound into you.”
“Do it,” Alex said, equally loving being bound as she was frustrated by it.
“Bossy.” Hand between them, Rose moved her thumb. The mere flicker of contact against Alex’s clit sent a tidal wave of pleasure coursing through her veins.
Never taking her eyes off her, Rose started up a steady tempo, fucking her slowly at first then picking up her pace. The slap of skin-on-skin reverberated through Alex. Their pleasure-filled moans mingled with the creak of the bed as Rose drove her to the brink of madness.
She thrust into her, more vigorously until a fresh wave of tremors shook Alex’s legs. And then Rose stopped moving.
Cruel.
“Rose, fuck, please.”
“Please what?” She rotated her hips, driving Alex to a new height of arousal.
“Please, make me come.”
“Please who?”
“Please, Miss Dunn.”
Rather than grant her wish, Rose withdrew. She leant over Alex on the bed, phallus bumping her thigh, boobs in her face. “Lift.”
Alex bent her head forward, and Rose removed the strap from around her neck and then slipped the stirrups down her legs and off. Without the restraints, her legs dropped like lead weights.
In a blinding flash of want, Rose was back inside her, on her, all fucking over her.
Their lips collided in a frenzied kiss. Unable to get enough, Alex lifted her heavy legs and wrapped them around Rose’s waist. She tilted her pelvis and ground into her, seeking the friction she so desperately needed.
“Come.” Rose nipped her ear, her neck, her collarbones.
With one more thrust of her pelvis, Alex was there. Her entire body trembled and convulsed.
She clung to Rose, arms and legs wrapped around her like a tree. “Fuck, yes.” She gasped, her words a strangled cry against Rose’s neck.
As her body stilled, her legs slipped from around Rose’s waist, and she released her stranglehold. Rose kissed her softly, her cheeks, her temple, her breasts, her tummy, as she inched down the bed and slid out of her.
The harness landed with a thud, and then she was back, cradling Alex in her arms. The bed was a mess, they were covered in sweat and come and lube, but it didn’t matter.
Right then, the only thing that mattered was they had each other.
“I love you,” Alex said, never wanting to let go.
Rose peered into her eyes, foreheads touching. “I love you too. More than I ever thought possible.”



