
        
            
                
            
        

    Chance Encounter
Synopsis
Montessori teacher Sky Roberts doesn’t think twice about entering a charity raffle for a free vacation. She can hardly believe it when the winning ticket turns out to be hers, but the trip conflicts with the summer school program she’s scheduled to teach. She can’t give up on her students.
Drew Mitchell excels in her job as a travel agent, and her success makes up for never quite measuring up to her family’s gender expectations and her disappointingly single status. That’s why she’s determined to win her company’s latest competition for best travel package and be named the top regional agent.
Drew can’t believe Sky is turning down a free vacation. She has to take this trip. In a desperate attempt to get Sky to change her mind and ask another teacher to step in for her, Drew suggests they go on the vacation together. What better way to relax than with your very own travel guide? Plus, she can win the competition by keeping tabs on her travel plan as it unfolds.
As Sky and Drew travel beautiful Fiji together, they’re about to discover that the trip of a lifetime may just lead to the kind of love they’ve been searching for.
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Body Language
“The whole story is about self-confidence and learning to see yourself the way others—the others that matter—see you. It’s about loving oneself and all aspects of oneself. I liked the body positivity message and how it translated into the sex scenes. …The chemistry is strong, and the fact that the characters keep being surprised at how much the other wants them adds to it. I quite enjoyed reading this book, and I’ll have a look at the author’s other novels.”—Jude in the Stars
“Such a beautiful passionate story and so much more than I initially bargained for. Not only do I love the idea of this book and all the story promotes, it has a gorgeous cover that is super enticing and just made me want to pick it up without even reading the blurb, and I am so glad I did. The whole story was emotional, even if you have never been in either of the characters shoes, you can still relate, and I most certainly did. …I loved that Renee took such an everyday, sensitive subject that we all can relate to, no matter what, and delivered an engaging and exciting story that I totally fell in love with.”—LESBIreviewed 
Where the Lies Hide
“I like the concept of the novel. The story idea is well thought out and well researched. I really connected with Cam’s character…”—Rainbow Reflections
“[T]his book is just what I needed. There’s plenty of romantic tension, intrigue, and mystery. I wanted Sarah to find her brother as much as she did, and I struggled right alongside Cam in her discoveries.”—Kissing Backwards
“Overall, a really great novel. Well written incredible characters, an interesting investigation storyline and the perfect amount of sexy times.”—Books, Life and Everything Nice
“This is a fire and ice romance wrapped up in an engaging crime plot that will keep you hooked.”—Istoria Lit
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CHAPTER ONE
    
“Of course I can book that for you, Carol. No problem at all.” Drew Mitchell rolled her eyes, but it wasn’t from annoyance. The woman on the phone was excited to take her first overseas trip to her dream destination in Scotland. “Let me check your options and I’ll get back to you.” Drew ended the call as she jotted a note on the folder with Carol’s name on the front and placed it on top of the short pile on the corner of her desk. A dozen inches away sat the name placard that read Senior Agent. 
The title was the same as two of her coworkers and didn’t mean anything to her. She wanted the distinct title of All-Star Travel Agent. That goal was within her reach. All she had to do was submit the best Fiji vacation package she could think of. She’d gone once on a whim after a customer had to cancel at the last minute, and it had been well worth the work it took to replace the customer, though it hadn’t been easy. As much as she’d wanted to return, she hadn’t gotten the chance in the last four years and wondered how much it had changed. To make sure her information was current, she’d watched three videos, read a half dozen articles, and perused reviews for all the five-star resorts. A draft of the itinerary sat in front of her with her favorite pen angled on top. She didn’t care if it was considered old-fashioned to write notes out by hand. Drew liked having her screen free for searches while she drafted the perfect dream vacation to a breathtaking, out-of-the-way location. When her package was chosen, she could cross off another of her goals from the growing list of things to accomplish. 
Her lifestyle was anything but old-fashioned. Drew might never get the recognition from her family for how she felt on the inside, but if she worked hard and did whatever she had to in order to reach the pinnacle of her current career, she might feel accepted as someone who refused to fit the mold that she’d been avoiding since childhood. Only time would tell.
In the interim, she had commissions to make and clients to impress. Rumor had it there was a lucrative power couple looking to mix business and pleasure on a trip to Italy. If Jack didn’t move his ass in completing the booking, she had no qualms about taking over—with or without the boss’s approval. After all, customer satisfaction was the only thing that mattered in a dog-eat-dog atmosphere and Drew intended to take the biggest bite.
    
“Ms. Roberts, can I go pee?” Lara, the little red-headed toddler, stood gazing up at Sky with an urgent look on her face.
“Sure. Do you need help?” 
The little girl shook her head and quickly ran to one of the two bathrooms in the classroom. Sky shook her head. She never understood why anyone waited until the very last second to relieve themselves. While she helped one of the other children select a book for story hour, she kept an eye on the help light outside the door, knowing Lara had cut it close with making it in time. 
Book in hand, she took her place on the hassock and waited for the children to settle down on the foam pads scattered on the floor in front of her. They were an arm’s length apart, giving each child personal space and reinforcing boundaries. With permission, a child could move closer to their friend, but as a rule everyone maintained their distance. Playtime was designated as an appropriate time for close contact, and Sky encouraged her students to engage with each other in that setting. Children, especially kindergarteners and first graders, wanted and needed clear boundaries and limits because it made them feel safe, an often overlooked part of a curriculum in schools. 
Lara emerged from the restroom holding up her hands to indicate she’d washed them, but she needn’t have bothered. The center of her shirt was darker than the rest, letting Sky know she had indeed used the sink. Controlling the water flow was a skill every child struggled with. Lara picked a blue pad to sit on and smiled triumphantly. Sky smiled back.
“Everyone ready for Those Shoes?” 
Cheers and the sound of clapping hands filled the classroom as the last students settled on the mats. Most sat cross-legged, while some children in the front were on their bellies, chins resting in their palms. The scene was a familiar one and it once again filled Sky with the desire to have her own child enjoying these special moments. As she read each page out loud and turned the book so everyone could see the picture, she quieted her aching heart with the comfort from knowing she was mother to the youngsters intently listening. Her time for motherhood would come when it was supposed to. Until then, she vowed to enjoy each day and cherish the moments that would teach her how to be the very best parent she could be.
A little while later, Sky announced, “the end” and returned the book to the “already read” shelves in order from left to right. When those shelves were full, the first row was returned to the open reading bookshelf in order to keep a full stock available for the children. Higher shelves held books for future lessons and theme-related activities. 
Once snacks were consumed and the trash thrown away, each child got out their personal blanket and settled on the mats for their afternoon nap. The quiet gave her a brief respite from the constant chatter and endless questions from their curious young minds. Every day was an opportunity to teach a new skill or share a bit of knowledge and Sky never saw an interruption as a nuisance. On the contrary, for the most part the children were delights, and she was glad she’d chosen elementary education as the focus of her degree. 
“Would you like me to do anything while the children sleep?” Robyn, an assistant in her classroom, asked.
“Why don’t you take a break. I don’t think there’ll be any catastrophes while you’re gone.” 
Robyn touched her arm in friendship and slipped out the door. With a dozen toddlers to take care of there were days when four staff weren’t enough. Then there were days like today when everyone was calm, and it was almost as though two were too many. 
Not for the first time, Sky thought about her future and the life she hoped awaited her. Where would she be in five years? Would she find a partner who shared her sense of adventure and who wanted children as much as she did? Finances aside, her community was suffering from limited basic rights from the current political atmosphere, and just one more reason politicians were at the bottom of the food chain in her opinion. Rights were innate, not something to be given or taken away on a platform to further a political career. She might not have control over a lot of what was happening in the country, but one thing she was certain of—her children would know they were loved, and she would do everything she could to instill the values she’d grown up with. Until that time, she would give those lessons to the children sleeping peacefully in front of her, their faces serene. 
Sky couldn’t help smiling at the idea of having a little one born into the world with innocence and, she hoped, a love for life and adventure. The world was such a grand place and she wanted to help each one in their search for someday finding their own joy.




  

CHAPTER TWO
    
The small conference room felt more like the closet Drew often hid in when her brothers were in a ruthless mood and determined to tease, poke, and prod the toughness from her, bent on making her, “Cry like a girl” to prove she wasn’t as tough as a boy. She never denied she was born a female, and she had no desire to transition to anything other than who she was on the inside. Gender queer. Others she knew weren’t comfortable in their own skin and needed outward confirmation so that the world stopped questioning, judging, misgender-identifying. But here, in this workplace, she could be a masc-presenting individual. She didn’t suffer from gender dysphoria. For herself, her body parts did not decide her gender presentation. However, she disliked being labeled according to those body parts. Two variations of the same understanding. Everyone was who they were. What did she care? The manager of sales walked in, and she turned off the internal conversation, focusing her energy on the prize. 
“Good morning. You all know why we’re here, so I won’t bore you with that information. However, I will tell you all that sales for the past quarter have been good, but not stellar. Certainly not at the level where your commissions could carry you through year’s end without your base salary.” Gary leveled his gaze at the six other agents seated around the table. “I’m not blaming anyone for the numbers.” He shrugged. “The economy sucks and everyone’s being careful when it comes to spending. It’s a vicious circle and we’re all at the mercy of the Feds and their ridiculous idea that raising interest rates is a good thing.” Gary looked like he wanted to spit. Drew suppressed a chuckle. 
“In an attempt to turn that way of thinking around, my boss and yours thought having an internal contest would spur some excitement in the office and, ultimately, the sales that would be generated in a variety of ways from the exercise.” Gary drank from his oversized coffee mug. The one an anonymous employee had left on his desk last year for his birthday. The saying printed on both sides read, “The higher you rise, the more buoyant you become.” Gary was always talking about keeping your head above water, among a plethora of similar sayings. 
Drew took it as meaning staying afloat was the way to weather the storm, but there could have been dozens of interpretations. She’d been playing that game her entire life and she excelled at games because of it. Gary loved that cup and Drew fought against the urge to let him know who had left the gift. She wasn’t about to spoil the fun her coworkers were having guessing who that person was. Drew had even entered the pool, naming one of her biggest rivals as the one who had the most to gain by the gesture. 
“So, I imagine you want to know whose vacation package was selected for the promotional raffle.” He looked around the room without settling on any one person, the tension in the air palpable. Gary stood. “Congratulations, Drew.”
A mix of emotions coursed through her. She’d wanted—no, deserved—recognition for the work she put into every single sale. The flip side was the confirmation of her reputation of being a cutthroat. So be it. Her family didn’t respect her efforts to appease, why should her coworkers be any different? As much as it would have been nice to be congratulated, she didn’t need their false words, all she needed was acknowledgement from management. She beamed. “Thank you, sir.”
Mumbles of half-hearted congratulations were randomly tossed out as the rest left the room. Drew didn’t care if they were upset about her gleaning yet another accolade. Last year she’d garnered the title of highest commission agent for the second year running, much to everyone’s disappointment. Sure, she’d snatched a few clients from her biggest competitor. So what? If they’d been doing their job instead of making out in the basement storeroom, maybe she wouldn’t have intercepted phone calls from clients complaining about the lack of response to their inquiries, or an itinerary that was nowhere to be found in the database. Fuck them all. 
“You deserve it.” Gary started to turn before pausing. “Anyone who can read me spot-on is bound to make a name for themselves.” He lifted his mug, winked, then left.
Shit. 
Drew sauntered into the cube farm and sat at her desk. She was still on a euphoric high as she unlocked her computer and opened the email program. There was one particular correspondence waiting for her from Gary and Price, the owner and CEO, with instructions as to what was expected by being chosen for the promo vacation. It was a rather lengthy document, and she was too hyped up to comprehend the details. She printed a copy, then stuffed it in her messenger bag. Tonight in the quiet of her apartment she’d be able to concentrate and make annotations about the things she had to do or questions she might have. That would be time enough. 
Her line rang and she smiled at the idea that another customer had asked for her specifically. Or maybe it was someone the front desk had directed her way based on their particular travel needs. Drew didn’t care. As long as she kept her numbers up, that’s what mattered the most.
    
“Tell me what’s been going on in your life.” Peggy settled in one of the two wingback chairs in her solarium. The old farmhouse that served as her home had been updated a decade ago but still had the old-time charm Sky loved, and the solarium was one of her favorite rooms. 
“I’ve read a couple of books and brought them with me. You might enjoy them as much as I did.” Over the last month, between teaching, tutoring, and her hobbies she hadn’t seen Peggy socially as much as she would have liked. Peggy had been her high school English and home room teacher, and soon became her mentor not only in class, but in life. From the start, Sky loved her kind smile and open heart. When she told Peggy she wanted to be a teacher and that she had been a big reason for her decision, Peggy had nearly cried. 
The coffee pot made a strident beep. 
“I’d love to read them. Shall we fix a tray together?” 
“That would be a nice treat,” Sky said, letting Peggy lead the way to the expansive kitchen where she imagined herself cooking for a family of four. Or five. She chuckled silently. She was having a hard enough time trying to find someone interesting enough to date, let alone have a brood of young ones with. There was always adoption, though she knew how much of a struggle being a single parent could be. She saw it every day.
“You remember to be good to yourself. If you don’t take care of you no one else will either.” Peggy filled two oversized mugs. The cream pitcher and an array of sugar packets joined their drinks on the tray.
Sky peeked into the cookie container and picked out an assortment of goodies for the gold-gilded plate that she admired every time she saw it. Peggy baked cookies every week, and she was always amazed at the varieties. “Oh, there’s a new one.” She sounded as excited as she felt. It was a game they played. Sky would take a bite, close her eyes, and try to guess the ingredients. More times than not she missed only one or two major components, much to Peggy’s delight. Sky carried the tray as they returned to the lush greenery and the gentle breeze that flowed in.
Peggy blew across the steam a few times and took a sip. “How’s the dating scene?”
Sky almost snorted hot coffee. “What dating scene? Nothing’s changed on that front.” She wished there was a reason to say otherwise, but her rechargeable vibrators were the most action she’d had in quite a while.
“Beautiful girl like you ought to be worn out by women instead of taking matters into your own hand.” 
Heat suffused her face. Peggy had a way of saying what she thought, when she thought it, and Sky wouldn’t have it any other way, except when she was the focus. Nothing Peggy did or said was a shock because Peggy didn’t believe in beating around the bush, saying it was “A waste of good energy that could be spent doing something fun.” She begrudgingly had to agree. 
“It’s not a waste. Toys are rechargeable now. No batteries to toss.”
“Hmph. Good thing too, otherwise you’d have a landfill all your own.”
“Peggy!”
“Don’t Peggy me. You know I’m right.” Peggy picked out a jam-filled shortbread cookie and took a healthy bite, then waited for her to do the same. The game was afoot. 
The cookie was delicate, but not crumbly. “Sour cream in the batter.” Another bite. “Vanilla paste or bean.” Sky continued to eat around the jam, not wanting the flavors to mix and throw off her taste buds. “A pinch of salt, flour, sugar. Baking soda, I think.” One more nibble, and without discerning anything else, she swallowed and washed the flavors from her mouth with coffee. 
“You’re spot-on so far,” Peggy said before finishing her last bite, her eyes full of mischief and anticipation. 
The sweet, sticky center led to a burst of flavor on her tongue, but the bigger giveaway was the dark, saturated color. Not red raspberry or cherry, of that she was sure. She was also sure she wasn’t going to name it correctly, but that was okay, too. Everything took time, like finding a partner. “Currant jam?” 
Peggy slapped her knee and laughed. “I thought for sure I’d stump you with that one. Good job.”
Pleased that she’d guessed correctly, Sky sat back to enjoy her coffee. Peggy was a bit of a coffee snob and she bought some of the finest brands Sky had ever tasted. All the while they caught up on shows and the neighbors and such, she thought about earlier and how lackluster her personal life was when it came to women. She wasn’t picky, but she also didn’t go out with women simply to end up in bed. Maybe that was because no one she’d met stirred her insides, or made her blood rush, or her clit throb the way she always thought it should when that special someone came along. 
“What are you thinking about?”
The mug in her hand was no longer hot. How long had she zoned? “I’ll never bake as well as you.”
“True.” Peggy put down her mug and took her hand. “That’s not what you were thinking about though.”
Peggy was right. She was never going to find someone if she didn’t look, but she had no idea where she should be looking. Bars were the obvious places, but that didn’t appeal to her at all. She didn’t go clubbing. If she were being honest, she didn’t do much of anything except teach, read, and cook. God, what a boring life. That had to change. Even if she was enjoying her day-to-day existence, she was going to need more than that to have a full life while enjoying a family of her own. As it stood, her chances were slim.