CHAPTER 36

WHILE ALEX SETTLED THE ACCOUNT, Rose loaded up the car. A warm breeze and dry leaves swirled around her ankles. Above her, a tui chortled in a nearby tree. The beautiful bird with a white tuft under its chin was said to symbolise spiritual harmony, and right then, that was how Rose felt.
Last night, she’d connected with Alex on a whole new level—physically, emotionally, and intimately.
They’d spent the rest of the evening sitting outside, watching the sunset. No television, no interruptions, just the two of them reconnecting with each other.
Rose was a firm believer you could have sex without romance, but you couldn’t have romance without sex. While that might not be true for everyone, it was one hundred percent true for her.
Intimacy, that raw passion when you wanted to rip each other’s clothes off, when you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself, elevated that all-consuming feeling of being in love. It did for Rose, anyway.
Of course, the intensity would fade over time, but as her mother liked to remind Rose, she and Rose’s father were still very much like newlyweds.
“Are you looking forward to getting home?” Alex asked as she buckled up.
“Yes and no.” Rose put the car in gear. She’d loved their getaway, but Rosewood Manor was as much a part of her life as Alex’s. “What about you?”
“Last night was fantastic, but I couldn’t keep up that pace every night.”
“I think you could.” Rose shot her a grin. In all honesty, she couldn’t either. Plus, the build-up, the sexual tension, made the payoff all the more satisfying.
The sun was a giant orange ball in a clear blue sky as they pulled out of Waikawa and hit the open road. The small town disappeared behind them, replaced by cattle grazing in paddocks and the odd horse or two along the way.
“So, cowgirl.” Alex pulled her gaze off an old barn. “What’s with Miss Dung?”
“Dunn!” Rose laughed, slowing as they came up behind a cattle truck. The moment she’d decided to surprise Alex with a role-play scene, she’d jumped on the internet and scanned infamous cowboys and cowgirls. “Rose Dunn was⁠—”
“Seriously?” Alex peered at her in the driver’s seat. “Have you got your bullshit face on?”
“No.” Rose laughed again. “Rose Dunn was the sister of the notorious bounty hunters the Dunn brothers. She grew up learning how to swing a rope.”
“Wow. Perhaps you shared a gene, cowgirl.”
“Sarcasm suits you.” Rose blew Alex a kiss and blew past the cattle truck, leaving its smelly exhaust fumes and the pong of effluence behind them.
“We should stop there one day,” Alex said as Rose drove through Niagara—home to the smallest falls in the Catlins.
“We could stop now.”
“Nah.”
She didn’t say more, but Rose felt it too. They were both eager to get home, and Kaylee had been left alone for long enough for her first overnighter.
Other than stopping in Waikouaiti to pee and grab something to eat, they drove straight through.
Cajun chicken pie demolished, Alex screwed up the paper bag. “What’s with slick?”
“Where the hell did that come from?” It’d been over twelve hours since Rose called Alex that, so why was she bringing it up now?
“Your lips, I believe.”
“Ha-ha,” Rose said flatly. She should just answer, but she felt silly now. She’d researched ranch slang to make the scene more authentic, but the second she got her hands on Alex, everything she’d learned flew out the window.
Paddocks gave way to hills with dense shrubs on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other as they continued north, whizzing past Katiki Beach—a blur of sand and rolling waves on her right.
“Are you going to tell me or not?”
“You’ll laugh.”
“Will not. I promise.”
Rose reached for her water bottle between them and took a sip. “Fine. Slick’s the name for a horse or cow with no earmark or other identification of ownership.”
“Ah,” Alex said thoughtfully. “That’s why you inspected and prodded me like a piece of meat.”
“A very fine piece of meat. Best I’ve tasted in years.” The words were light-hearted, but the memory of devouring Alex was like a match to gasoline, igniting Rose’s libido.
She put out the fire just as fast. Once they got home, thoughts of getting her hands on Alex again would have to go on the back burner. They had a car to unpack, laundry to do, guests to check in and out, and Kaylee needed to be relieved of her duties.