  

CHAPTER THREE
    
Excitement coursed through Drew’s veins as she bounced on the balls of her feet before catching herself. The nervous habit had developed in grade school when she sensed if she said what she was feeling there’d be repercussions. The camera crew was there, as was the CEO of Let the Night Shine, an organization devoted to advancing women’s career paths, including sex workers and eclectic entrepreneurs. The money raised from the two-month-long raffle would be used for tuition, vocational training for higher wages, self-esteem workshops, and a plethora of other programs. She had nothing against a cause that actually helped people, but that wasn’t her purpose for being there. She and the agency’s owner, Price Houston, were there to promote the business and the team of agents guaranteed to satisfy every customer by giving them their dream vacation. Price was big on smiles, handshakes, and making promises, some of which he could actually keep. Thanks to Drew’s uncanny ability to predict what a customer wanted. It’s probably the only reason she still worked there. Her coworkers didn’t like her. She could live with that. Price nudged her side, and the fable began.
“Good afternoon. I’m Mark Patterson, the director of Let the Night Shine, a not-for-profit organization that works for the betterment of women.” 
Cheers erupted from the small, curious crowd. Everyone smiled at the right time as if it was rehearsed. Both the men had likely done this a time or two, but Drew was making her debut. 
“Let’s get right to why we’re here. Your Destiny Awaits, our local travel agency extraordinaire, was kind enough to donate an agent, the vacation package, and itinerary they designed. Without them, I’m certain we would not have raised over twenty-six thousand dollars.” 
He clapped along with the growing crowd. The amount wasn’t as high as some of the other raffles in the area raised, but it was nothing to snub either. Drew’s pride rose a notch. The itinerary she put together was a mix of all tastes and wants, which is exactly what she needed to appeal to most travelers, and she took pride in what she’d accomplished. There was no way to predict the age or the interests of the winner, so it had to be flexible. It was, and then some. 
“Now to the even better part.” Mark paused long enough to have a five-gallon water jug handed to him. The top was cut away and filled with bright green tickets, the color of the organization’s sign. He was about to say more when a woman stepped from the crowd.
“Just a minute please, Mr. Patterson.” Everyone stared at the woman. “I’d like to continue the generosity from our community and match the amount you raised.” The woman smiled kindly.
Mark lowered the jug and it dangled loosely from his fingertips. “Double?”
“Oh, alright. I’ll make it an even one-hundred thousand.” The woman clasped her hands in front of her, a look of pure joy on her face. When Mark’s mouth opened, she turned her palms to him. “Now, now, don’t be greedy.” She laughed. A sound so light it was like the whisper of hummingbird wings. The crowd slowly joined in, clapping as a show of appreciation. 
“There’s only one question and I promise it has nothing to do with money.”
The woman nodded and gestured for Mark to continue.
“Who are you?”
The crowd murmured all around Drew. She would have asked that question, too, and was no longer thinking about her due. She thought there were good people in the world, even amidst the horrors of daily life. Humans were a fickle and unpredictable breed. She should know, she was one.
“Does it matter?” 
“I…it doesn’t.” Mark managed to speak.
“Good. How about you let the lucky winner in on the fun?”
Mark looked at the jug and held it out. “I think it’s what everyone would agree is only right. You should draw the ticket.” The crowd raised their voices. When the woman was close enough, Mark whispered, “Just the number, not the name.” 
She nodded and slowly stirred, reaching far down into the sea of tickets, her hand circling the entire time. When she slowly pulled it out, there was one ticket pinched between her thumb and index finger. She read the number into the microphone that Mark held for her. 
When the chatter died down, Mark had one more thing to say. “To the winner, if you’re watching, call the number on the screen for a live chat. For those who are missing the drawing tonight, though I can’t imagine why anyone would…” Laughter rumbled. “Agent Drew Mitchell will call you tomorrow with the exciting news.”
Drew raised her hand as she stepped into the spotlight. Okay, so this is good. She smoothed her jacket, more out of habit than need, and smiled. Whatever magic this was, she was all in. There were a few words from Price, and maybe she’d heard his name, but she couldn’t be sure. She was enthralled by the crowd, the vibes, the entire newsworthy moment. Mark closed with another round of thanks and the lights went out. So much for fame. She had her thirty seconds. Getting what you thought you wanted didn’t always turn out to be all that. So, what did she want? She shook hands and was going to approach the anonymous donor when Price caught her arm and shook his head. 
“I’ll tell you all about the mystery woman tomorrow. Go enjoy your victory.”
Mark’s words hung with her. Who would she celebrate with? She didn’t have close friends. Who would she call for a celebration? With the crowd dispersed, Drew quickly got to her car. The low rumble of the engine soothed her in ways she imagined a baby felt when their mother held them to her chest. She pushed the thought away where she kept similar ponderings, put the car in gear, and pulled onto the road. She wanted—needed—to experience some kind of euphoria, but all that was there was the sense of emptiness she’d dealt with her entire life. 
    
“Hi, Dad. How’s the acreage looking?” The standing joke between Sky and her father was one of the few things that made him laugh these days. 
“Are you able to come home for canning this fall? The tomatoes are going to take over.”
The good thing about not having her own school was having substitute teachers to rely on. Also good was the owner’s understanding of her parents’ situation and the need to sometimes make a quick trip home. There were instances when her father still couldn’t console her mother.
“I think that can be arranged.” The air in her chest refused to move. “How are you, Dad? Really.” A heavy sigh shortened the distance between them, and her heart ached to hold him. He wasn’t frail, for that she was grateful, but he suffered the results from Fletch’s death, too.
“The best I can be, honey.”
The last time they spoke, her mother was in a tailspin of depression. The most recent bout of years of a seemingly unbreakable cycle. She refused to go to see a therapist, saying unless a therapist could bring back her son, what was the point? The argument held firm. “Have you thought any more about respite care?” Sky hadn’t been able to convince him that he needed a break, using the excuse he was going to be worse off than the woman he pledged his undying love for if he didn’t take care of himself first. Is that what I want? Someone who will self-sacrifice to the point of destruction? The question needed examining. No one should have to cut off a part of themselves for another person. If they did, how much were they really giving to the relationship? 
“I could come for a visit this weekend.” What she really meant was she could go and relieve her dad for a day or two, give him a chance to get away from the constant emotional ups and downs that was her mother’s disposition. 
“That’s sweet of you, honey, but not necessary. I’ve been talking with your aunt Margaret a lot. She’s coming to stay for a month to try to get your mother to agree to treatment. Plus she said she’d cook and clean while she’s here.” Her dad was quiet for a time. “I think she’s as worried about her only sister as we are.”
Sky wanted to say it was about damn time her mom’s family stepped up. They weren’t close, unlike her father’s side, or like other families she knew, though it was as much by choice as circumstance. Still, where had they been the last eighteen years? Eighteen. Could it really be that long ago that the other part of her had disappeared from existence? Believing the math wasn’t easy. Nor was the pain of not reaching adulthood together. 
She swallowed the knot of heartache in her throat. Fletch would have been very different in temperament than she, but the core values they held on to had been the same between them. She lived planning for tomorrow. He lived enjoying the moment. Whose life was richer? Even with the difference in years lived, Sky admitted she was the clear loser. 
“That’s good.” Sky hoped Margaret would rise to the occasion. Or at the very least, see how hard every day was for her dad. “If you change your mind about me coming, or if you want to take the train here for a change of scenery, I’d love to see you.”
“Appreciate that, honey. Let’s see how things shake out. I might just take you up on heading your way.” 
Her dad loved train travel. It would be a five-hour trip each way, but he wouldn’t mind. In fact, the idea of having some time to himself probably had him pretty excited. She smiled and hoped she’d given him something to look forward to whether it happened or not. “I love you, Dad.”
“Love you, too.”
She waited for him to end the call, like she always did. Her fingers traced the outline of his face on her screen. So familiar were the movements, Sky didn’t have to think about doing it, it just happened. There was little she could change regarding the dynamics of the situation. She had her life and they had theirs. The three of them shared one common thread. Each had no idea what tomorrow would bring. 
Sky was just about to put her phone on the coffee table when it rang. Startled, she fumbled to right the screen. Unknown. The smartphone was smart, but it didn’t know everything. “Hello?”
“Good evening. This is Drew Mitchell from Your Destiny Awaits travel. May I please speak to Sky Roberts?”
More curious than she might admit, Sky responded. “This is she.”
“Congratulations! You’ve won the ‘Let the Night Shine’ raffle,” Drew said.
She blinked several times. She won? Sky never won anything, let alone an all-expenses-paid trip to…somewhere. “Uh…” She looked around. Maybe she hadn’t heard correctly. “Are you sure it’s me?”
“Quite sure. As long as you have the other part of the ticket, of course.”
Oh. Her bag sat on the floor next to the hallway stand where she’d dropped it when she came in. The ticket was in there. Probably. Possibly. She brought the bag to the table.
“Ms. Roberts? You have the ticket. Right?”
If she wasn’t mistaken, Drew Mitchell sounded concerned and had every right to be. She was a bit worried herself. “I’m sure I do.” She started picking stuff out of the oversized sack that held everything she might need over the course of a day. Eighty percent of it never got used, but hey, she had it if the occasion came.
“Ms. Roberts, can you please confirm the number on your ticket?”
“Yes. Give me a minute to…” She dumped the contents on the floor and began shuffling items around like she was a seasoned poker dealer in some Vegas casino. 
“If you don’t have it we can’t award it to you.” 
“Please…just,” she said as she scattered stuff everywhere.
“I’m sorry—”
A small portion of the neon green ticket appeared. She grabbed it and yelled, “Got it,” then winced at how loud she sounded. Like she cared. Drew had been too impatient from the start for her liking. 
“Good.” 
“The number is 002656.” The announcement sounded more like an introduction to something monumental. 
“That’s correct, Ms. Roberts.” Papers rustled. “When will you be able to bring your ticket in and do a short promotional video with me?”
“Video?”
“Nothing elaborate. The company may use only the audio part of the recording, or both. Just some preliminary stuff to claim the prize.”
Sky chewed her lip. She hadn’t planned on having to do anything but have the winning ticket. Of course, she hadn’t planned on winning either. Besides, wasn’t this one of those choices that could break her out of all the planning and certainty that ran her life? No surprises. Nothing to delight her senses. No scary adventures for her.
“Tomorrow. I can come by tomorrow after work.” 
“Perfect. I’ll text you the address. Congratulations again, Ms. Roberts.”
For the second time, Sky found herself staring at the screen. A tingle of anticipation was present this instance. Maybe this trip would be the door to opening up to experiences beyond her control. 
“Well, Drew Mitchell, tomorrow we’ll see what else you’re selling.”




  

CHAPTER FOUR
    
Drew straightened her tie. Again. She wasn’t camera shy as a rule. Of course, she’d only been in front of one a few times in her life, and this was by far going to be a more focused camera angle than ever. Drew checked the wall clock, hoping her guest would be on time. Being annoyed before they’d even begun wouldn’t be a great way to start. The winner of the drawing, Sky Roberts, was due to arrive at any moment. Admitting she’d done an internet search to try to find Sky’s picture was a bit stalkish, but nonetheless true. Sky remained elusive. The videographer and her assistant were leaning against a wall drinking specialty coffee, looking bored. Juan appeared at the door.
“Drew, this is Ms. Sky Roberts.” Always with a flair of extravagance, Juan bowed a little and waved her in. 
The air was sucked out of the room and Drew was certain she’d gone deaf, but thank God not blind. Sky Roberts was a natural beauty without even trying. Drew could see the conservative amount of makeup she was wearing didn’t disguise it. She was stunning. A supernatural force poked her addled mind, and she moved forward.
“Ms. Roberts, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Drew offered her hand. Sky’s grasp was supple and firm at the same time. There was a quality about her that she couldn’t define. 
“The pleasure’s mine, Ms. Mitchell.” Sky held her gaze as confidently as she held Drew’s hand. “Please, it’s Sky.”
“Drew. I’m not much on titles either.” 
“Of course. My apologies.” 
“Shall we?” She turned toward the two upholstered chairs someone had brought in from an office. A small table with a pitcher of water and two glasses were a welcoming touch that she was glad she thought of. Drew wanted Sky to be comfortable. The need for her to be cooperative regarding the terms of the trip was paramount if she were going to get her part.
Sky wore designer jeans and a copper silk blouse that played off her coloring flawlessly. The casual attire spoke of the perfect outfit for a classy lunch date. Dinner dates were overrated. She also appeared perfectly at home and relaxed. Drew smiled. They were off to a fantastic start.
“I’ll be presenting the vacation package to you shortly. There are a few preliminary details that need to be reviewed first.” She took the items from Juan who had magically appeared in her field of view. “Thank you, Juan.” Juan loved hearing his name. Drew puffed it out like she was blowing out a candle, perfectly enunciating the single syllable like it was her native tongue. 
“Drew?” Sky studied her for a minute. “What pronouns do you prefer?”
Surprise welled inside. “I answer to them all.” It was true. Her parents and brothers stuck with the socially accepted pronouns for a female. The people she worked with fluctuated, depending on who was speaking. “She or they are best.” There were few people she’d met, including the variety of clientele she served, who were as forthright as Sky, and Drew appreciated her effort to be respectful.
“Thank you.” Sky settled back.
She better push on or she was going to be staring again. “First, there is the agreement for the audio/video promotion for Your Destiny Awaits. Then there is the agreement you’ll need to sign that requires journaling each day of the trip. The highs and the lows. Nothing too detailed, but memorable things are always nice.” She’d read the document several times. The agency was getting a bang for its buck, but there wasn’t anything too outrageous. “Lastly will be a short survey of your likes and dislikes, allergies, mobility concerns, etc. That will be used to tailor the surprise perks along the way.” She scanned the document. “There are six of them in total.” She glanced at Sky, who looked pensive.
“What’s the destination?”
She wanted to keep the details a secret until the tickets were booked, but that hardly seemed fair. “Fiji. Isn’t that wonderful?”
Sky’s brows knit. “Fiji…as in the archipelago?”
“Exactly.” Drew was so excited she almost clapped her hands like a child who was going to be read one of her favorite stories. That was silly. “Sunshine, tropical breezes, blue water, excursions.” She could go on and on.
“Who goes to Fiji?” Sky stared at the items on her lap. “It’s halfway around the world.” She sounded dubious, like no one would want to go there. 
“Everyone who has ever gone loves Fiji.”
“No one I know would want to go.” Sky’s kissable lips pursed. “Have you ever been?”
As much as she fought against giving herself away, her facial muscles shifted, as did her entire body. “Once, but I did a lot more research and watched hours of videos.”
Sky appeared even more annoyed. “That’s not a great selling point you know.” She sighed. “I’ll give the trip to someone who might actually be enthused.”
“I’m afraid you can’t,” she said.
“What do you mean? I won it. I should be able to do what I want with it.”
“Do you have your part of the ticket?”
Sky rummaged in her small bag and handed it to her. 
She found the miniscule print and turned the ticket in Sky’s direction. “It’s very small, but it clearly states, nontransferable. It’s a fairly common condition for many of these type raffles.” While she might, in theory, agree with the clause, her company had no part in it. “We didn’t make the terms.” 
Drew watched as Sky raised her brow. Regardless of how her body reacted when they met she had the feeling Sky was going to need a lot of convincing to accept terms that clearly didn’t sit well with her. 
“That’s a bit backhanded in my opinion.” Sky poured water, drank, then set down the empty glass. The activity gave Drew time to formulate a plan. “What are the trip dates?”
“They aren’t finalized, but the trip has to start before August first.” 
“I have to teach a summer class scheduled for July twenty-seventh through August tenth.”
“Couldn’t you change your commitment dates?” Drew smiled tightly. Panic began to set it. 
“As much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, and as beautiful as it sounded, I absolutely will not turn my back on my students for a trip I’d rather not go on.” The stern gaze displayed on Sky’s otherwise gorgeous face made her feel like she was being scolded. “I won’t be forced into doing something for publicity.” Sky stood. “I might not have much say about how to use the prize, but I can tell you I won’t be going.”
Drew had to get Sky to agree to the trip. Everything she’d worked for until now, not to mention the hours she put into planning the dream vacation, was at stake. She went into sales mode without even thinking. “I’ll go.” What the fuck just happened?
“You’ll do what?” 
“I’ll accompany you on the trip.” She studied Sky. As she stood across from her, Drew couldn’t deny her attraction, and for the briefest moment, allowed herself to fall into a fantasy of the two of them lying naked on a private beach and Sky’s skin glistening in the sunshine. There wasn’t any saliva to swallow, but she tried anyway. “I think the reason you’re hesitating is because you’re not sure it’s as wonderful as I claim it is.” She took a big breath. “I want to show you it’s exactly like the brochure says, and more. You’d have your own tour guide.” It’s not like she hadn’t spent any time out of the office, but she’d never gone away with anyone, let alone a beautiful woman.
Sky studied the picture on the front of the Fiji magazine before sitting down, then slowly opened it. Her brow went from knitted to relaxed by the time she’d flipped through some of the pages. 
Drew hung on to a glimmer of hope, otherwise the proof of how good she was would slip through her fingers. It was her job and the only reason she offered to go. “If that’s not enough, I’ll do a journal, too. At the end, we’ll compare notes. If you haven’t had as much fun and relaxation as I promise you will, we don’t turn them in. You can say whatever you want about the trip and the destination, as long as it’s true.”
“What’s in it for you?”
The hope was slipping away. She could make something up or tell a half-truth. “If you don’t go, any recognition for being my company’s top agent goes with it.”
Sky’s lips pursed and her semi-smile turned to a frown. “That’s what I thought. You’re only going because you have a point to prove and something to gain.” 
“No…it’s…okay. It’s one of the reasons, but not the only.”
“What are the other reasons?” Sky folded her hands on top of the magazine. She appeared smug. Judgmental. Hadn’t Drew had enough judgment in her life already? Was that the kind of person Drew wanted to be tied up with for what could feel like a never-ending sentence? 
“Relaxation time isn’t something I get too often, and I’ll bet you don’t either. Besides, there could be worse ways to spend two weeks.” When Sky still didn’t seem convinced, she tried another tactic. “I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”
Sky laughed. “I doubt that.”
“Come on. I’ve caved to a few points. Can’t you meet me halfway?” 
“Won’t you get in trouble by going?” Sky’s gaze softened.
She snorted, then tried to cover it up. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” She shrugged.
Sky smiled. “You’ll really do this? Go on this trip to prove a point?”
“That’s not why I’m going.” What the hell was wrong with her? She was usually good at flirting. She never had to act to get a woman’s attention. Women actually wanted to go out with her, at least for one night. Usually. Sky was not usual in any way she’d seen thus far, and oddly, Drew didn’t want to flirt with her. “I’m going because I believe you deserve to enjoy something different. Go on an adventure. Have fun. Relax. Fiji is the perfect destination for all those things. That’s what I want to prove to you.” Drew waited for what seemed like an eternity.
“Fine. I’ll go on one condition.”
The upper body tension she’d been holding released a little. “What’s your condition?”
“You get your own room.”
“That’s a first,” Drew said before realizing how pretentious she sounded.
“Are you going to be a pompous ass the entire trip?”
“Some women find me charming.”
“Name names.” 
Drew was speechless. People rarely called her out and when they did, she honestly didn’t care, so why did Sky’s comment rattle her proverbial chain? 
“Relax, Drew.” Sky turned serious. “I mean, I’m not sharing my bed with you, but the trip might not be a total nightmare.”
“Well, that’s a relief. I think.” She smiled. A big, genuine, this-will-be-so-much-fun smile. Maybe it would be, but she didn’t care as long as the end result was in her favor.
Sky listened intently as she explained the dates the vacation had to be scheduled in order to avoid the threat of hurricane season. The purpose of the journal. A few other things with the camera rolling. She was on her best behavior. Sky was a delight to interview, or whatever it was they were doing. When they were done and Sky had promised to get back to her within the next day or two with possible dates, she stood and held out her hand, enveloping the warm softness of Sky’s smaller hand in hers. Sky’s hazel eyes glistened. Whether it was anticipation or trepidation was hard to tell.
“I’ll have a tougher time getting off from work.” Sky chewed her lower lip as she looked at the bullet points on her list.
“If you tell them the circumstances, I’m sure they’ll understand.” Drew had no idea what her own employer would think, but since the trip was designed for a couple or at least two people, he could hardly say no. Especially when she told him that Sky wouldn’t go without her. She could pretend she didn’t want to go, but she wasn’t about to let anything ruin her chance of becoming the top sales agent. Clearly, that was the reason she was looking forward to the trip. “As long as I have the okay from my manager, the rest will be a piece of cake to finalize.” The words came out regardless of her inner voice yelling what a bad idea it was. She knew she was grasping at straws, desperate to achieve her latest goal. If she didn’t follow through, her family would continue to see her as a failure in all aspects of her life. Single, with few friends, and a less than lucrative job. She couldn’t let that happen, no matter what she had to do. She loved what she did for a living. Loved helping to make dreams come true. Drew lived vicariously through her clients, and every once in a while, she got to live out one of her own.
Sky nodded. “I’ll know in a day or two once I talk to the owner.” A smile tugged at the corners of Sky’s mouth. “I guess I’ll leave the rest of the details to the expert.” 
In that instant, Drew grasped at the glimmer of hope that the trip, with this woman, might be exactly what she needed.
    
There were a lot of places to visit on Sky’s bucket list. Fiji wasn’t one of them. The string of islands out in the middle of the South Pacific Ocean was as remote as any destination could be. Two weeks of travel time lay ahead of her. When was the last time she’d taken two weeks off for anything? 
“Fiji!” 
The word sounded rough coming from her lips, as though it was something sinister. Like someplace she didn’t want to be. So why was she going? 
And what about the self-centered Drew Mitchell? Why had she asked her go on what under different circumstances might be an amazing trip? Sky didn’t have to close her eyes to see her. Drew was uniquely handsome. Not model-like handsome, though her looks were easy on the eyes. Denying her infrequently satisfied body had a visceral reaction to Drew would be a lie. Her clit had come to life during their meeting, catching her off guard. But her response was more than physical. Self-assured and energetic, it was Drew’s presence that made her attractive, as well as annoying as hell. If only her ego wasn’t so hard to get past. To be honest, she’d enjoyed their impassioned banter. When had she ever been so conflicted about something as simple as a vacation? The reason couldn’t be because she rarely took one. Sky shook her head.
“I’ve lost my mind,” she said out loud to the universe. 
Sky pulled up to the stop sign and glanced at the papers carelessly tossed on the passenger seat. The front of the colorful magazine and matching brochure showed a beach covered in white sand with palm trees in the background, their fronds swaying to the beat of the ocean breeze. It looked peaceful and beautiful. Fiji was an adventure that lay in wait. Hadn’t she just been thinking about her need for an adventure and for someone who shared her sense of wanting to experience the unexpected? Granted, it was in a different context than her jetting off halfway around the world, but she couldn’t deny the tingle of anticipation that had built during Drew’s description of the itinerary.
She had to share the news with someone. Sky hesitated with her finger over the button on the steering wheel. Peggy would be ecstatic to hear about her lucky ticket and what she’d won, but guilt made her second-guess her actions. She should have asked Peggy before agreeing to let Drew be her travel companion. After another minute of reasoning, she pressed the button and gave the call command. Peggy hated flying. Even the two-hour flight to see her son and his family made her nervous to the point she thought about driving the eight hours to get there. She’d never agree to a twelve-plus-hour flight, no matter how beautiful the destination was. 
“Hello, Sky. How are you?”
“Hi, Peggy, I’m good. Is this a bad time?”
“Talking with you is never a bad time, dear.”
Sky’s heart grew. Peggy wasn’t her mother, but for the past two decades she’d been there for her when her mother wasn’t emotionally able to be. “Would it be okay if I came by? I have news that I’d like to share with you.”
“Of course. I’ll put coffee on for our chat.”
“That sounds perfect. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 
She thought about stopping at a local bakery, but she wasn’t sure if Peggy would be insulted since she always had fresh-baked goodies on hand. On the drive, Sky played the scene at the agency over and over. Drew’s eyes had glinted when she talked about travel, and then there was the expression Sky couldn’t quite decipher. It wasn’t a smirk or a scowl. Whatever it meant, the look was there, nonetheless. If only she could be certain that Drew’s intentions were geared at making sure Sky had a great time, regardless of what either of them wrote about the trip.




  

CHAPTER FIVE
    
“It’s highly unusual. Are you sure you want to do this?” Gary asked, concern etched on his face.
Drew had prepared for the possibility of an argument against her taking the trip with Sky, and she wasn’t going down without a fight. “If you want the positive publicity you’re looking for I believe it’s the only way.” Visions of Sky’s reluctance came into focus. “Ms. Roberts hasn’t traveled much, and her options for a companion are currently nonexistent. She almost walked away from the whole thing.” Drew shrugged. “It was an impulsive decision, but I don’t regret it.” 
Gary tapped his pen on the folder she’d provided that grew thicker with each passing day. “We can’t afford a sinking ship. Not after all the hype that went into this trip.” Ads for “this could be you” were already flooding the market. “Fine. You can go.” 
“Thanks, Gary.” Drew stood and reached for the folder.
Gary held the folder without letting go. “You don’t have the best reputation for being warm and fuzzy. Don’t make me regret my decision.”
“I’ll do my very best to make sure Ms. Roberts writes a stellar endorsement.” And she would. Come hell or high water, no matter what Sky thought, she was going to make this the trip of a lifetime. Hopefully, for both of them. 
As Drew left Gary’s office, the thought of spending the day in her cubical moved her in the direction of the elevator. She needed air and space and the kind of quiet she wouldn’t have if she stayed. With the folder tucked under her arm, Drew smiled at Juan when she reached his desk.
“Good morning, Juan.”
Juan glanced up. “Hey, Drew. What can I do for you?”
Despite her reputation, Drew rarely took advantage of the services Juan loved to provide. She didn’t ask for things like ordering her lunch or some other mundane or unnecessary task that she was capable of doing herself. Being independent had been her way of survival since she was a toddler. The sense of abandonment had stuck with her since those early days. 
“Can I get a pack of three-by-three sticky notes?” She still had details of the trip to iron out and hoped Sky would let her know the dates she could travel soon. They’d have ten days on the islands, and two days of travel each way. After a flight to the West Coast they’d stay overnight to break up their flight time before landing in Nadi on Viti Levu, one of the two most populated islands in Fiji. They’d likely be exhausted when they got to their hotel, so she had nothing planned on the day they arrived. Even though their departure to head home would be an overnight flight, she thought it best to play their last day by ear.
Juan opened his magical desk drawer. From there he seemed to be able to produce any item that the staff requested. Though curious, Drew had never asked to look inside due to an irrational fear that if she did, it would be like looking into a black hole and she would be sucked in. Funny how the mind could make up impossible scenarios that felt real. Juan handed her two packs. One blue, one yellow.
“There you go.” Juan smiled. “What are you working on?” He pointed to the folder tucked under her arm. 
“The raffle travel package. I need to do some modifications, and a change of scenery will help.” While that was the main reason, she couldn’t deny the claustrophobic feeling that had unexpectedly closed in on her. There’d never been a time when she didn’t enjoy what she did, or that the cube she worked in made her feel like she was running a rat maze like today. After a quick detour to pick up her laptop and messenger bag, Drew headed to the nearest coffee shop to take advantage of the free Wi-fi. One of the first things she had to address was the issue of the accommodations. When she ordered her coffee, she added a slice of pound cake since she hadn’t had much of a breakfast, then picked a quiet corner and got to work. There weren’t exactly butterflies happening in her gut, but there was something pinging around inside her as she opened the folder. Once she had her company website on the screen, she went to her work folder. 
Drew opened the inner tab labeled Fiji and flipped to the hotel page where she had a bungalow reserved. She heard Sky’s voice in her head. The fine print in the conditions of claiming the prize were clear. The winner would, for promotional purposes, pose as either a single looking for an adventure that included all Fiji had to offer, or as a couple who were there to remind each other why they fell in love. Well, they weren’t the exact words, but they were close.
In order to validate the trip, Sky would need to pose as Drew’s partner, or vice versa. Still, scheming to trick Sky didn’t sit well with her. She sighed heavily. There wasn’t much she could do to change things. Sky had glanced at the document, randomly flipping through pages before signing it. Drew wasn’t about to lead her into financial trouble, which was what would happen if Sky reneged. The company was great to work for, but if there was a chance they’d lose out on millions of dollars’ worth of promotional material, they’d go after Sky with both barrels loaded. 
There was one thing she could do to help alleviate any awkwardness that might crop up. She pulled up the website for the resort and dialed the main number. A pleasant, lightly accented voice greeted her.
“Hi, my name is Drew Mitchell and I work at Your Destiny Awaits travel agency. We recently booked a bungalow for an upcoming trip, and I’d like to know if I can switch the king room to a double.”
“One minute please.” Clicking sounds traveled through the receiver as the staff person typed away. It was a couple of minutes before he returned.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Mitchell. The reservation is a non-refundable, no-exchange accommodation based on agreement with your company. I wish I could help.”
She wanted to be angry, but the person she was talking with had nothing to do with the negotiation of terms. “Thank you for checking. Have a good day.” 
Drew tapped her pen on the file. Someone had usurped her original reservation. She would have never agreed to those terms. Which one of her coworkers had discovered her plans? Or maybe it was Gary who was responsible for getting the best deal for the lowest cost. Even worse than that, how was she going to explain this to Ms. Roberts? Maybe she wouldn’t ask. That would be the best-case scenario. Maybe she should wait until after they talked about journaling as a couple. Surely, she’d understand Drew had nothing to do with the newly discovered arrangements. At least, that’s what she hoped. 
    
“Come in,” Janis Grimes, owner and lead teacher at Young Minds Montessori School, said as her gaze met Sky’s. “How was your week?” Janis pushed away from her keyboard and turned to the open sitting area that was inviting rather than intimidating.
“It was good. The children have been so inquisitive.” She laughed when she thought about one little toddler who must have asked “why” a hundred times. 
Janis gave a knowing look. “I know the type. I occasionally need a break, too. Make sure you take them whenever you need them. That’s why there are floaters.”
Sky’s anxiety about the reason she was there dropped a bit. Janis was a great employer, and she understood all the intricacies of teaching the very young. “I appreciate that.” Still, she was a little hesitant to talk about why she was there. Some of it had to do with the timing and summer sessions, but the other…the one that was perplexing and surprising, was the growing excitement around going with Drew. The last few nights had been dotted with visions of Drew. Sunshine on her face. The smile that had appeared a few times during their meeting. An imagined, unguarded laugh with a twinkle in her eye. 
Janis tipped her head. “I take it this isn’t a social visit?”
“It is. Sort of. I need to shift my summer session. I’ve won a trip to Fiji, and I have to take it on certain dates or I’ll lose it.” 
“Oh, Sky, that’s so exciting!” Janis moved back to the screen and pulled up classroom calendars. “When are you going?” 
They talked about the timing, switching her teaching dates, and moving coverage. It felt like a lot of juggling, but Janis assured her she deserved to get away and that everything she was doing was a simple fix. She walked to her car fifteen minutes later, her summer schedule rearranged, and the dates of her vacation confirmed. Janis insisted she take an extra day before and after to make up for the international time difference. All that was left to do was contact Drew and share the information she was waiting for.
Could it be that simple? There were so many reasons not to go. Drew was a wild card. She seemed so ego-driven and self-assured, her mood unpredictable. When she made a promise to make the trip an unforgettable adventure, Sky’s heart had leapt at the idea Drew might be the one to provide the thrill she’d been searching for. Why hadn’t she ever traveled on her own? Why did she continue to make excuses for not making her own adventures?
Sky didn’t want to think about the many and varied reasons she didn’t step out of the box of conventionality. There was little she could do to change the past which had shaped her sense of propriety. Luxury vacations were just that, a luxury, and she had other priorities. The reasons she didn’t do more was a topic relegated to the back of her consciousness. Excuses for her avoidance abounded. This was the first time she’d said yes to something other than the occasional day trip in years.
The option of sending a text message to Drew was tempting. Sky had never shied away from her responsibilities. Making the call was something that needed to be done. Why was she suddenly reluctant to take care of business? What was it about Drew that made her nervous? She needn’t look far. Her body told her exactly why, and Sky had to admit—it felt good.




  

CHAPTER SIX
    
Drew stared at the television, interspersed with a sip of her special occasion scotch, but not noticing either. An unexpected vacation to a breathtaking destination with a beautiful woman was as close as she’d ever gotten to a fantasy as she’d ever imagined, except for one thing. The woman of her dreams would also be sleeping in her bed and the sex…well, the sex they would share would be off the charts. However, that pipe dream had burst when she’d been told to get her own room. Reasonable under the circumstances, but there was another part of her that wished Sky would be the woman in her bed.
After her escape to the coffee house and some tweaking of the original travel plans, there’d been time to contemplate the implications this trip could have for her. Professionally, without a doubt, but personally was also a possibility. Drew wanted to see if, for once, she could drop the defensive shield she kept in place to ward off anyone who looked at her critically or wonder what she was trying to prove by the way she dressed or judged her for being some freak in the circus of life. 
Yes, Drew was different from the mainstream population. She vibed best with masculine energy, occasionally wore nail polish along with her oxford shirts, loud ties, and creased pants. Often, she thought about changing her pronouns to strictly they/them, but when she was naked, there was no denying she was AFAB, no matter how she presented herself to the world, so she left she/her in place and added they/them when it suited her. 
She wasn’t about to change anything about herself to appease a partner’s need that she be clearly defined as a woman, even thought it was true. Sky’s appearance left no question she was a woman, and definitely feminine. Drew imagined Sky was authentic to the root of her soul without the need to be extravagant about it, and Drew saw her as the well-behaved, socially-accepted woman she presented to the world, without the need to fight for acceptance. Drew had never quite achieved such recognition. Her phone vibrated across the table, bringing her out of whatever mood she’d slid into. The number displayed wasn’t totally unfamiliar, but she couldn’t place it.
“Hello?”
“Hi, is this Drew?” The voice was also familiar, but again evaded recognition. 
“Yes, that’s me.”
The woman cleared her throat. “It’s Sky…Sky Roberts. Is this a bad time?”
Drew sat up and pressed the mute button on the TV remote. “Not at all. What can I do for you, Ms. Roberts?”
“It’s Sky. If we’re going on vacation together, I think we should be on a first-name basis. Don’t you?”
She almost said something snarky, the way she often did, until she realized why Sky was calling. “Does that mean you have the okay to go?”
Sky giggled. “It does. I think my employer is more excited about this trip than I am.” 
Her heart sank to the pit of her stomach. “I hope that isn’t the case once you see Fiji.” 
“That was rude of me. I’m excited, I just…” Sky left the rest hanging.
“Never thought you’d win an all-expenses paid trip?” 
“Uh…sure, that’s it.”
Drew was intuitive. Sky wasn’t enthusiastic about spending two weeks with someone she had met just a few days ago. “I’m not a pervert.”
This time Sky laughed out loud. A light symphony of notes. “That’s definitely not what I was thinking.”
“What were you thinking?” Drew asked because she’d been thinking a lot about what sharing a suite with Sky would be like, but she wasn’t going to drop that intel until they were on their way and it would be too late for Sky to back out.
“I don’t know you and I’m about to travel across the world with a total stranger.”
As much as she was in this for herself, she preferred if Sky wasn’t on edge the entire time. That wouldn’t make for a fun time at all. “Then get to know me.”
“What?”
“Your less than enthusiastic response is understandable. You barely know me, and I’d like to change that.” Of all the things Drew had done to advance her career, what she was about to do wasn’t one. “Let’s have dinner. A ‘you tell me, and I’ll tell you’ thing. The same way people who are looking forward to getting to know each other would do.”
“I don’t know.”
“Sky,” Drew said softly. “It would be a shame to go only to find out you can’t stand spending time with me. I’m not always…what did you call me? A pompous ass?”
“I’m sorry I said that. It wasn’t one of my better moments.”
“That’s okay. Sometimes I am exactly as you called it.” The defense mechanism she’d developed as a youngster because of feeling like she always had to be louder and better than her siblings to be seen and garner her parents’ attention, positive or otherwise, was hard to avoid. “But not always. Give me an opportunity to show you how even strangers can have a good time together.” Silence from Sky motivated her to press on. “Please.”
Sky sighed. “You drive a hard bargain.” 
Drew fist-pumped in the air. “True, but I really want you to be comfortable during our time together.”
“Fine.”
She almost shouted “yes” but managed to refrain at the last minute. “Thank you.” The idea of a date flashed through her mind. It wasn’t a date though, was it? Drew had to force the issue of spending time together as an excuse to see Sky before the impending trip. “When would work for you?” Force or not, her body longed to be close to another. It had been a few months since she’d made time for self-care, and having sex was good self-care in her opinion. Of course, that wasn’t going to happen with Sky, but the vision persisted all the same. “How does Friday sound?” 
“That would be a nice way to end a busy week. Where should I meet you?” Sky’s tone was lighter than earlier. 
“I’ll pick you up. Is there food you’re allergic to or don’t like?” The choices ran through her head. Narrowing them down to just a couple was going to take some thought.
“No allergies. Okra, lima beans, and anchovies all make me gag.”
Drew chuckled. “Got it.” She already had Sky’s address from their initial meeting. “How does six thirty sound?” She had no idea when Sky’s workday would end, and she wanted to give her time to do whatever she needed to do. 
“Perfect.” Again, the silence ticked on. “How should I dress?”
“Be comfortable. I’ll see you Friday.” When the screen darkened, Drew ignored the anticipation which had started building once she knew it was Sky. She told herself again the upcoming dinner wasn’t a date. Sky wasn’t likely to show any kind of interest in her any more than was necessary. So be it. Drew wasn’t going to invest herself in something that was only happening because it was a means to the end result. She might never have fame or fortune, but the one thing she had always dreamt of was recognition for who she was as a human being. Whether that was revealed on the page was important, but how Sky viewed her was quickly becoming just as important to her. How she presented herself to the world shouldn’t make any difference since she had no control over judgmental perceptions, and as much as Drew wanted Sky to be interested in letting her show Sky the wonders of the world, she didn’t need her to be invested in more than this trip. No. Drew didn’t need or want that at all. Then why had she invited her to dinner?