“HOME SWEET HOME.” Rose grabbed her pack out of the boot and followed Alex inside.
They stepped into the foyer just as a couple were checking out. Kaylee sat behind the desk, looking like she was made for the position. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail, and she wore a summer blouse that complemented her sparkling blue eyes.
A hint of perfume blended with the fresh-cut flowers on the half-table against the wall.
Rather than rush into the house, Alex lingered, so Rose did the same, observing Kaylee.
“Welcome, ladies. I won’t be long,” Kaylee said as though they were guests and she wasn’t being scrutinised.
The couple, who appeared to be in their forties, turned in their direction. “What room have you booked?”
Forward, but okay.
Rose threaded her fingers through Alex’s. “You tell them, darling.”
“The Wizarding World.”
“Oh my God. That sounds like magic!” The brunette women guffawed.
Someone was still high on last night. Her partner smiled affectionately and slipped her credit card back in her wallet. Guests had to pay upfront, so it would be interesting to learn what extras they’d requested.
“Thanks for breakfast. It was wonderful,” the redhead said, hand on the door waiting for her partner.
The brunette waved to Kaylee on their way out. “We’ll be back.”
Alone, Alex raised an eyebrow. “Breakfast?”
Uncertainty crept into Kaylee’s expression, but she maintained eye contact. “We didn’t get around to discussing whether breakfast was an option. I wasn’t sure, and when they asked, I said I’d see what I could do.” She shrugged, looking abashed.
“And what did you do?” Alex asked, her tone light.
“Delivered bacon and eggs to their room this morning.” Kaylee fiddled with the top button on her blouse. “I’ll replace them. And I’m sorry if that was out of line.” She perked up. “But they paid extra to have the room until three, so that’s good, right?”
Giving away nothing, Alex headed down the passageway to the house. “Follow me.”
Kaylee looked at Rose. Rose shrugged.
Abandoning reception, they trailed behind Alex like naughty schoolgirls being marched to detention. A flicker of arousal tingled between Rose’s legs. This place made it almost impossible not to think about sex.
The windows were open, letting in a summer breeze and the floral scent of the flowers the landscaper had recently planted. Erica was now on their books as a regular contractor. Once a week, she pulled weeds, mowed the lawns, and took care of all things gardening.
Rose left their bags just inside the door and went to Hedwig and Rocky, who were chirping and bopping up and down.
She opened the door and Hedwig climbed onto her finger. Rocky stayed put, and that was fine. The way he perked up, his chirping and eye contact when she entered the room, let her know he loved her.
“Do you want me to close the windows?” Kaylee asked.
Crap! Where was Rose’s head? She pecked Hedwig on the head and put her back in the cage.
“No, it’s fine. And thank you. I knew I left them in good hands.
“Rocky’s a little shy,” Kaylee said. “But Hedwig’s very friendly.” She peered at them through the cage. “I’ve never had birds, but they’re surprisingly good company.”
Not as good as a cat or dog, but a hotel wasn’t the place for either. Some guests wouldn’t mind but equally as many would. Besides, who wanted to wander the grounds playing dodge the dog poo? And they didn’t need a cat digging up the gardens or bringing any nasty surprises inside.
A carafe of water appeared on the dining room table along with three glasses. Alex motioned for them to sit as though a board meeting was about to commence.
“Am I in trouble?” Kaylee glanced at them both.
Her posture displayed an air of confidence, but Rose would bet money she was trembling on the inside.
“Not at all,” Alex said. “You’ve proven yourself to be more than competent, but I have a question for you.”
“Yes?” Kaylee clasped her hands in front of her on the table.
“Do you enjoy cooking?”
“I love it. That’s why I didn’t hes—” She stopped abruptly. “That’s why I didn’t think.”
“You’re not in trouble, Kaylee. Managing staff doesn’t come naturally to me, so I apologise for making you think you were.”
The office manager in Rose wanted to intervene. To help Alex out. But in all honesty, she wasn’t entirely sure where she was going with this. If they’d had this conversation first, she might be able to put both women at ease, but as it stood, there wasn’t a lot she could do, other than watch them both fumble.
“I’ve been thinking about offering breakfast for a while, but we don’t have the time, and I’m cautious about who I allow on the premises. That includes staff,” Alex said pointedly. “Would you consider taking on the role of breakfast chef? I know you’ve already got a lot on your plate…”
Rose snickered, earning herself a narrow-eyed glare from Alex.
Kaylee grinned but didn’t respond.
“We would have to work out the logistics, but is it something you would think about?”
“I would love to. I always wanted to be a chef, but I don’t have any qualifications.” She fiddled with her hands. “Couldn’t afford it.”
“Customer satisfaction means more than a piece of paper.”
“And we’re all about satisfied customers!” Rose exclaimed, earning herself another exasperated glare. She didn’t miss the small smile that followed before Alex hid it with a sip of water.
“As I was saying, is it something that would interest you?”
“One hundred percent.”
“Wonderful.” Alex turned to Rose, her expression all business. “I’ll discuss it with my office manager and have a contract drawn up.”
“What about the laundry?” Kaylee asked. “Can I still do that?”
“Of course,” Alex said. “I think I speak for myself and Rose when I say we would hate to lose you as an employee.”
“Definitely.” Rose gave a sharp nod. “I’ll advocate for a good pay package.”
The exasperated look was back in Alex’s eyes.
Ultimately, it was her call how much the staff were paid, and considering the soft spot she appeared to have for Kaylee, it wouldn’t be anything to sneeze at.
After seeing Kaylee out, Rose grabbed a moment with the woman who rocked her world before their next guests arrived. They’d gone away midweek, so they weren’t full to capacity, but with the bookings that were rolling in, soon, weeknights would be just as busy as weekends.
She circled an arm around Alex’s waist and pulled her close. “You know I only said that to wind you up?”
Alex melted into the embrace. “You know I wouldn’t have it any other way?”
Their lips met, and Rose poured all the love she could into the kiss. Her heart was so full, it felt like it might burst, and it was the best feeling in the world.
“About that liquor licence,” Alex said when they came up for air.
“Yes?”
Dare Rose hope? She’d been waiting for this day, and if she was right, what a way to end their time off.
“If we’re going to offer breakfast for the early birds, we better open a bar for the night owls.”
“Yes!” Rose spun them in a circle. It would mean more work, but if they wanted to keep up with their competitors, it was the way forward.
“When can we start renovating?”
“There’s no time like the present.”
Rose grabbed her sketchpad. They’d gutted the old bar on the bottom floor, and it’d sat empty until they decided what to do with it. Now that day was here, and Rose was fizzing with excitement.