  

CHAPTER SEVEN
    
Drew pulled her metallic green Audi A5 in the driveway of a neat, unpretentious home on a tree-lined street. A case of nerves had hit her as she dressed, intensifying the minute she climbed behind the wheel. The idea of bringing Sky flowers or some other small gesture of appreciation crossed her mind, but she didn’t want to give the wrong impression. Sky hadn’t made any attempt to bridge the awkward gap in their understanding of their roles, and she didn’t want Sky to think she was bribing her in any way. 
As she exited the vehicle, Drew took in the small plantings of bright blooms along the walkway that welcomed her to the front door. The soft gray siding was accented by black trim, but it was the deep blue front door that attracted her attention the most. Two wrought-iron chairs with blue and pink flowered pillows and a bistro table were on the porch in front of the large window. One that actually opened rather than just for the aesthetic look was a nice change from the standard design. She reached for the doorbell and was surprised not to find one. Neither was there a door knocker. It took her a minute to notice the antique brass bell hanging above her. She gave the string a shake and was surprised at the volume it made, though the tone wasn’t jarring. A few seconds later, the door opened, and she forgot to breathe.
“Hi.” Sky stepped back as she opened the door farther. “Come in.”
Drew shook herself from the vision of Sky in a deep purple, form-fitting dress that lay in soft folds along her curves. It was beautiful. Sky was beautiful. “Thanks.” She managed to get a single word out. She took in the entryway art. A charcoal drawing of an older woman who might have been Sky’s mother or grandmother, though she didn’t think so, hung at the perfect height to beckon inspection. There was something in the woman’s eyes that was missing in Sky’s hazel ones. An archway to her right revealed a decent-sized living room.
“I just have a couple of things to do if there’s time.” Sky turned toward the kitchen visible at the end of the hallway. 
“Of course. No rush.”
“Make yourself at home,” she said over her shoulder. 
Drew followed, not wanting to miss any time with Sky. When she entered the kitchen, she stood in awe. The front of Sky’s home might have given the impression of a quaint bungalow, but the kitchen was state-of-the-art modern with a bungalow feel, even if it was a huge space that blended with a dining area and flowed into the living room she’d glanced at. “Wow. This is amazing.” 
Sky’s cheeks pinked, though her eyes sparkled when she smiled. “Over-the-top is what my mother calls it, but then, she’s not someone who enjoys cooking.” Sky went to the sink, rinsed a few dishes, then put them in the massive dishwasher. “Would you like something to drink? Wine?” Sky tipped her head and studied her. “Bourbon?”
“Water would be good.” Her mouth was so dry she could barely get the words out.
“Of course.” Sky reached for the handle on the huge French door refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of Fiji spring water. How fitting. 
“So, you were keeping this a secret,” she said as she took the bottle, cracking the seal. “You weren’t being totally honest when you said you didn’t know Fiji at all.”
A delightful laugh came from Sky. “Touché.” She wiped her hands on a dish towel after she closed the dishwasher. 
“How long have you lived here?” There were hints of the structure being older than the kitchen by decades.
“Shortly after I came to work at Young Minds Montessori School.” Sky glanced around as though reliving a memory. “It was much smaller when I bought it.” She shook her head. “Good thing I got it for a steal because I sunk a ton of money into renovations.”
“From what I can tell, it was money well spent.” She wondered about the spaces she couldn’t see, but she didn’t want to push. She glanced at her watch. “Do you have more to do?”
“Just one thing, then I’ll be ready to go.” Sky disappeared down another hallway off the dining room. It wasn’t long before she returned with a plucky sky blue crossbody that matched her flats and a plain black sweater. “All set.”
“Great.” Drew headed for the front door, waiting on the porch while Sky locked up. “Shall we?” She held out her hand. When Sky slid hers into it, the shiver that had assaulted her the first time returned, and she fought for control. After closing the passenger door, she walked around the front of the car, the whole time telling herself Sky had no interest in a relationship with her. Drew was an interloper in her life. When the trip ended so would their connection. Overwhelming sadness enveloped her at the thought she might never see Sky again after they returned home. She was more determined than ever to make the trip everything Sky could hope for, and then some. 
    
Charming was not a word Sky would have associated with the confident Drew Mitchell, but she had to admit she’d been nothing but since the minute she opened the door and let her into her home. As the Audi purred along the back roads, she’d lost track of where they were and for the briefest instant chastised herself for being more interested in stealing glances at Drew than what direction they were headed. What if Drew was some twisted predator who was taking her to a remote location to do God knows what horrible things to her? She almost laughed out loud at the absurdity and had to cover the noise with a fake cough.
“Are you alright?” Drew glanced at her as she smoothly downshifted around a tight curve.
“Yes, I’m fine.” She wasn’t though. She hadn’t been fine since she’d given Drew the ultimatum to be her tour guide and Drew had agreed. Her body was on high alert whenever Sky thought about her and even more so now that she was sitting next to Drew. 
“The water is unopened if you’d like it.” Drew pointed to the spring water bottle in the drink holder. “I always bring one for the road, just in case.”
“Just in case?”
“Yes. Flat tire, car breakdown, getting lost. Preparing for events out of my control is key to survival.” Drew talked about possible scenarios, but she had the feeling that the survival comment had a much different connotation than car trouble.
As much as she didn’t want to appear needy, she also didn’t want to start coughing uncontrollably. Sky took the bottle and drank, giving her time to process what might be in Drew’s past that had shaped who she was today, much like Peggy’s influence and nurturing had for her. Though it seemed quite possible the things that had shaped Drew might very well have a darker side. “I’ve been on this road before.” On her right, beyond the stand of trees, were glimpses of water and the bright reflection of the setting sun.
“Are you concerned I might abduct you for nefarious reasons?” Drew asked without any hint of humor.
Sky’s heart rate sped up. Whether Drew was joking or not came into play, and for a split second she thought about how bad her injuries might be if she jumped out of the speeding vehicle. The touch of Drew’s hand on her arm made her gasp.
“Hey,” Drew said softly. “I was kidding.” She broke their physical connection, her brows knit. “Are you afraid to be alone with me?” The question wasn’t accusatory as much as it was concerned. 
The idea that she’d let her imagination run wild was disturbing. Drew wasn’t some psychopath out to do her harm, and thinking so was ridiculous. Just because she might have some annoying tendencies didn’t mean she was like the characters on the shows she obviously watched too much of. “No, I…” Sky laughed at her foolishness. Being around Drew made her act in unusual ways. “Well, just for a minute,” she admitted. “Too many crime shows.” She forced an unsure smile.
“I have that effect on people sometimes.” Drew turned down a paved road that appeared out of nowhere, hidden among the foliage. “It’s a good thing we’re here so you can get a drink.” 
The trees opened onto a parking area and a huge log cabin building with views of the lake behind it. The structure was opulent and welcoming at the same time and she imagined how it might look in winter with smoke from the four stone chimneys she could see rising high above the roof. “What is this place?”
“This is where the adventure begins.” Drew turned off the vehicle, exited, and rounded the car. 
Sky had been so caught up in her fantasies that she’d missed Drew’s attire. The dark gray dress pants fit snug across her ass and the pale lilac color of her shirt played well against her complexion. The tie she wore looked like a modern painting with splashes of gray, purples, and black. Drew opened the car door and extended her hand.
“The only question is whether you’re brave enough to come along.”
Was she? For years, she’d proclaimed she wanted a family and a partner with a sense of adventure that she’d never indulged in. What had held her back? What was she waiting for? Some fairytale knight that would come to her rescue, or was she really looking for someone who would push her boundaries, give her a reason to step off the platform of societal expectations and force her to live the life she’d, up to this moment, only pretended she wanted? 
“You know you want to,” Drew said, a smug smile on her face and that annoying confidence that had rankled Sky when they’d first met returned. The bigger issue was, Drew wasn’t wrong.
She grasped Drew’s hand. “That smirk is annoying as hell,” she said as she stepped out of the car.
“I know. It’s part of my charm.” Drew held her hand as they walked to the grand entrance. 
The rustic Adirondack vibe alone would have lured her inside even if she wasn’t with Drew. At least, that’s what she told herself. In truth, she’d lived in the area since high school and had never discovered one treasure such as this. Or maybe she would have if she was paying attention without needing to be sure where she was going before she went. What kind of an adventurer did that?
If Sky was impressed by the outside, it paled in comparison to the inside. Tall, rough-hewn columns rose from the lobby floor to the soaring two-story ceiling. The rest of the interior was much the same with notable differences of gilded frames and ornamental art strategically placed in areas that were unexpected but caught her eye. The one on the desk was a pine tree heavily peppered with cones and the pop of a red cardinal perched on a branch, as though carefully placed there for the photo. An antique mirror decorated with gold filigree, the beveled glass clear and bright, hung behind the reception area. The eight-foot-high paned windows were lacking curtains, letting in not only an impressive amount of light, but also allowing guests to see the sparkling lake, forest, and wildflowers that bloomed outside around the landscape.
“Drew. It’s so very good to see you again. I trust you’re well?” 
The person behind the podium wore an attire in line with the overall atmosphere. A crisply ironed plaid shirt with a corresponding tie. The jeans he wore were dark and wrinkle free, making Sky wonder if he ever sat down.
“Well as anyone can be these days, George. And you? Any grandchildren yet?”
George smiled, showing off his too-bright teeth. “I’m hopeful, but not yet.”
“Ah. Maybe by the next visit.”
“Perhaps.” George tapped a few keys on the iPad before producing menus. “Right this way, Ms. Roberts.”
Sky was startled to hear her name and looked at Drew who smiled and indicated she should follow George. She waited for Drew’s hand at the small of her back. It wouldn’t have been welcome, but disappointment coursed through her by the absence of her touch. George led them to a table in a bump-out with a circular, thickly padded bench framed by a smaller version of the lobby windows. The vista was still spectacular. George poured a sip from the open bottle of red wine sitting on the table into each of their goblets. He waited. So did Drew. She took that as a clue and drank. It was wonderful.
“Very nice,” she said.
Drew followed her and nodded after she swallowed. George poured more.
“Cole will be right over with bread and cheese.”
Drew sat back, shaking open her napkin to place it across her lap. “You look surprised.”
“That obvious, huh?” 
“Why though? You agreed to come to dinner and get to know me. Learn things about me that you assumed you already knew. Is that it?”
This was the more familiar ego-driven woman who played between hot and cold. Friend and foe. Sexy and…well, she was always sexy, even when she annoyed the hell out of Sky. “I came to see if spending two weeks with you would be tolerable.”
“Tolerable? Is that what you’re aiming for? Being able to tolerate my company?” Drew’s annoyance came through with every word.
“If this is how you’re going to be, maybe we should stop here.” She wasn’t about to be browbeaten by the likes of Drew. 
Drew’s brows knitted. “I didn’t make you out to be someone to give up on a challenge.”
Sky’s blood boiled. How dare Drew imply she was a quitter. Strangely, the thing she wanted to do most with her antagonizer was to see if her mouth worked as well between Sky’s legs. Heat landed in her cheeks. “Being a quitter had never been a skill of mine.” She stared across the short expanse. Drew’s eyes deepened to dark chocolate. She could almost see the fire in them. “That’s not the reason I’m pissed at you.” Sky leaned in. “Your ego is bigger than your head, and that’s pretty damn big.” 
Drew chuckled, looking amused by their exchange. “It takes a big ego to survive in this world, but I suppose you never struggled to go after what you wanted, no matter the cost.” Drew stood. “Excuse me. I need to go relieve my ego.”
She watched as Drew moved though the restaurant and disappeared the way they’d come in, leaving Sky to wonder if she’d just been dumped. She didn’t know Drew’s story and now she might never learn what made her tick. One thing was certain, Sky’s body wasn’t about to let go that easily.
    
The air outside had turned chilly, and Drew was grateful for the chance to cool down. Sky had poked the bear, awakened that side of her she normally held in check. Not really in check, but definitely buried. She didn’t want anyone she didn’t trust to see the scars she carried, and she didn’t trust anyone. That feeling had become a part of her, like the frustration from her childhood, when she’d already felt different from her siblings, yet more like her brothers than the “girl” they demanded she be, insisting she act the role instead of trying to be a boy. The rough-and-tumble in her refused to be silenced. 
As for tonight, and her attempt to win Sky over for the sake of the review, Drew would do her best to alleviate the tension, sexual or otherwise, between them. She laughed out loud, garnering a glance or two from other patrons. The last thing Sky was probably thinking about was having sex with her, which was a shame. Drew took a deep breath and headed in.
Sky sat with her wine glass in her hand gazing out the window at the landscape. The appetizer she’d ordered along with the wine when she made the reservation was untouched. She wasn’t sure if she was happy or sad that Sky had waited for her return.
“You didn’t have to wait for me,” Drew said. The hope that her plans with Sky hadn’t derailed hung in the balance. 
“True, but my tendency is not being rude.” Sky set down her near empty glass. “For some reason, my manners are lacking when I’m around you.” Sky’s head tipped as she studied her. “Why do you think that is?” The playfulness in Sky’s voice was hard to miss.
“You’re not the first person my talents to woo have been wasted on.” She’d been forever trying to convince her family that just because she wasn’t feminine didn’t mean she lacked couth. Perhaps she’d been wrong.
“Is that what you were trying to do? Woo me?”
Drew poured more wine. The thought that her attempts were in vain and unwanted didn’t sit well, but she’d brought it on herself. “I don’t know.” Sky was the first person she’d met who she wanted to get past the forged bravado. “Whatever I was thinking, the most important thing is wanting you to see me. I know my faults.” Her breath hitched as more words caught in her throat, and she left them there. Unspoken. Like many other words she never shared for fear of more rejection. 
“What do you want me to see about you most?”
No one she knew was interested in the answer and she needed time to consider it for herself. “Good question. While I think, why don’t we enjoy this food.” Drew placed a piece of farm bread with melted brie, fresh tomato slices, caramelized onions, and basil onto Sky’s plate. After Sky took a bite, she did the same and enjoyed how the flavors burst on her tongue. Chewing gave her the opportunity to decide her truth and how much of it she wanted to share. After the second bite, she set the remainder on her plate and drank some water. “What I’d like for you to see most is the real me. The one who doesn’t deny being female but who possesses masculine energy and tendencies.” Describing herself was harder than she thought.
“Is that all?” Sky wiped her mouth, took a drink, then ate more.
It wasn’t lost on Drew that Sky was giving her time. Pressure to perform had always been her motivator. Sitting across from her with no sense of urgency for an answer wasn’t something Drew was familiar with. It was different and comfortable. “It’s a start.” The waiter returned and they chose entrees. She went with the sea bass with risotto and grilled broccoli rabe while Sky chose fresh fettuccini with a pesto cream sauce and shrimp.
“Tell me more about Fiji.” Sky dabbed a piece of rustic Tuscan bread that had been left in place of the appetizer into the herbed dipping oil.
“You know the scenes you see in travel advertisements of serene, white sand beaches with deep blue waters and gentle breezes?” 
“Yes.”
“They don’t even come close.” She closed her eyes for a minute, and the memories rushed back to her. Fresh from college and the world at her feet, she’d scrimped and saved every dime she could for three years for the trip. She’d never regretted one penny. Her eyes opened to a smiling Sky fixated on her. “There’s no comparison to the naked eye. The shades of green in the foliage. The contrasting blue of the sky against the water. Even the sand grains are varied if you study them.” The remote island chain had been the perfect place for her to come to terms with who she was, and how she wanted the world to see her. Too bad the real world wasn’t quite as open as the locals who had welcomed her with open arms. The one set of arms she’d fallen into wasn’t as welcoming as she’d first thought.
“It sounds like a fantasy. You loved it there. I can see the way you talk about it, as though Fiji is your vision of paradise.”
“That’s a great analogy.” 
“Why haven’t you been back?”
Drew didn’t want to sour the picture she’d painted. There was just so far she was willing to go in revealing herself. “Life gets in the way of living.” The words came out harsh, but she couldn’t take them back. “Have you looked over the brochures?” 
“Some. I’ve been working on lesson plans for my summer session that starts next week.”
“You enjoy teaching?” The question was rhetorical. Sky’s eyes shimmered with joy when she spoke about her job. Drew liked what she did for a paycheck, but the excitement she saw in Sky was only there for herself when she traveled, which wasn’t often because her drive to be the best, to succeed at everything she did to prove her worth and her abilities overshadowed the day-to-day joy she might experience. 
“Teaching gives me an opportunity to look at the world from a child’s perspective. The wonder and joy of the world around us is easy to see. That lack of expectation disappears as we age because we’re brought up to believe our worth is tied to our success, so our expectations are unrealistic most of the time.”
Huh. She’d always been one to believe nothing in this world was free, but maybe she was wrong. Maybe this trip would serve as more than ensuring she got recognition for her hard work. If she were lucky, Drew might even find some of that joy Sky was talking about. “So, you have no expectations for this trip?”
Sky wiped her mouth, then drank water. “Only one.” Her mouth quirked into a semi-smile. “That I don’t regret going with someone I hardly know.”
“I assure you by the time we land on the island you won’t feel that way.” She hoped she wasn’t making a promise she couldn’t keep. Her curiosity about whether or not she would win Sky’s approval hung in the balance.




  

CHAPTER EIGHT
    
“Thank you for dinner.”
Drew stood on the landing facing her. “I hope you enjoyed my company as much as the food.” Her mouth moved into an almost smile. Not quite a smirk, but close enough that Sky witnessed a flash of the side of Drew that made her want to slap her.
“The food was excellent.” Maybe it was cruel to leave Drew hanging. That was the part of her actions she didn’t understand. Sky wasn’t normally crude or insensitive. There was something in Drew’s demeanor that pushed her buttons and made her act out of character. 
“So that’s the way you want to play this?” Drew leaned her shoulder against the wall and folded her arms. To Sky, it looked like this was a game Drew played often, and she wasn’t sure if she was pissed or jealous of the women Drew played with.
“I’m not playing at all. You’re alternately thoughtful and egotistical. I’m not sure which one I’m going to get at any given moment, so you tell me.” She didn’t want to get worked up over Drew’s childish games, but she was more upset with herself for being turned on by the bad-boi persona. 
“Which do you want to see more of?” Drew pushed off, invading her space. She was a few inches shorter than Sky, but what she lacked in height she made up for in attitude. God help her, Drew was hot, and she knew it. 
“How many women have you tried that line on?” The biting edge in her voice betrayed her lack of control and gave space to what was really going on inside Sky’s head. And body.
“Hundreds.” Drew stepped closer until only the barest of inches separated them.
Sky pulled air into her lungs. “How many times was it successful?” She could feel the heat from Drew’s body as it singed her exposed skin.
“Hundreds.” 
Before she could respond, Drew was on her. Her fingers snaked into Sky’s hair as she wrapped her arm around her waist and pulled her against Drew’s firm body. When her lips pressed to Sky’s, she whimpered. She hadn’t known how desperately she’d wanted them until the moment she felt them, tasted them. How many women had been kissed by her? It didn’t matter. It was just her and Drew kissing outside her home. Not in bed where she wanted her. It had been months since she’d had a date that included physical intimacy. An overnight fuck that she walked away from in the morning by telling herself the woman still asleep in the bed wasn’t the one of her dreams. The sex had been necessary and nice, but she hadn’t felt anything except gratitude when she left. Drew broke the connection by tugging Sky’s head away.
“Good night, Sky.” Drew turned toward her car, taking with her those damnable lips and that cocky smile that simultaneously made her crave more and wish she’d never bought the damn raffle ticket. 
Her lips still tingled. Her skin was still flushed with the heat of Drew’s body and her own fantasy of Drew making her feel more than she ever had in her life. Would she tease and taunt until Sky begged for release, begged for more? Giving in to the primal pleasures she’d never let herself enjoy because it wasn’t “proper behavior” for a woman of her status? Imagine the scandal of the oversexed, kinky schoolteacher exposed. That was a side of her that she’d never entertained. It lurked in the background like a dirty secret she would deny if ever discovered. The thought of traveling halfway around the world might provide the opportunity that had eluded her all these years. Who would know her in Fiji? Who would care what she did in the privacy of her room? Taking the trip by herself wouldn’t have been as tempting as taking it with the hot, albeit arrogant tour guide who had just kissed her like she owned Sky. Definitely wishful thinking on her part, and whether she wanted to admit it or not, Drew had shaken her predictable world to its core.
    
Drew tossed her keys on the stand in the entry. Her reflection revealed the mixed emotions she was feeling, and she ran her hand through her too-long strands in an attempt to distract herself from the image of a haughty Sky who seemed intent on poking the bear. 
“Fuck.”
Maybe it wasn’t a horrible thing. The kiss might have reassured Sky they were on the same page, at least somewhat. Alternately, the whole thing might blow up in her face. She brushed her fingertip over her lips. Why had she let her curiosity win over common sense when she kissed Sky? Sure, she’d thought about what a woman like Sky would be like in bed, but that didn’t mean she had to take the reins like she usually did. Sometimes she enjoyed when a confident woman took the lead, making the first move. That was especially the case when she didn’t have to try to prove her capabilities in or out of bed. It was a rare occasion when she didn’t feel pressured to perform. Sawyer came strutting through the hallway, languidly stretched his full length, then sat and stared at her.
“What?”
“Meow.” His tail swished behind him, a sign he wasn’t pleased about something.
“I know, buddy, but she’s hot and that mouth of hers…” That had been the catalyst that catapulted her into action. Drew had let her imagination run wild, and the result was feeling that mouth on her clit, pulling and sucking and tugging. Even now, she could feel Sky’s mouth on her.
“Great. Now I need a cold shower.” She turned for the hallway, but Sawyer meowed in a shrieking volume, letting her know he wasn’t down with it. Drew glanced at his empty dish next to the kitchen wall. She couldn’t see any food. “So, I only get to shower if I feed you first, is that it?”
“Meow.”
Being at the mercy of someone else made her grumble as she opened the bucket of dry food and dumped a cupful into his dish. She was grateful he was a grazer, and she could fill his bowl to the brim without worrying he’d gorge and then be sick. “A thank you would be nice.” She slid her hand over his fur and the rumbling purr made her smile. At least he was happy about being on the receiving end of her attention. 
A few minutes later, Drew stepped into the steamy shower and sighed. She rarely took cold showers and had no intention of having one tonight. It was when she ran the washcloth over her distended clit that she considered it might be necessary. Fuck that. If she wanted to masturbate, she damned well would. Her house, her rules. Tonight hadn’t turned out how she’d planned, but then things often didn’t. It was lucky that she’d dropped Sky off, rather than the other way around. She wasn’t sure she would be able to stop once she started in the comfort of her own home. 
With her hair mostly dry and some lotion applied, Drew lay on the cool, crisp sheets trying to decide if she wanted her favorite vibrator. The rise and fall of her chest was calm, not at all like when she had taken Sky in her arms. She closed her eyes and moved her hand from teasing her nipple to a slow glide over her abdomen, pausing when she neared the soft hairs that covered her mound. She’d thought about shaving the growth into a pattern, but she liked the wiry curls and opted for trimming it away from her lips instead. Slipping her fingers through them to circle her clit, Drew gasped at how hard she still was. A shower often brought her down to a low thrum that she could either ignore or act on but wasn’t desperate to get off. The compromise sometimes kept her on edge, and she liked being aroused for long periods of time before she came. It heightened her senses and prolonged her orgasm when she finally did. A win-win situation in her mind.
The idea of going to sleep instead of finishing herself off would be okay if it wasn’t for the fact every time she tried to push images of Sky from her mind’s eye, they came rushing back. The honeysuckle scent of her hair. The smooth texture of her skin. The soft, full lips. They were no longer just how she imagined Sky would feel. Tonight, she’d gotten a firsthand experience, ending the wondering once and for all. 
Drew circled her swollen shaft, sliding the hood smoothly up and down like she had hundreds of times before. But this time when she did, it was hot, wet lips that she felt surround her and she groaned at the sensation. It had been so long since someone had gone down on her. So long since she’d trusted another to do what she liked rather than what they wanted to do. Perhaps it would be better to stay with the fantasy than to learn Sky was only into self-fulfillment rather than giving pleasure. Drew let the thought tumble around in her head while she slowly played with herself. It wasn’t long before the pressure and the telltale tingling began deep inside. She was close, so close, and all she could think about as her pulse pounded and her clit hardened more was the taste of Sky’s mouth and the softness of her lips. Just a few more strokes. She gathered the slick juices on her fingertips, catching her clit between them, and fantasized the moment Sky’s tongue tormented the tip, denying her the pressure she would need to come. She panted open-mouthed, thrusting her hips, chasing the imagery. The climax rushed through her, and her body convulsed with the unexpected intensity. Drew cried out. She stroked and tugged, willing the internal spasms to keep going, not wanting the pleasure to end. Finally spent, she cupped her soaked and swollen flesh. The last thing she remembered as she gave in to the exhaustion was the fire she glimpsed in Sky’s eyes when they stood outside of her home, bantering over her behavior. “Sky,” she whispered through dry lips just before the darkness took her. 




  

CHAPTER NINE
    
The children were especially rambunctious, and Sky had to keep drawing her attention back to them. The memory of Drew kissing her three days ago kept repeating in her head. She swore she could still feel Drew’s body against hers, her lips pressing and demanding. When there was no nudge to open her mouth to let her in, Sky had been both disappointed and relieved. If she’d allowed Drew’s tongue inside, she would not have been able to let her go. She would have pulled her inside and demanded that she finish what she started. What was more annoying though, was the fact that Drew had been able to walk away. 
Had she not felt the same current of electricity that Sky had felt? Was her only motivation to torment Sky into admitting that for all her holier than thou attitude, inside there was a vixen waiting for the right person to set her free. “Oh, God.” The mumbled words went unnoticed by the children, but when she looked up to find her employer studying her with an indiscernible expression, there was nothing she could to do hide the heat that rose to her cheeks. 
“Is everything alright, Sky?” Janis touched her arm, anchoring her to the here and now.
“Yes. Just a bit tired is all. I didn’t sleep well last night.” At least that was the truth. She’d tossed and turned, picturing Drew stretched over her. The harness she wore held a large, dark dildo, so dark it was nearly black. The head barely touched her folds, making her weak with need. She wanted to be filled over and over again with long, strong strokes, and Sky knew with a clairvoyance that would put any seer to shame, that Drew was masterful at fucking. That’s what she wanted, among other things she’d kept to herself since her teen years. She was afraid if she let them out with abandon there’d be no going back.
“It happens to everyone at some point. Why don’t you take off and have a nap? There’s only an hour left before all the children will be gone. We can handle them for that long.” Janis’s smile was kind yet stern enough that Sky knew better than to try to argue. 
She really was tired. A midday nap sounded like the perfect solution. “Thank you.” Without making any excuse, she packed up her things, hugged a couple of children who were clingy, and left. The air was warm, though not oppressive. The breeze lifted the curls from her head, cooling her in a way she couldn’t do herself. The car was another story. She’d meant to leave the windows cracked and the afternoon sun had heated the interior. With the windows down, she stood outside for a few minutes and her face turned in the direction the breeze blew from, soaking up the relief it brought. Instead of a nap, Sky considered going for a stroll around the lake, but her sense of duty won out. Janis had let her go on the premise she would go home to get some rest. If someone saw her out and about, she’d need to come up with another excuse and she’d never been someone capable of lying, white or otherwise. 
On the drive home, she contemplated how she should handle Drew. She could pretend to be outraged by the kiss, but to what end? They were destined to spend two weeks together soon. In four weeks to be exact. Her three-week summer program would begin on Wednesday. Then she’d have a couple of days to finish packing, clean out her fridge, and do last-minute laundry. Sky had started a list of things she wanted to pack, but she had no idea what the weather would be like in August. I should look it up. The more appealing option was to ask Drew. Was she that desperate to talk with her again? 
When the resounding yes filled the car, she curled her fingers around the steering wheel hard enough to turn her knuckles white. She wasn’t obligated in the least to say anything to Drew. The best possible scenario would be to forget the kiss ever happened. It was a fluke, nothing more. She sat in the driveway and wondered how she’d gotten home. The ride had happened without her awareness, like she was on autopilot the whole time. “Shit.” She had to get her head back on track. It was fine to space out every now and then, but when it came to Drew, Sky was unable to focus on anything else. 
“This is bad. So very, very bad,” she said as she exited the car. If there was ever a time when she needed her wits about her, being around Drew was that time. 
The house was silent as she put her bag in the easy chair. Maybe she should get a pet. Someone to come home to that wouldn’t turn her world upside down or make her so horny she couldn’t think straight. Ha! Ever since she could remember, women took center stage on her radar. Drew had quickly become a target while she pointed out all the things about her that made Sky prickle. Still, there were flashes of Drew being someone who could infuse adventure and a hot physical attraction that checked off more items in the pro column.
Maybe their vacation together would provide an opportunity to see if the blusterous person she first met was real or if the bluster was a veneer put in place to throw off the general public. Either way, she had to think about how she was going to tell Drew the kiss had been a mistake, and she wasn’t about to make another one. Besides, she had to make sure everything was in place while she was away and that would take some doing. She’d never been away from work for more than a week at a time. What did people do to prep for a two-week jaunt across the globe?
Her phone pinged and her heart raced. Drew had her cell number. Was she messaging to gloat about how easily Sky had given in to her brutish actions? Sky opened the lock and swiped right, only to have disappointment grip her as Peggy’s New Year’s Eve picture appeared. 
Hi Sky. Hope you’ve had a great day. I was wondering if you wanted to have brunch tomorrow. There’s a restaurant I’ve been dying to try. My treat. You can tell me all about your upcoming trip…and that hot hunk of an agent.
Fuck. Seriously? How had Peggy surmised her attraction to Drew? She was intuitive, that was for sure. All the while Sky was in high school, Peggy seemed to know Sky’s moods and what was on her mind even when she hadn’t been aware of them herself. Oh my. Had Janis seen it, too? Sky wiped her forehead. The last thing she needed was for work to think she was having a summer fling. She started typing.
Hi, Peggy. It’s good to hear from you. Brunch sounds great. Were you thinking Saturday or Sunday?
Sky went to the bedroom and hung up her clothes, then chucked her shoes on the floor and grabbed a pair of lightweight pajamas. She was too hyped up to go to bed. What she needed was something to calm her mood, like a big cup of chamomile tea and a shortbread cookie or two while she watched some mindless television show. 
With her feet surrounded by the fluffy lining of her slippers, Sky headed to the kitchen. She hummed quietly while she filled the electric kettle and selected a mug from the vast collection she’d accumulated over the years. Why was it that everyone who went on vacation brought back either a mug, a magnet, or thimble? The thimble she understood. That collection had been mostly of her own doing because the ones she’d gotten were reminders of where she’d been at the time, most from her childhood when her mother had been an active member of the family. They were a different type of snapshot that didn’t take up a lot of room and weren’t shoved in a drawer somewhere to be forgotten for decades. The shortbread cookies stored in her cannister called to her and she placed two on a small plate along with a napkin. The kettle clicked off and she poured the steaming water over the two teabags hanging from their strings. Once the tea was steeped, she added honey, and gave it a vigorous stir. It wasn’t often she indulged in tea since coffee was her life’s blood, but she enjoyed it at times like these, when her mind was muddled with anxious, conflicting thoughts. 
Nestled in the corner of the couch, Sky flicked through her streaming channels until she landed on a cooking show. The ideas she sometimes got from them were pleasant surprises and if she spaced out for some of the time it wasn’t a big deal. Tonight was most assuredly a spacing night. The screen on her phone remained dark. Peggy might not get back to her until tomorrow. She often sent a message just before bed, and once she took out her hearing aids, she couldn’t hear the message notification. That scenario was scary in Sky’s opinion, but Peggy insisted she needed the break from the onslaught of sound she dealt with when they were on.
Without any more excuses, Sky turned her attention inward while she held the warm mug in her hands and blew across the golden contents. The fact that she hadn’t pushed Drew away or demanded to know what she thought she was doing, spoke volumes. She’d been thinking about what Drew normally did at the end of a date. Tried to picture what she looked like without clothes. Was she muscular? Toned? Soft? Did she pack on a regular basis? How did she define her masculinity? Was it attitude alone, or did she also have the body to match her demeanor? That seemed more likely than not. Sky couldn’t imagine having such a dynamic attitude without wanting her body to be the same, but that was conjecture on her part. 
Drew had taken control in no uncertain terms. Her fingers had unerringly parted her hair and the grasp had been firm without pulling at her roots, but Sky had sensed some restraint. Then when Drew pulled her close enough for their bodies to press, Sky’s mind had gone into hibernation. She hadn’t been able to think about anything but the warmth that surrounded her and the lips pressed to hers. They were firm and full. The part that had taken her off kilter was the lack of demand that she open to accept Drew’s tongue. Why hadn’t she? Had Drew only kissed her to prove a point? Was involving her tongue too intimate or was she not that attracted to Sky?
Maybe her breath held off-putting odors from her dinner. Was that it? She hung her head, then blew in her hand and sniffed. Was Sky losing her mind? It was far too late for that since she’d washed away any scent that might have lingered. Why did she care anyway? It served Drew right if her breath had been offensive. She hadn’t asked to be kissed, nor had she expected it once they began to have the snarky back-and-forth conversation. Who was Drew to think she could swoop in for a kiss without Sky’s permission? Her face heated while the slickness between her thighs intensified. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she’d hoped for something along those lines. Not the bickering, that would be craziness, but the touches that hadn’t happened would have been welcomed. 
Sky sighed, then sipped. There was no getting around the fact that she was attracted to Drew, no matter the motivation behind her parting kiss. She was no closer to knowing what she was going to do about it now than when it happened. Deep down, there been no doubt that they were going to kiss. Drew beat her to it, that was the simple truth. There was also no doubt that she was going to die if they didn’t fuck. Talk about being in deep water. Now all she had to do was swim. She had this. There was no choice.




  