EPILOGUE

THE BAR WAS HOPPING, music played in the background, and women mingled. After six months of renovations and finally having their liquor licence approved, it was opening night. Bar stools with gold stands and low-back seats complemented the marble bar top. Chandeliers hanging above emitted a warm glow and created a relaxed atmosphere.
Guests had been informed, and they were welcome to join in the festivities or stay secluded in their rooms. At a quick headcount, around half of them had jumped on the opportunity to socialise in a safe environment with like-minded women.
The free drinks and bar snacks didn’t hurt either.
Right on cue, Kaylee appeared, wearing a chef’s cape and white apron. Rose’s mum took the loaded platter from her and dutifully offered it around.
Smiling, Rose sauntered towards Alex. She looked stunning in a forest-green dress with a plunging neckline. Her hair was in a messy bun, and a few tendrils curled around her face.
“Fancy seeing you here.”
A sense of déjà vu slithered over Alex, making her shiver.
“Cold?” Rose asked.
“No. I just had an eerie feeling. You know, like when we first met.”
Rose’s eyes crinkled with merriment. “And here we are, still hanging out at the back of a bar.”
“Our bar,” Alex said, pride blooming in her chest.
The realisation of her dream was more fulfilling than she ever could’ve imagined, and in ways that were unfathomable. She’d gained more than her dream of owning a hotel. She’d gained an entire family. Every single employee was like an extension of herself. None more so than Kaylee. Her drive and determination, her desire to not only succeed but to excel in everything she put her mind to, was admirable.
It reminded Alex of her own drive to make something of herself despite her upbringing. Thoughts of her mother intruded on her mind now and then, but she’d learnt to push them away. She had no idea what she’d spent the money on, and she no longer cared if she pissed it down the drain.
“Anything for you, ladies?” Rose’s mum held up a silver tray loaded with hors d’oeuvres.
“Thanks.” Rose put a bacon-wrapped scallop on a napkin for Alex, then piled some smoked salmon onto a cracker for herself.
“Who’s that over there?” Rose’s mum pointed to Lena, who was seated at a table chatting to Kate and Aroha.
They knew she was an escort, but Alex didn’t think it was a threesome in the making. One could never be too sure, though.
“She’s a sex worker,” Rose said in a hushed tone.
“She’s smoking hot. That’s what she is. Does she go both ways? When I first met your father⁠—”
“Mum!” Rose said, exasperation dripping from the word.
With a wink and a swish of her hips, Gael went back to offering platters of food and regaling their friends, staff, and guests with who knew what stories.
Behind the bar, Tracy wooed their guests, expertly mixing cocktails and serving them with a flirty smile the ladies were eating up.
Employing her for the job had been a no-brainer. Maybe one day she would stop apologising profusely for her part in bringing Priscilla to their doorstep. There was no way she could have known, and from what Alex knew of Tracy, she was a loyal person, not an arsehole.
The door from the kitchen swung open, and Kaylee reappeared. “Hot chips, anyone?”
Two women put up their hands. “Yes, please.”
“I can do that.” Tracy took the basket of fries and slid it along the bar.
“Thanks,” Kaylee smiled shyly.
Interesting.
Alex could issue a warning that mixing business with pleasure was never a good idea, but a gorgeous auburn-haired beauty had stampeded all over that theory. And that was what you got when you couldn’t unsee a sexy cowgirl kicking up her boots and twirling a lasso.
“Take a break,” Alex said to Kaylee.
She hadn’t expected her to work tonight, but Kaylee had insisted. When Alex had acquiesced, she all but jumped for joy. Alex suspected Kaylee liked feeling needed, but she could be wrong.
Kaylee untied her apron and blew out a breath, raising the hair on her forehead. “It’s a good turnout.”
“It is,” Tracy agreed, handing a champagne flute to her.
Did she extend her pinkie finger to subtly brush Kaylee’s hand, or was the newly awoken romantic in Alex making something of nothing?
“We should’ve asked the paparazzi,” Rose said as if they were celebrities.
For a few days, they had been. When an agent from the local newspaper approached them to do a feature on the hotel, they’d agreed to be interviewed. Prepared for the question, when asked, Alex confirmed she was the lottery winner. It’d been terrifying and freeing.
She’d held her breath for days afterwards, but other than a few online requests for money, I need surgery, my cat needs an operation, I need money for college—didn’t we all?—her fears were unfounded.
“The papz have arrived.” Tracy pointed to Rose’s mum, who now had her phone out.
“What the fuck!” Rose bolted across the room. The phone was smacked down, and a few words were exchanged through gritted teeth.
Hand over her mouth, remorse flashed across Gael’s face. In fairness, they should’ve told her no cameras were allowed in the bar. Their clients’ privacy was, and always would be, their top priority. Not only that, they had a sex worker in their midst, who might not take too kindly to being caught up in a random photo, no matter how innocent the setting.
“I’m so sorry,” Gael said as she joined their group.
“It’s fine.” Alex squeezed her arm. “You weren’t to know.”
Tracy let out a whistle that could split hair. Kaylee hit the volume on the stereo, and the bar fell silent, all eyes on them.
What the hell was going on?
Rose gave her an impish smile. “Time for our speech.”