CHAPTER TEN
    
The week was flying by, and Drew began to wonder if the silence from Sky was more telling than any beratement she could have doled out. The stack of customer contacts needing return calls were piling up, and without any motivation to deal with them, she was left going over every detail of the Fiji trip with a fine-tooth comb. Of course, it was for her benefit as much as it was for Sky’s, but she’d be kidding herself if she pretended she didn’t want to impress her beyond the normal level of service she provided. A tap on her cubical divider got her to look up from the detailed notes she’d written in a spiral-bound book she’d bought just for the trip.
“Drew?” Gary leaned on the top of the divider next to her desk.
“Hi, Gary. What can I do for you?” Drew glanced surreptitiously at the ignored pile, suspecting he may have gotten wind that she was less attentive than how she usually handled her assignments. 
“That’s the same question I was going to ask you.” He reached over and tapped the contact sheets. “Is there an issue I need to know about?”
Guilt washed over her. Her parents had often asked that question while she was in school, believing the calls from her teachers and sometimes the principle for her less than lady-like behavior made her feel criminal when all she’d been doing was sticking up for herself against the bullies that called her names and the girls that shunned her due to her tomboy actions and appearance. 
“No, there’s not. I’ve had a lot on my plate. I’ll get to them all today.” She’d never given the agency a reason to doubt her abilities and she wasn’t about to start now. Nothing and no one were going to get in the way of her success. She needed to remember that for her own good and refocus her attention on the customers depending on her, at least for the rest of today. 
“Good. It’s not like you to let things sit. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” He turned to go but hesitated. “If there is something that’s going on and I can help, I hope you know you can talk to me.” Gary’s smile was tentative. He probably didn’t know how to handle her off behavior and was making a valiant attempt. They didn’t talk much about Drew’s sexuality or how she presented herself, but he was aware she didn’t want to be treated like a girl. 
“I appreciate the offer, but I’m okay. A bit distracted is all.” She pulled the stack in front of her, then moved her notebook off to the side, giving it one more longing look before she glanced up at Gary and smiled.
“Good enough,” he said, then tapped the divider and left.
Gee, she really did have to get with the program. She did a quick review of the top sheet, pushed the speaker button on her phone, and dialed the customer’s number. How hard could it be to book a four-night trip to wine country for someone coming from Michigan?
Three hours later, Drew rubbed her temples, desperate to ward off the impending headache. She didn’t get them often, and thankfully, they weren’t migraines, but they were annoying all the same. The first call, the one she said would be easy, turned into a detail-laden nightmare, the particulars of which were going to take a minor miracle to pull off. The next three had been easier on the itinerary end, but the two young couples and the senior solo travelers all had special requirements that meant she had to pay attention to each client’s specific needs. Mobility issues for two, an allergy to the sun for one, and a baby car seat requirement that wasn’t particularly difficult, just a lot of extra calls to all the companies involved to be sure everyone was on the same page.
Drew stood and went through a series of stretches aimed at relieving the tension that had accumulated in her shoulders. It was a hazard of the job, but she wasn’t about to be stooped over in another ten years due to laziness by not taking care of herself. She squinted at the tiny numbers on the corner of her screen. One eighteen. No wonder her stomach was grumbling in protest. She grabbed her keys and her phone.
“Hey, Juan. I’m going out for lunch in case anyone is looking for me.”
“Hot lunch date?” Juan asked.
“What?” Why was he asking that? It wasn’t unusual for her to leave the office for a late lunch, so why the sudden inquiry?
“Kidding. You’ve been at your desk for the last two weeks with hardly a break. It was natural for me to think maybe there was a reason you were finally leaving the building.” 
Drew let out a breath of relief. The little deli on the first floor was convenient and the food was decent, but she wasn’t in the mood for the usual. “Ha, ha. Very funny. You want me to bring you back anything?” It had been a while since she’d treated Juan to a meal or coffee. He worked hard at keeping the place organized while catering to everyone’s whims. 
“Mmm…maybe an iced matcha with skim?” Juan indulged in specialty drinks every now and again, but she knew he was on a tight budget because he was raising his younger sister. 
“You got it. I’ll be back in about an hour.” Drew went down the stairwell to the first floor, reminding herself that her gym membership was a waste of money if she didn’t go at least twice a week. 
She banged out the rear door and looked at the gathering storm clouds. She hadn’t thought to grab an umbrella and hoped the rain would hold off until her return. With one hand in her pocket, she turned out of the alley then left onto the busy sidewalk. The office was located in one of the dozens of eclectic areas around town and each one was known for its specialties. Her options for food were many. The amount of time she’d spent focused on work, well…kind of work…had left her to ignore taking the time for a number of meals, and she knew she needed to get back on a healthy regimen of eating regularly instead of existing on caffeine or energy drinks with some water thrown in now and then. 
The bistro down the street was an excellent choice since they had lots of low-cal and farm-fresh ingredients in all their dishes, plus they had an assortment of popular drinks. She could get Juan’s beverage there. She opened the vintage door that led to a modern interior and smiled at the little bell that rang, announcing her arrival. She eyed a small table tucked into the corner next to a window and slid onto the thick upholstered seat. The specials of the day were preprinted on a small placard tucked between the salt and pepper and the ketchup bottle. She perused the offerings and smiled when she saw one of her favorites.
“Hi. I’m Ellen and I’ll be your waitress. What can I get you?”
“Hello, Ellen. I’ll have the turkey triple decker on lightly toasted rye with extra mayo on the side and shoestring fries.” The fries were an indulgence she overlooked because they were so damn good.
“Good choice. Anything to drink other than water?”
“Is there any of Pearl’s sugar-free raspberry iced tea?” One of the line cooks prepared a lot of different items on a rotating basis and there was no guarantee of the selection on any day.
“You’re in luck. She made a fresh batch this morning.” Ellen jotted on her pad, smiled, and went behind the counter, yelling her sandwich order through the service window, just like all restaurants did before the addition of digital ordering. She liked being able to hear her order repeated for accuracy. As she settled deeper into the cushion, Drew rotated her neck. The cracks and pops confirmed she’d been neglecting more than her diet of late. She needed a massage and a sauna. Soon. Ellen placed the tea, silverware, and a stack of napkins on the table before pulling a straw from her apron pocked. 
“Food will be up shortly.” She hustled off to the clang of the service bell.
Drew unwrapped the paper straw and sucked in the semi-tart beverage. The berries must have been picked a little earlier than ripe and she reached for a turbinado sugar packet. She absently stirred while watching the people on the street, then smiled when the doorbell jingled. Her gaze locked on the woman who entered. She stopped breathing. The tea she was fond of forgotten. Sky stood looking for an open seat, but as far as Drew could tell, there weren’t any. Their eyes met and before it registered what she was doing, she waved for Sky to join her. After a clear display of an internal battle, Sky’s shoulders rose in what Drew imagined was an act of determination, and she slowly walked in her direction.
“Hey.” Sky fiddled with the small purse in her hand.
“Hi,” Drew said before remembering her manners. “Would you like to join me?”
Sky glanced over her shoulder as though looking to see if there were any other options before responding. “If you don’t mind.”
“Of course not.” 
Sky sat and pursed her lips like she wanted to say something but was unsure she should.
Drew wasn’t about to open the subject of the kiss. If Sky wanted to discuss it she’d have to be the one to bring it up. “I’ve already ordered, but here’s the specials.” She handed Sky the placard and pushed down the dread that rose in her throat. Was fate playing some cruel joke on her because she hadn’t contacted Sky to explain her actions? Not that she had anything to apologize for. Sky was a beautiful woman and she wanted to kiss her, so she did. Simple. Though nothing with Sky was simple, and she had a feeling it never would be. Wow. Where had that come from?
“I haven’t been here in a while and I was out running an errand, so…” Sky took in the other patrons. “I didn’t think it would be this busy since it’s past the lunch hour.”
Sky looked nervous and Drew searched for words that would put her at ease. “I don’t think the lunch hour is as rigid as it used to be. Employers are a lot more flexible about when their staff have lunch. To be honest, I’d lost track of time or I would have been here earlier, but then I wouldn’t have seen you.” Oh my God. Had she just said that out loud? It was her turn to feel out of sorts. She resumed vigorously stirring even though the sugar had dissolved in the interim. 
“Coincidences are like that.” Sky glanced up through her long lashes and focused her attention on Drew, making her squirm. “People might start to talk about seeing us together.” 
“True.” Drew studied the softened features across from her. “Is there someone I need to be concerned about?”
Ellen returned with her sandwich and a side of mayo. “Hi. What can I get you?”
“I’ll have the same thing she’s having only with toasted wheat.” 
Ellen jotted, nodded, and left.
“There’s no one in particular to worry about.” Sky’s eyes gave her away.
“It’s been a while since you’ve been involved. That’s sad.”
“I didn’t know I was going to be grilled when I joined you.” 
The clipped tone let her know she’d stepped in something unpleasant. It was time to change the subject. “No work today?” Drew gave in to the curiosity of why Sky was free in the middle of the day. She’d told Drew about her job at dinner.
“Summer sessions have started. With the decreased number of children to care for, teachers rotate their days for the first full week in July, then there’s the ‘summer camps.’ Those are four-week sessions where we duplicate what going to a real camp would be like, or at least parts of it, given the children’s ages.” 
She was practically drooling over the aromas of her sandwich, and she wouldn’t purposely be rude and eat without waiting for Sky. She hoped her stomach didn’t start growling. “I can’t imagine what wrangling toddlers into organized activities must be like.” Drew sipped the iced tea.
Sky laughed. “It’s not as horrible as it sounds. It’s more like herding, with one or two strays that refuse to stay with the pack.” 
The waitress set her drink down. “Food will be out soon.”
Drew smiled. It was obvious Sky loved what she did. “That doesn’t sound too terrible.” A few minutes passed while Sky drank her tea and her face scrunched.
“This batch is a bit tart. I don’t think the berries were as ripe as they usually are.” 
“This is made from scratch?” Sky asked as she dumped two packets of white sugar into her glass. 
“Yes. The line cook makes all kinds of interesting things. The baklava is to die for.” She hadn’t had Pearl’s baklava in ages. Thinking about it now, Drew hoped there was some she could take home for a treat tonight.
“I’ll have to remember that.”
Ellen slid Sky’s plate in front of her. “Can I get you two anything else?”
“I’m good.” Drew was already picking up a wedge of her sandwich. She was more than ready to dive in. 
“No thanks.” 
“Enjoy.” Ellen bustled off to the booth that was recently vacated and began clearing away the dishes. 
Sky snagged a fry, dragged it through the mayo, and bit it in half with a loud crunch. “These are really good.” She took another bite. “Really bad, but really good.”
Drew was more of a traditionalist and did a quick dip of one in her ketchup. “How bad can it be? It’s a vegetable.”
“Fried in oil,” she said as she picked up another and repeated the drag, bite, chew routine.
“I don’t sweat the small stuff.” She said it with confidence, but it wasn’t entirely true. Most of the time she fretted over whether she was doing the right thing for all the wrong reasons or vice versa. Or if, even when people smiled at her, they weren’t happy to be around her. She didn’t have many friends, close or otherwise. People pretended too much or conformed to the pressures around them. Still, she worried. According to her therapist, Drew couldn’t help the behavior she’d adopted at a young age to try to win her family’s approval. In many ways, she was always looking for the acceptance she’d never found from them, and it was the main reason she’d had a difficult time finding a partner, and probably never would.
“You look so sad. Are you alright?”
Drew glanced across the short expanse separating them, then she dropped her gaze, unsure if she wanted to be the focus of Sky’s intensity. A single bite of sandwich was pinched between her fingers. “No.”
“What’s wrong?” Sky reached out but didn’t touch her.
How could she even begin to share? So much of her life was wrought with misunderstandings. “A touch of melancholy snuck in on my otherwise jovial life.” Her words dripped with sarcasm and there was nothing she could do to take them back. Sky’s eyes narrowed. Clearly, she’d not impressed her with her sense of humor. 
“You don’t have to pretend you’re happy about the trip. I’m beginning to have my own doubts.” Sky dug money from her pocket and tossed a twenty-dollar bill between them, her food barely eaten. Without another word, she walked out the door.
Son of a bitch. What the fuck was wrong with her? She had to make things right with Sky for more reasons than she could count. 
    
Disappointment. Sky would have expected to feel any number of emotions except the one that gripped her. Drew had been charming if hesitant when their eyes met, and when she gave in and decided to join her, Sky read her as being glad to see her. They had a knack for running into each other. Then something dark had overshadowed Drew’s features and her mood had turned reticent. That was the side of her that Sky was reluctant to embrace. The sharp-tongued, egotistical side was unpleasant to be around. 
So what if she would look the fool if she canceled? It would be better to give up the trip she’d started looking forward to than compromise her dignity by putting up with the likes of Drew, no matter what the reason. 
Whether she wanted to admit it or not, there was an underlying issue at play. The kiss wasn’t just a kiss. She knew that now. It was a glimpse at what might be. A harbinger of a possibility that could be worth exploring. Maybe if they had a vacation affair, something that was short-term and not binding, she could overlook the annoyance of Drew’s character flaws. Until the start of the actual trip, she’d keep her distance. There wasn’t any reason to spend more time with Drew. She had enough information to know the most she could get out of her was a romp in the hay for a couple of weeks. 
Sky gathered her bags from the trunk and juggled while keeping hold of them. She got the whole environmental concerns of plastic bags that took decades to decompose and, yes, she forgot her reusable ones often enough that this predicament wasn’t anything new, but seriously, there was no good way to hold on to the paper ones.
After stowing her purchases, she made a cup of coffee and ignored her rumbling stomach. She hadn’t eaten much of her lunch and regretted not taking it. The list in front of her was growing long. If she kept this up she’d have to pay a small fortune in luggage fees. Drew said there were two ways to get to the islands. The first was flying out of LaGuardia to Australia, then the cruise ship to the Islands, or fly from New York to San Francisco, then on to Hawaii where a cruise ship would transport them to Fiji. Either way, the trip would be long and tedious. 
There were also two scenarios that swirled in her head. Either Drew would try to fill the time with needless chatter about her accomplishments and the excursions she’d put together, or there would be awkward silence where neither of them had anything to say. If that happened, their time together was bound to be excruciating. Yet, somehow, the idea of being with Drew sent tendrils of anticipation through her, and even if there were times when she’d regret her decision to go ahead as planned, she hoped they’d be few and far between. Hope was all she had.




  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
    
There was no getting around it. Drew had to talk with Sky and clear the air or suffer the silent treatment. There hadn’t been a choice about going back to work after Sky stormed away, but she’d begged off early saying she didn’t feel well. 
She stood on the landing moving from foot to foot, nervous energy coursing through her. How long ago had she stood there with Sky before she’d gone with her gut and kissed her? The impulse was a rookie mistake and she felt like a teenager whose hormones had taken over. It wasn’t the path she wanted to travel. At the moment she didn’t have a choice. Drew pushed the doorbell and planted a neutral expression on her face.
“What do you want?” Sky asked from behind the unopened door.
“Please, Sky. Let me explain.” Her heart pounded with fear that Sky would turn her away and anxiety she’d somehow fuck up what she’d plan to say made her stomach ache. A plan wasn’t really what she had, but a string of thoughts that might shed some light on what had happened. After what felt like an eternity, the door swung open, and there she stood. Sky’s gaze was intense, commanding, and in control. And so damn sexy. Was there ever a time when she’d been this attracted to anyone?
“Name one reason I should let you in,” Sky said evenly. 
Behind the tone, Drew sensed a fire raging, and she was in the mood to get burned. She held up their leftovers from lunch. “Food.” In her other hand she had a jug of unsweetened iced tea. “And drink.” 
Sky stared at her, glancing at the two. “Fine.” She stepped out of the way and waved her inside. Without a word, she took the items and set them on the side table, then turned and pushed her against the wall, her hand on Drew’s chest. “You piss me off and intrigue me at the same time.” Sky’s gaze dropped to her lips before she moved in to steal a kiss and took Drew’s breath away.
The crazy thing was Drew had been thinking much the same. Not about how she was driving Sky crazy, but about wanting another kiss. And more. This kiss was different. Sky demanded—commanded—Drew be in the moment. What Sky ultimately wanted was only a guess. Their connection broke and she opened her eyes to find Sky licking her lips. 
“Now we’re even.” She picked up the bag and bottle. 
Drew’s gaze followed her as her ass sashayed and her hips rolled. This definitely was retaliation on Sky’s part. Not that she didn’t deserve it, at least to some extent. “That’s it?” Her nature had never been to let something as significant as this go without comment. Maybe that was part of the issue with her family. Some people said she was a nag. Others, an instigator. Whatever. “Don’t be coy. I kissed you, so you kissed me. Is that how this is going to play out?”
Sky turned from the plates she was fixing, leaned her hands on the counter, and stuck out her chin. “It might play out a lot differently if you weren’t such a smartass.”
What the fuck did that mean? She closed the distance between them. “Different how?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” Sky lifted her hand in a dismissing gesture and went back to the plates.
Drew wasn’t going to let it end there. She pressed her body into Sky’s, trapping her against the counter, and then reached around to cup Sky’s ample breasts, her nipples hardening against her palms. “Do you think I don’t know what you’re doing?” Drew asked, her mouth next to Sky’s ear. 
“I…I’m not doing anything,” Sky said, making no attempt to escape the confines. 
Drew let her hot breath flow over the tender skin of Sky’s neck. “That’s not true and you know it.” She pictured pulling Sky’s leggings down and slipping her fingers into what she was sure was her wet slit, filling her the way Drew believed she wanted. It was all she could do to not act on the fantasy. They were both playing the cat-and-mouse game. This was the first time Drew questioned which role was hers.
“Stop.” 
The lustful haze that filled her mind dissipated with a jolt. Did Sky truly want her to stop? “Why?” Drew made a little space between them, and Sky turned, putting her hands on her chest.
“Because I’m starving, and I refuse to fuck with a growling stomach.”
Her knees threatened to buckle. Sky was the last person she expected to curse. It was hot and unanticipated, catching her off guard. Were they going to end up in bed? Should she put the brakes on and avoid any awkwardness that might crop up? “You’re serious?” she asked as Sky put their fries on a small tray in the toaster oven. 
“Uh-huh.” Sky handed her their plates. “Want to eat on the back porch? It should be the perfect temperature out there.” Sky took glasses to the ice dispenser and filled them halfway, then she poured iced tea. “Well?”
Her brain went from sex-numb to functional. “Okay.”
Sky pushed the screen door open with her ass and held it for her to follow. There was a decent-sized bistro table and two padded chairs that faced an English garden. The simplicity of the scene was as breathtaking as any vacation vista. “This is beautiful.” 
“I think so, too.” Sky gazed over the yard. “After work, this is my sanctuary.” 
They remained silent in peaceful quiet, broken only by the occasional bird chirping, wasn’t something Drew thought she needed. Maybe she was wrong. There was a ding from inside. 
“What do you want for your fries?”
“I’ll try what you’re having.” If she was going to dip her toe into dangerous territory, she might as well go all the way.
Sky’s smile was pure and genuine. “Be right back.” A few minutes later, she returned with a tray containing a bowl of fries, two small dipping bowls of mayo, and a wad of napkins. She parsed out the items and settled. “Bon appetit!” 
They clinked glasses and she drank half down, not realizing how thirsty she’d been. The tea wasn’t sweet, but the raspberry flavor hinted that it could be. She picked up a wedge of sandwich in one hand and snagged a few fries with her other, then dragged one through the mayo, mimicking Sky’s method from earlier. After a few chews, she had to admit the condiment tasted good on the fries. Another unexpected pleasure. “That’s good.” The chuckle from Sky fit the mood that had crept in. Relaxed. Friendly. Not that she’d forgotten how much she wanted to have her naked and vulnerable. Sky wasn’t the kind of woman to be rushed. Of course, she could be totally wrong based on the flirting and sex talk that had happened between them. 
“England,” Sky said between chews. “That’s where I learned to love mayo on my chips.” She set her wedge down and took a big gulp of tea. There was a dot of mayonnaise on the corner of Sky’s mouth. 
She could have let it be. It wasn’t gross or anything. “Here.” Drew picked up her napkin and gently dabbed until she was satisfied she’d gotten it all. “Mayo overflow.”
Sky wiped her mouth. “Happens all the time.” Grasp, drag, bite, chew.
There wasn’t much in the way of conversation while they finished their food. It would have been hard to do with the triple-decker and crispy fries. She was content not to have to fill the void. “Can I help clean up?”
“Why don’t you relax? I’m putting them in the dishwasher.” Sky loaded the tray and handily maneuvered the door open with her foot. 
She walked to the railing and leaned out, liking how sturdy it felt. Living in a house was so different from the complex she lived in. Granted, it was a nice place, and the apartments were luxurious, but it lacked character. It didn’t reflect the people who lived there. It was like being a cookie in a bowl of many, made from the same cutter. Maybe it was time she consider owning a home. The thought of how much time it must take to keep a lawn mowed and flowers watered didn’t appeal to her sense of adventure. She’d much rather go hear a new band or try a new restaurant than hang out at home doing chores.
“Would you like the grand tour?” Sky stood next to her. The scent of lavender might have been from her hair, or the tall blooms randomly poking up in the circle of flowers a dozen feet from where she stood.
“Do we have time?”
Disappointment showed in her eyes. “Oh. Do you need to leave?”
Drew fought the smile that played at her mouth. “No, but I thought you wanted to fuck after you ate?”
“It’s not that long of a walk,” Sky said, her face deadpan.
She tried to think of something clever. “Right.” Epic fail. 
Sky stepped off the porch, shaking her head. “No snarky remark or digging quip?” She headed left along a brick path. 
“I’m not always a cad.”
“True, but those moments are few and far between.” Sky bit her lip.
If she had any hopes of finding a partner in the next few years, she was going to have to soften her sharp tongue. “My family never understood me. I’m not sure they were interested in trying.” At times, it felt like she’d been viewed as a curse, or worse, an embarrassment that needed to be explained away.
Sky’s hand brushed hers. “That’s sad.”
Drew shrugged. “I grew used to it after a while.” She bent to inhale an exotic-looking flower. “It’s how I defended myself.” She straightened. “With quips and sharp comebacks.”
“This,” Sky said, pointing to a red, strange-shaped cluster of blooms, “is called hound’s tongue.” She brushed the tip of her finger around a petal’s edge. “It doesn’t really have a scent, but I liked how it was so different from most flowers.”
“It’s mesmerizing. The spiky leaves look sharp, but they’re not, are they?” Drew held her fingertip a few inches away, wondering if they were as razor-like as they looked.
“Correct. The narrow leaves, like the stems of the flowers, are covered in velvet-like hairs. It’s okay to touch them.” 
Drew didn’t think Sky was the type to pull a mean joke on anyone, but she’d been burnt before. Tentatively, she trailed her finger along a stalk. The softness reminded her of the lips of a woman’s folds. Were Sky’s folds this soft? Would they respond to her touch and open to her? A shiver ran down her spine. If she didn’t move on, she’d be touching her that way where they stood. “What’s this one?” She pointed to a deep purple bloom with white-tipped petals. It reminded her of mums, but she knew this wasn’t that.
“Ah. These are dalias. Aren’t they beautiful?” Sky cupped the bloom and inhaled, her eyes fluttering. The long brown strands of her hair fell over her shoulder and created a backdrop for the flower and the sunshine that reflected on Sky’s face.
“You certainly are.” The volume of her voice was a mere whisper and she hoped Sky hadn’t heard her. Lucky for her, Sky had moved along the path. There were dozens of different varieties to admire in the garden, but the one that made her blood rush was out of reach. Aside from their physical attraction, Drew doubted she and Sky had much in common. There had to be more than sex in a relationship in order for it to last. She was proof. Of all the liaisons she’d fostered over the years, she’d never been with anyone who understood her. Hell, she’d never met a woman who wanted to get to know her more than on the surface. If they did, they’d see how much the years of fighting to be seen had tarnished her. Sky would be like all the others. They’d physically enjoy each other for a few hours, and then she’d move on. Best to keep her focus where it belonged and any imagined feelings buried. It was how she kept safe, only this time, Drew wasn’t so sure that’s what she wanted to do.




  

CHAPTER TWELVE
    
This is insane. Sky stared at her reflection and the matching bra and panties she wore. A little while ago, she’d been sure about what she wanted. Drew had pissed her off, and on the heels of that emotion was the undeniable desire to see if her bravado was as rampant in bed. Now she wasn’t so sure she wanted to give in to the primal needs gnawing at her insides. 
She glanced at the bathroom door. Drew was on the other side. What was she doing out there? Was she nervous, too? Second-guessing if sleeping together would make it easier to be together for the next few weeks? Or did Drew not care about any of that? Was she only interested in finding satisfaction in the moment and to hell with tomorrow? 
Sky couldn’t very well hide in there all night in hopes Drew would grow tired of waiting and just leave. Where’s your sense of adventure? She claimed to have a wild side. A side that her parents had never acknowledged because a proper lady didn’t take undue risk. Whether it be white water rafting, Jet Skiing, or some other activity that made her heart pound and her pulse quicken, they would never have supported such unseemly adventures.
She opened the door and stepped into the bedroom, her pulse pounding in time to her throbbing clit. Drew lay on her side in bed wearing a pair of black boxers. The legs clung to her thighs and revealed a lot more of her musculature than the dress clothes Sky had seen her in. What drew her attention most was the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her breasts were small with dark centers and prominent nipples. Sky’s mouth watered. How would they feel against her tongue? 
“I was beginning to think you were going to stay in there for the rest of the night.” Drew closed the distance between them, her muscles flexing as she walked. “Have you changed your mind?”
“No.” The word came out as a squeak. 
Drew’s hand threaded through her strands before she cupped the nape of her neck. “Good.” Her mouth covered Sky’s with a conviction that had been missing in their previous kisses, firm and demanding. Her lips were full and insistent. 
Sky’s nipples poked at the material of her bra, rubbing them with just the right pressure to send tendrils of electricity to her clit. The connection had never been this strong before, and she was powerless to control her body’s reaction, nor did she want to. 
All the fear and wondering what she would do if the sex between them was awful or ordinary though the reason they stood in her bedroom told of a different expectation. If it were the latter, she’d muddle through, but she doubted Drew’s ability to please would only confirm her wanting a repeat. Was Drew kinky? Did she enjoy pushing boundaries or was she more of a tried-and-true kind of lover? The more she thought the less air moved in her lungs until she saw spots and turned her head to suck in some much-needed oxygen.
Drew tucked wayward strands behind her ear and walked her to the bed. “Are you okay?” Drew grasped Sky’s hand and held it to her chest. 
“Yes, yes. I’m fine, now that I can breathe.” She smiled and tried for a giggle, but it came out all wrong, making her regret the discomfort of acting like she wasn’t into Drew. Nothing could be further from the truth. 
“You can still say no.” Drew leaned back, giving her space.
“Do you want to stop?” 
“Didn’t your parents tell you that turning a genuine offer into a negative question is rude?” 
And just like that, her anger flared red-hot. “No. Did you ever think that there are women who get turned off by your attitude?”
Drew tipped her head. “But not you. You appear to like getting emotional and calling me out. If I were to take a guess, I’d venture to say you’re quite turned on.”
She couldn’t let Drew think she had the upper hand. If she did, there might not be any coming back, and Sky needed to have some say about what happened tonight. “Go to hell.” She moved to stand, but Drew pinned her down and straddled her hips.
“You don’t really want to leave.” Drew pressed her thigh between Sky’s thighs, her hip making contact with Sky’s swollen center. “I can feel how hot and wet you are without even touching you.” Drew found her lips again and snaked her tongue inside. 
Drew’s tongue was long and pointed, sweeping against Sky’s with a slow caress, the residual tea flavor still discernable. She moaned into Drew’s mouth, unable to resist joining the dance for dominance. This time Drew pulled away.
“Tell me I was wrong.” Drew hovered over her. “Tell me you had only been caught up in the moment and now you’re not so sure.” Drew slipped Sky’s breast from the confines of her bra and squeezed, her palm rubbing against her tight nipple until the flesh puckered around it.
“I’m not going to beg.”
Drew’s mouth closed over the hardened knot. Her teeth grazed it before she applied just enough force to incite a warm gush that soaked her panties. Drew hummed her approval.
“Maybe not yet, but soon.” Drew’s eyes were filled with a lust that Sky imagined matched the desire in hers. “There’s no sense keeping these on,” she said as she moved to the side and pulled her panties down and off before tossing them on the floor. 
She opened her thighs, and the cooler air sent a shiver through her. Drew’s fingers slipped between her soaked folds and the barest touch made her suck in a breath. Her need to come grew in leaps and bounds. Did she want to let Drew know how needy she’d become? Ha. Like she couldn’t tell. Her body betrayed her longing. 
“Tell me what you want.” 
Drew’s fingers scissored her clit as they slid up and down, the tips briefly at her entrance before moving away, then back again. The pace was unbearable, edging her closer and closer toward orgasm without any hope of relief. She needed more pressure, to be filled, to be taken. “Everything.” The one word gave Drew permission to do whatever she wanted.
“That’s a lot.” Drew lay back and discarded her boxers. She wrangled the bra Sky still wore and tossed it away. “But it doesn’t tell me what you need.” 
The kiss that followed made Sky’s toes curl. Just when she was about to beg to be touched, Drew moved on to her other nipple and slowly entered her with her fingers. The exquisite feeling of her nipple being sucked and flicked, along with the deep slow strokes made her whimper. 
“Does that feel good, baby?” Drew stilled inside her and brushed her thumb over her clit. 
“Oh God,” she said, panting and squirming. “Yes.”
“I know.” Drew kissed her chest, then nipped at the skin between her tits. “Is there anything you don’t want me to do?”
Her mind had taken a sabbatical and her only thought was her need to come. “I don’t want you to stop.”
Drew moved lower until she was positioned between her thighs while her fingers continued the maddening pace. They turned and rubbed, sending different sensations through her before Drew’s lips surrounded her clit, pulling at the tight knot.
“You’re so hard. Do you need to come, baby?”
Her throat was dry from panting. Somehow she managed to croak a single word. “Please.”
“You’re so ready.” The tip of Drew’s tongue made patterns over her flesh, lightly flicked the end of her clit. She jumped at the strokes. “Do you want to come now, or would you like me to draw out your pleasure? Because I can do that for a long time.” 
Sky had no doubt Drew would continue to tease and taunt and make her crazy, driving her higher and higher until she plummeted over the edge of the orgasm that was just out of reach. Her hips rose, chasing the pressure she had to have. Drew moved her mouth away. “Fuck.” Her head was going to explode instead of her clit if she didn’t come. “Now, now.” She reached for Drew’s head in an attempt to direct her talented mouth, but she slapped her hand away.
“Relax and enjoy what you’re feeling. I’ll take care of you.” 
Drew swept her tongue over her clit and withdrew her fingers before circling her entrance and slipping the tip inside. She involuntarily clenched at the new sensation and grabbed at the bedding. One part of Sky wanted to ride it out and do what Drew suggested, but it became harder and harder to think and she concentrated instead on the pleasure that shot through her. It had been so long since she’d taken a lover and Drew reminded her that sex wasn’t something she should deny herself. Finding an occasional lover didn’t mean the person had to check all her boxes, but they did have to be well-versed in a woman’s body. They especially had to be able to read hers and Drew was proving to be quite adept at it.
“Stop thinking. Just feel,” Drew said. 
She could do that, couldn’t she? Why did she insist on analyzing? Drew squeezed her clit, drawing her attention back and making her gasp. 
“I said to stop thinking or you’re not going to be able to come.” She moved to the side and moved her fingers through Sky’s soaked folds. “Why do you have to be in your head when all there should be is feeling pleasure?”
Sky would have verbally blasted her for stopping except she wasn’t wrong. Sometimes when she had sex, even really good sex, she focused on everything except what was happening and often managed to jolt herself right out of the orgasm, knowing it was slipping away and unable to get it back. “I…I don’t know.”
“Do you have memories of failed orgasms? The kind where you’re right there and then some random idea comes into play and, poof, it’s gone?” Drew continued to stroke her while she spoke, keeping her physically engaged and oh so close.
“Are you a psychologist, too?” Her frustration was revealed in the tone of her voice, and she wished Drew hadn’t zeroed in on her inner workings as well as she had.
“Someone’s a little testy.”
“Someone’s wishing you’d get to it and make me cum.” The words weren’t quite a whine. More of a cross between a plea and a chastisement, and definitely fitting the situation. 
“I’ve always been fascinated by sexual frustration,” Drew said in a casual tone just before entering her dripping hole with three fingers and filling her. A couple of strokes later, she withdrew. “Didn’t it occur to people they could take care of their own need and save themselves the emotional angst?” Drew filled her again.
“Would you please shut up.” Sky groaned when she withdrew a third time.
“Play with your clit. Show me how you rub it when you’re getting off.”
Sky wasn’t usually demonstrative during sex, but she was beyond the point of caring and slipped her fingers through her wet heat to her knot that had become rock hard. She closed her eyes and let the fantasy of Drew wearing a strap and sinking her cock all the way in as she looked between her spread legs rise. Drew growled and entered her hard, stretching her entrance. Her body responded and the climax that had receded sped to the forefront.
“That’s it, baby. Keep working your clit while I fuck you. It’s what you wanted, right? For me to fuck you?” 
“Yes.” Sky hissed the word. She didn’t want Drew to think she was in control, but she was. She’d do just about anything to come right now. She was fairly certain Drew knew it and didn’t care, as long as she got what she wanted—needed—she’d deal with the fallout later. Drew continued to push inside, stretching her farther. Sky sped up, circling her clit and pulling on her nipple. She was so close. So, so close. Then Drew slid a finger into her ass and her elusive orgasm slammed into her, stealing her breath. Her clit pulsed beneath her fingertips while Drew slowly thrust into her holes. 
“Oh, God.” She pulled her hand away, letting the contractions slow at a maddening pace. Drew took one nipple into her mouth and the sensation shot to her throbbing center, making her squirm. “I can’t.”
Drew pinched her other nipple. “Sure you can. We’re just getting started.”
Her mind went blank as she sank into a post-climax haze. Was that true? She definitely wanted to touch Drew, taste her, find out how her body reacted to stimulation, but she couldn’t comprehend that they’d be at it for a long time. She was usually a one and done kind of woman. Maybe Drew could change her MO. If that was possible, she was going to want more of what she offered. 
Drew wanted to explore. Sky’s body was lush and curvy and held an abundance of information for her to draw on. All she had to do was convince Sky she was capable of much more than she was used to. How could anyone be done after one climax? She was good for at least two or three with an imaginative partner. “You’re okay, Sky. I’ve got you.” The kiss that followed was languid. Sky had fully relaxed into the bed, her breathing returning to a more normal pace. 
“Are you going to stay inside?” Sky asked in a shaky voice.
“Unless I’m hurting you, I’d like to.” Drew enjoyed how a woman tightened at climax then softened when her body was done convulsing. She paid attention to how long recovery took, and when the muscles returned and began to squeeze around her. 
“You aren’t. It just feels a little strange.”
“Strange how?”
Sky stroked her chest. Tweaked her nipple, then traveled lower, lightly scoring her skin with her blunt nails. “Once I’ve come, all the women I’ve been with have physically disengaged.”
She traced Sky’s rosy areola and smiled when the skin pebbled. “I’m not one of them, and I honestly don’t know how a woman could leave another to feel empty after intimacy. It’s just rude.”
“This from the woman who purposely pisses people off.” Sky chuckled.
“I do not.” When Sky opened her mouth, she pressed her hand to Sky’s swollen lips, preventing her from talking. “Okay, maybe. It’s not on purpose.” 
“I believe that. It still doesn’t make for a plausible excuse though.” 
Drew didn’t want to get distracted. Her body thrummed and her nipples were painfully erect. She needed physical release, and she wanted it to be Sky who gave it. She turned her hand slowly, testing how much Sky had recovered, and smiled when her hips rose to increase the pressure. “See, I knew you weren’t done.”
Sky rose to her elbows, then stilled Drew’s hand by trapping it with hers. “Yeah, well, it’s not what I want.” 
“Oh. Do tell.” Drew flicked her gaze between Sky’s eyes and her pouty lips.
“It’s my turn.” Sky sat up all the way and pushed her shoulder until she was on her back, then she straddled her hips. She leaned in for a scorching kiss and Drew’s toes curled. Sky could kiss. There was no question about it. Her curiosity was piqued and she wanted to find out if she could lick her as well. 
Drew grabbed her ass, squeezing and kneading handfuls of flesh, while their mouths dueled for dominance. There wasn’t a winner. There never was. Sky seemed content to move lower, squeezing both nipples as she wiggled her wet center over Drew’s. She watched Sky settle between her thighs, her hot breath flaming her need higher.
“I’ve been waiting for this,” Sky said, then kissed the tip of her clit, making it jump. 
“Fuck.” She took a couple of deep breaths and relaxed on the bed, staying in the moment the best she could. Sky wrapped her arms around her thighs and thumbed her folds open. Her lips were warm and wet as she closed over her and began using her tongue to stroke her length with light, even pressure. The too gentle friction wasn’t going to make her come, but it was going to keep her attention. 
With her focus on Sky masterfully driving her crazy, she fisted the sheets as an anchor point and let the sensation wash over her. She’d gotten so good at taking care of herself as a youngster, she could reach orgasm in a few minutes since she didn’t want her family to catch her in the act. Even with the door closed, her brothers often ignored her wanting solitude, the one sticking point that her parents took issue with since she was a girl and had a right to her privacy. It had taken a lot of asks, but her parents had finally agreed to install a deadbolt, as long as they had a key for emergencies. It hadn’t made her brothers happy, but at least she didn’t have to worry about them snooping around when she wasn’t home. Sky’s tongue entered her and brought her back.
“Mmm, I knew you’d taste good.” Sky swiped her tongue from bottom to top. Once, twice. On the third time, she returned to flicking her clit before she began to gently suck the length of her. Her clit was already distended and she imagined she was huge, filling Sky’s mouth. If only she’d go deeper, Drew knew she’d come. 
“More. I need more.” Drew held her head before Sky could break contact, and raised her hips, giving all of herself to Sky’s hot mouth. Short thrusts that forced Sky’s tongue and lips to close around her tighter. Her legs began to shake, the precursor to her climax. “Fuck.” Her breath was labored as though she was running a marathon. “Suck me off, baby. Do it now.” As much as she wanted to come, she didn’t want to let go yet. Everything Sky did felt so damn good. 
She pulled her hood out of the way and Sky latched on like an infant at a teat. The rhythmic sucking drove her higher until she was no longer aware of anything except Sky’s mouth and the pounding of her clit. Sky paused for a second to circle her head. The interruption was quick and when Sky sucked her again, she exploded with a roar and a thrust so intense she was afraid she’d hurt her mouth, but Sky kept right on sucking. Drew let the spasms take over, reveling and delighting in the length and strength of her contractions. Sky opened her mouth and slid her tongue against her entrance and another burst erupted, wiping her mind of all thought, all function while she rode wave after wave until finally, there was no more. 
“Baby, stop. Please.” Her voice sounded rough, hoarse to the point of not being able to swallow. Had she screamed? She couldn’t remember. Sky moved beside her and gathered Drew into her arms. She was a puddle of inert material and laid her head against her breast, listening to Sky’s heart beating in a slow, steady gait. 
“I’ve got you. Relax.”
Being masc had its moments, but so did giving in to her softer side, and she was going to go with it. Drew drifted, picturing the gentle rock of the ocean, and the warm breath of a sun-heated breeze. Paradise might be fictional to some people, a trumped-up fairy tale to sell time shares and outrageously priced homes to. But to Drew, real paradise was about being able to show the person she was with who she was inside and out. Did she dare to dream such a woman existed?