“What? No!” The thought nauseated Alex. She was happy blending into the background. Why go making a spectacle of herself?
In the sea of faces, Alex’s gaze landed on Kate and Aroha, and her anxiety levels settled to a simmer. These people cared about her. They weren’t there to judge her.
Threading her fingers through Alex’s, Rose took the floor, and rightly so. She had the advantage of being prepared. Beyond ‘Thanks for coming tonight’, Alex had nothing.
“Firstly, I would like to thank everyone for being here tonight.”
Great. There went Alex’s line.
“I would also like to thank my mother, because without her, I’d still be an unfertilised embryo floating around in a lonely existence.”
That earned a few titters, but the admiration in Rose’s eyes when she smiled at her mother was unmistakable.
She glanced over her shoulder. “To Tracy, my best friend, for not being there for me that night.”
Tracy tipped her bottle. “You’re welcome.”
Curious glances went around the room as though someone might know the meaning of those words. Questions swam in Kaylee’s eyes too, but Rose appeared to like keeping their guests in suspense.
“To Erica, our landscaper, who is due full credit for our beautiful gardens, and the gorgeous fresh-cut flowers that magically appear in the foyer. To our cleaning staff”—Rose tipped her head in their general direction—“who not only ensure your rooms are pristine but have had quite the education and are the gatekeepers of many secrets.” That earned her a room full of sly glances and knowing smiles.
“And to the love of my life, Alexandra. None of this would’ve been possible without her.”
Tracy let out another shrill whistle, hyping up the crowd. One by one, women got to their feet and applauded.
Humbled, heat flooded Alex’s cheeks.
Rose beamed at her, and the crowd literally went wild when she kissed Alex, circling her waist and dipping her as if it was their wedding dance.
“Speech. Speech. Speech,” women chanted.
“You don’t have to,” Rose said as she pulled Alex upright.
“I know. But I want to.” That was a stretch, but with everyone looking at her expectantly, it didn’t feel right not to say anything. Plus, she had a few things to clear up.
“As Rose said, thank you to each and every one of you for joining in the celebrations with us.” Alex swept her gaze over the eclectic mix of women, wanting them all to feel seen.
“Firstly, family is not necessarily the person who gave birth to you.” She turned to Rose’s mum. “You’ve shown me that repeatedly. Thank you for welcoming me into your family.”
Gael acknowledged Alex’s gratitude with a nod and a swipe of her eyes.
Clearing the lump of emotion in her throat, Alex homed in on Kate and Aroha. “To my best friend, Kate, who has lived this dream with me since we were teenagers. And to her wife, Aroha, who is the beauty and the brains in the relationship.”
“She named the hotel,” Rose interjected, pride clear in her voice.
“Way to steal my thunder,” Alex quipped, and if it was possible, the smiles filling the room grew wider. The atmosphere in the bar was the definition of seventh heaven.
Alex turned to Kaylee, who was leaning against the bar next to Tracy.
“And to Kaylee, without whom we would never have a night to ourselves. When our guests check in, if you don’t see me or Rose, this is the other smiling face you will see.”
After their first night away, Kaylee had chosen to tell the staff she was a reliever and it’d never caused an issue. The girls were all close, and Alex loved that.
She should wrap it up before she bored everyone, but she had one last thing to say.
“When Rose and I first met, she was out with another woman.” Alex let that settle in before she continued. “And although she’s fond of telling people I rescued her from a bad date that night, the truth is, she rescued me. Since meeting Rose, I’ve come to realise a home is not where you lay your head at night. A home is where you feel at peace, a place where you belong. Rosewood Manor is more than a hotel. My staff, my friends, my beautiful lover, Rose, this is where I belong. I’m finally home.”
Alex linked both hands with Rose. “I love you, Rosemary Collins.”
“I love you more, Alexandra Carpenter.”
Blocking out the whoops and cheers, Alex captured Rose’s lips in a slow, gentle kiss. Emotion flooded her chest, lighting her up like Guy Fawkes Night.
Although their relationship had come full circle, from the night they met at the pub to opening their own bar, Alex was excited about what the future held.



ALSO BY DONNA JAY
Wednesday Nights
The Temp
The Doors We Open
44 Hours
Arms Wide Open
Corporate Lines
The Secrets We Keep
The People We Trust
New Girl On The Street
Mistaken Identity
Ticket to Love
WRITING SWEET ROMANCES AS DIANA JAYNE
Stormy Ink
What Memories Are Made Of
Who Am I?



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
In 2016, Donna Jay published her first sapphic romance. Since then, she has published eighteen more books, three of which made the number one spot in lesbian fiction.
Her stories feature resilient women, thought-provoking storylines, have plenty of heat, and are all set against the stunning backdrop of her home country, New Zealand.
She also writes sweet romances under the name Diana Jayne.
When she’s not writing, Donna can be found with her nose stuck in a book, or her backside glued to the sofa, binge-watching post-apocalyptic movies.
To keep up to date with new releases, sign up for her Newsletter
Or follow Donna Jay on Social Media.







cover1.jpeg





images/00008.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg
Pesidlion
100D

I T i T
N |

B B

[HHHH {EHHH [HHH HHHH






images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