  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
    
Sky woke in an awkward position with her hand tucked under her body. It reminded her of the night she and Drew had slept together. God, that was an amazing night. The first round had been good. Better than good. But the second…now that was something out of this world. Then there was a brief encore before they showered together, and Drew fucked her from behind while she was spread-eagle against the cool tiles. When she came, her knees buckled but she didn’t have to worry. Drew was there promising not to let her fall.
It must have been a rough night because her bedding was a mess. Most days after she woke, all she had to do was get out of bed and flip the covers to make it look like it hadn’t been slept in. This morning, she was going to have to start from scratch. Stretching her muscles felt so good, she lay in bed a few minutes longer so she could do it again. The morning after the night of sex had been rough. She wasn’t out of shape exactly, but sexual exertion was very different from keeping up with toddlers. Drew had put her in some interesting positions. Not that she hadn’t enjoyed them, but her body complained when she moved. Tough shit. How often had she had a reason to be sore? Not nearly enough was the answer she came back with. 
The coffee pot’s shrill beep got her moving. She straightened the covers, sort of, and stepped into her worn but serviceable slippers and scuffed her way to the kitchen naked, just the way she liked to strut around on a warm summer morning. Summer though, was almost done and on its heels would be the most spectacular time of the year. Autumn was not to be missed in Upstate New York. Vibrant-colored leaves surrounded the hill towns in a blanket of hues so vivid they often moved her to tears. She didn’t want to miss the foliage show. Had never been away during that time and she was happy the vacation she was taking in two days would not interfere with her rituals for the season. They were living, breathing parts of her and she had no intention of letting one go uncelebrated. 
The steam rose from the pot and warmed her face. Drew had warmed her, too. Her hands, mouth, and breath all touched her skin at some point and scorched the tender flesh that had been void of those sensations for a while. She’d be kidding herself if she said she didn’t want more, but there had been a couple of moments when Sky questioned her sanity. Why had the vixen she rarely let be seen pick Drew to be the one to reveal herself to? Granted, the burst of adrenaline that kicked in when the Drew she didn’t like as much made an appearance, but honestly, was that how she wanted to feed her kinks? 
There wasn’t a doubt that Drew enjoyed sex. A lot. She saw it in her eyes, heavy with a lustful gleam. Felt it in her touch commanding her to take more, hold on, enjoy the ride until she was a quivering, begging mess. And just when she thought she’d get relief, Drew would pull away, dampen the sensation just enough to prolong the sweet agony of denial for a little longer, until finally Drew gave her body all the attention it could handle and she’d shot off like a rocket on the Fourth of July. 
If she closed her eyes and concentrated, Sky could almost feel the orgasm that had shaken her to her core. Her scent had filled the air, making her heady. Then, in the middle of the night, Drew had awakened her with her mouth at her breast. Nipping and licking and sucking in the most delightful way. Before long, Sky was wet and wide awake. The good part included that Drew wasn’t so much into being in total control all the time as she would have guessed. She liked it when Sky led what was happening, leaving her to see there were many facets to Drew’s personality and each one was interesting. At least there was only one that made steam come out of her ears, which was good because she didn’t think she could tolerate the dog with a bone mentality for long.
Sky stood at the back door while she finished her coffee. The sun shone on the yard, and she was tempted to step into it and feel the heat soak into her. Mornings out there were peaceful and she loved being naked in nature. Instead of reaching for the door handle, she turned to the bulletin board that hung beside it where she kept all the important stuff. Appointment cards, bills that needed paying, reminders for making long-overdue calls, and among them was the one she had to focus on today, her packing list. 
She’d thought about having Drew help her, since she likely knew more about the weather and climate, but she didn’t want to appear needy, like a damsel in distress, and give her a reason to be the knight that came to her rescue. Instead, she looked at the forecast for the next ten days. It wouldn’t cover all her time away, but it would do for the majority. She’d wing the rest with a mix of layers for cool weather, if that even happened. Sunny and mid-eighties were the general guide to plan by. She could live with that. 
The walk-in closet was less than half full, and she ignored the voice that said she was only lacking more because she was a tightwad. That wasn’t exactly true. She was frugal for sure, but every once in a while, she wished she’d bought that article of clothing she’d admired. 
“Oh well,” she said to no one. 
The laundry basket held the start of her suitcase items. Underwear, shorts, tanks, and sleeveless shirts. All the usual players for a warm, tropical location. Two pairs of sandals, both comfy and broken in, sat at the bottom of the basket. The pair of sneakers she thought of wearing while she traveled sat under her dresser with no-show sock liners tucked inside. The dress section in her closet really needed help. Two funeral/professional meeting dresses hung next to the one decent sundress she owned with bold splashes of color in random patterns. It was fun to wear and gave off the vibe of a festive celebration of some sort. Up on the shelf above her obsessive shoe collection were two pair of capri leggings. One black and one lilac. Sky rummaged in her drawers for her bathing suit. She rarely went swimming and when she did she didn’t think about the fit, or how she looked. 
Way in the back of the fourth drawer, her fingers brushed the silky fabric, and she pulled it out. Holding it up and examining the front and back made her sigh. It was a sight to say the least. The color was faded from chlorine and sun. The elastic in the straps didn’t have much bounce anymore, and she wasn’t even sure if she could still get in the one-piece garment. It was frumpy at best. One thing was certain, she was not going on a cruise in that, knowing there’d be lots of time spent in it. 
The other reason she didn’t shop much was she hated shopping. The whole experience was time-consuming and frustrating. Trying on piece after piece. Having to get dressed so she could go back to the racks to get a different size or style. The disappointment when she found something she liked only to take one look and hate it. The whole process was exhausting. 
Sky flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. Maybe if she found someone to go with her, the time wouldn’t drag on and she’d have another opinion to count on, but who? Her eyes narrowed. Did she dare call the one person who would be honest about her choices and enjoy spending time together? Peggy. She was mobile, and for the times she wasn’t she had a walker with a built-in seat so when she got tired, all she had to do was sit down for a bit. Maybe she could bribe Peggy by going to her favorite Caribbean restaurant when they were done. Sky hadn’t been there in ages and she could use a spicy meal to get her hyped about the trip. 
    
“Drew Mitchell. How can I help you?” she said, trapping the receiver between her cheek and shoulder while she shuffled through a new stack of papers. Somewhere in the mess was the shuttle information from LAX to their overnight hotel. It couldn’t be far, but she’d knocked the pile off her desk to send them scattering across the rug, and the mess she picked up showed how much.
“Good afternoon, Drew. This is the concierge desk at the Four Seasons Los Angeles.” The voice was rich and deep with a hint of the prestige the hotel was known for, but getting a personal call from them couldn’t be good news.
“Is there a problem?” She’d been meticulous in making arrangements for their arrival. 
“Not at all. I’m calling to confirm your dinner reservation for tomorrow night at seven in the Culina Ristorante. Would you like a bottle of wine ready when you arrive?”
Drew relaxed against the chair. So, no problem, just a courtesy call. “What do you recommend?”
“Do you think you’ll be having a classic Italian dish? The sommelier has picked two lovely bottles.”
Of course they would and probably at an outrageous price, too. “I’m not sure, but having a couple of suggestions would be great.” She wasn’t about to get locked into an expensive bottle of wine that neither of them wanted. 
“Very good. We’ll see you and your guest tomorrow, Drew.”
She said good-bye and returned to her search in the papers. This trip had to go smoothly for so many reasons. At the start of the contest, it was to garner the recognition she deserved. Now it was still for that reason, but it was also because she wanted to impress Sky and show her the reason she boasted her abilities was because she was good at her job. Drew stopped searching. What did Sky think of her abilities in bed? In Sky’s opinion, was she as good a lover as Drew believed she was, or did her confidence lead her to believe that no matter what the reality was, she would believe it was true even if it wasn’t?
This was one reason Drew didn’t do relationships. Complications. Always trying to please the other. Impossible expectations. The more she thought about it though, the more she realized those were the reasons she relied on to keep away from commitment. They may not be facts at all and that was why for the first time in her life there was a spark of hope. Maybe she didn’t have to accept a future of living solo and keeping her feelings shallow. It was a nice thought, but one she rarely dwelled on. 
“Oh well,” she mumbled and resumed her search. Peeking out of the pile was a pale blue page, its corner just visible. “Ah-ha.” She whipped the page out like Houdini yanking a tablecloth from beneath dishes and held up the sheet like it was a prize. The vivid blue folder which represented the color of the magnificent waters she would soon enjoy held all of the documents she’d deemed as important for the trip. She was organized if nothing else. Well…mostly. 
The sedan was booked to pick her up first, then Sky and whisk them off to the airport in style. The flight out of Newark was substantially less expensive than if they departed from Albany. Being within a couple of hours of major airports was a perk of living where she did. So many options and so much to do. It was also the place where she could see herself living out her days until retirement. That was a long way off.
Four more hours and she could escape the confines of her cubicle. What had once been her safe haven from the world now felt like a prison. What had changed? The idea that the only viable answer was Sky sounded ludicrous, but was it? Was this a sign that she was ready to make a home with someone other than Sawyer? Of course it was way too soon to think that Sky was that someone. They barely knew each other. Granted, the sex had been hot and satisfying. More than satisfying really. Sky was unexpectedly adventurous in bed, and she hadn’t reacted negatively to Drew filling her holes, a pleasant departure from the women she sometimes slept with. Did that make Sky partner material or merely a distraction from her often boring life?
Drew stopped writing in the trip journal she bought to chronicle the adventure from start to finish. When had she begun to think of her life as boring? Admittedly, it was often a routine-type of existence that she swore was everything she hoped her life would be, but that wasn’t true at all. She’d settled for less because no matter how hard she tried, her family’s words were ingrained in her to believe because of who she was and how she presented herself to the world, she would never amount to much. Would never have a loving partner, or a home filled with laughter, or perhaps having children of her own whom she would vow to instill the belief that however they felt on the inside should be who they were on the outside and would achieve great things by being true to themselves.
Her hand shook as she poised above the paper. This was the first time of allowing herself to think there was more for her in life and love. Yet, fear crept in around the edges of her subconscious. If there was any hope she was capable of more, she would have to admit the last decade had been mediocre at best. If that happened, the walls of security that had insulated her from being hurt would need to come down. Even the idea of letting go of that layer of protection scared the shit out of her, but the heart of the question remained. Was Sky the person who would build her up in ways she would not have dreamed of, or was she one more woman who would be a temporary fix like all the rest?
    
Who did she think she was kidding? Sky had gone to bed a couple of hours ago with the hope of getting a decent night’s sleep. It had been years since she’d flown more than a few hours, and tomorrow—Sky glanced at the clock—today…they were going cross-country. The travel times had them flying from Newark at nine a.m. and landing at LAX at four p.m. If there was a silver lining, it was the fact that Drew had somehow managed to get them there in two flights versus three, but they also had to limo it to Newark. Honestly, though, she didn’t mind. By the time their flight left, she was convinced she’d be happy to hop on an airplane to just “get there.” 
Only there wasn’t even halfway to Fiji. Of that, she was terrified. There wasn’t any shame in admitting not only was the idea of flying for—wait, Sky couldn’t go there—that long, was daunting enough. But she was going with Drew. Someone she barely knew, except in the biblical sense. Was that right? Oh God. Why had she ever agreed to go with her? She sat up and turned on the light to stare at her shadowed reflection and admit her sexual fantasy with Drew in the starring role. 
The preview the other night was just that. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that Drew was varied and knowledgeable when it came to sex. She’d seen and felt some of those moments, but like her own pent-up need, Drew didn’t want her entire repertoire revealed in one night. Yes, she’d lost it a bit that first orgasm, which was perfectly fine and expected. After that though, she’d cooled her moaning, though thinking about it now, it was a lot like lack of trust. If she showed how much of a slut she really was, there’d be consequences. There always were.
Sky couldn’t help but think that was all on her. Would Drew think she was a pervert who preyed on little children just because she liked some kink in the bedroom or wherever with a consenting adult? Of course, not. Not that she thought she needed a discussion, or safe words, but Drew was still a bit of an unknown. Like, how often were practical strangers ever murdered on vacation? Her brain flashed on bits and pieces of all the detective/crime dramas she watched, and the number of dead bodies was disturbing. She’d turned into one of those people who were so bored with life they made believe they were in one of the shows, living out their fantasy through the actor who portrayed them best. She was just being weird now. Her phone buzzed as she was about to go down the “how weird?” rabbit hole. She’d be happy for the unwanted email knowing any distraction would help. Drew.
Hey, are you awake? If not, I’m happy you’re getting a good rest.
Wasn’t it a tad out of the ordinary that she was thinking about Drew at the same time? Or was that how people knew they had to see the other person again and spend time getting to know them better? On the flip side, it could also be plain spooky. Or cute. She couldn’t decide. 
Wide awake and not happy about it. I’ll be exhausted tomorrow.
She watched the screen and waited. There was nothing for a couple of minutes before the bouncing dots indicated typing. Her heart pounded a little faster in her chest.
Sorry. Sawyer decided since I was up, he wants to be fed. He’s such a little shit. LOL
So, a new topic to chat about. Maybe she should have a cup of tea. 
Who’s taking care of the little shit while you’re gone?
Sky padded out to the kitchen, filled her kettle, and pressed the lever. The electric teapot was something she’d come to appreciate on her trip to England. There was nothing worse than the shrill whistle of a kettle on the stove that you could never get to before it made that piercingly loud scream.
For some unknown reason, the woman in the apartment across from me loves Sawyer and jumps at any chance to watch him. With her, he pours on the charm. Go figure. 
Laughter bubbled up. She could almost picture the scene. Sawyer was intuitive, most cats were, and used that knowledge to his advantage. 
Like you.
Oh, fuck. Had she really typed that? Sky checked the screen. Not only had she typed it, but she’d also sent it. She covered her face with her hands before realizing no one could see her hot face. There was an awkward silence from the other end. Drew must think she was a total moron, and she didn’t blame her. Being around Drew made her do things she wouldn’t normally do. It had to stop. She had to stop. Her hormones had taken over and the modicum of control she always functioned in had vanished. 
Well, are you charmed? Followed by a prince emoji.
Sky dipped her tea bag up and down as she sat. Her initial reaction was to say something akin to sarcasm like, “You’re not the typical Romeo type.” However, there was a part of her that had been charmed in certain instances by the way Drew responded or did something thoughtful. 
I am, at times.

Honesty was the best way forward in situations like these. She’d never met anyone like Drew and, for the record, she found the mix of charming and repulsive strangely attractive. So much so that she’d slept with her. A move she might have regretted if it wasn’t so damn good. 
And the other times?
Annoying as hell.
She was going to say fuck, but there wasn’t any need to be abrasive. Sky sipped as she waited. When her phone blasted her standard ringtone, she nearly took a bath in it. As it was, she’d dribbled down the front of her. 
“Hello.” 
“I couldn’t let that comment go,” Drew said. “Oww.”
Sky heard rustling noises through the phone, but she couldn’t be sure what it was. 
“Sorry. Sawyer believes it’s dinner time since I’m in the kitchen and nearly tore off my leg to let me know he was ready.” 
“Are you sure your neighbor is safe with him?” Sky had her doubts. 
“Like I said, he’s a charmer with everyone else. I don’t think he likes my masculine energy.” 
Drew definitely had masc energy, and then some. She hadn’t been forceful in bed. Not in the CNC kind of way, but she made it clear when she was making the decisions, and Sky had found herself going all in on the idea of not having to do so. Children made decisions according to their wants, not necessarily their needs. Drew had known what she needed without asking, and that change of pace was refreshing, too. As adults, there weren’t many chances for random decision-making, or ones based purely on the premise that she was doing something because she wanted to. That ship had sailed years ago. It was a good thing that Drew seemed perfectly content to play it either way. 
“Sky?”
Shit. What was the last thing Drew said? Something about energy. “Yes, you have plenty of masc energy.” Was that too much? Was she being too forward? Flirtatious? Needy? Oh, God. Don’t let it be needy. She abhorred people who constantly needed input from others, whether it be validation for something they said or did, or praise for an act of kindness that they should do because it was right rather than expected. Those kinds of people were definitely not her type.
“Good to know.” Drew cleared her throat. Was that to cover a snicker or laugh? “I’m going to try to get a few hours’ sleep before the alarm goes off. I’m regretting having to be ready by four.” 
“I second that notion.” The giggle was unexpected. 
“Sorry.” Drew’s regret was evident in her tone. “I hope you can get some rest, too.” 
Sky believed anything was possible, but at the moment she highly doubted it. Drew had been charming throughout their conversation and that was the Drew she hoped was going to Fiji. “Good night, Drew.”
“See you in a few.” 
She set the phone down and sighed. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was falling hard for Drew, but that was impossible. She hadn’t known her nearly long enough to have intense feelings. Even if the movies and books and television shows all portrayed falling for someone as this grandiose sequence of events that were totally predictable and highly unlikely played out in real life. No. She couldn’t let herself be fooled by her body, or that deeper thrum that turned her insides to liquid. 




  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
    
Sky ignored the tingly energy coursing through her. The limo was super comfortable with an array of beverages for their jaunt to the city, but drinking this early would be a mistake considering the travel ahead. She glanced at Drew. Not a full-on look because she didn’t want to appear as nervous as she felt, but she caught enough to know nothing had changed for her since they’d had sex. Some people talked about taking the deep dive to put out the fire and set the infatuation to rest, but she wasn’t some twenty-something out to see how many women she could conquer. She was in adult relationship territory and her world was more alive than it had been in years. 
The scenery outside the window flashed by. Why were they going so fast? There wasn’t any need to break the sound barrier. They would arrive at the airport a good two and a half hours before their departure, and she wasn’t into people-watching that much. How many people moved through Newark in the course of a day? How many flights whisked people to near and far destinations? 
Whether she was stuck in a seat for forty minutes or four hours, Sky had to talk herself through it every time. She wasn’t afraid to fly, it was the idea that two, maybe three people in the cockpit held the fate of everyone in their hands. Goodness, she could hardly think about the flight from LAX to Hawaii. She wasn’t the kind of person who considered flying a sure bet for a mechanical failure to arise. She’d never been a pessimist. Most of the bigger airplanes were equipped for a number of emergencies. 
Why she was thinking about fatal outcomes when she should be focused on how she was going to handle the situation with Drew. Did their single foray between the sheets mean they’d continue to sleep together? The idea wasn’t horrible, but still, she didn’t want Drew to think she was a shoo-in for a full-time fuck buddy the entire trip. Though, as she thought the idea through, Sky couldn’t help wondering if she was projecting what she wanted to happen.
“Are you okay?” Drew had turned in her seat and moved closer. 
“Yes.” Lying wasn’t her thing. “No.” She took a breath and moved to face Drew. She glanced at the clear barrier separating them from the driver. Could he hear what they were saying? Drew put her warm hand on her thigh.
“Don’t worry, the driver can’t hear us unless we push the intercom button.” Drew leaned forward and pressed it once. “Hey, Gary. What’s our ETA?”
“About ninety minutes, Drew.” Gary glanced in the rearview mirror.
“Great. We’re going to have a meeting and smooth over some trip details.”
“No problem. I’ll buzz you if I need anything.”
And just like that, Drew had done an admirable job of ensuring whatever they talked about Gary wouldn’t hear. She took a breath. “I’m worried about your expectations for the trip.” Internally, she cringed. Could she be any vaguer? “In general, but it’s more about the sex.”
Drew squeezed her thigh, then slid her hand away. “If you have regrets—”
“No!” She didn’t have any regrets and Drew needed to understand what she was really saying. “I don’t. I’m not sure what your expectations are, for us.” Better. Not a great explanation. But it was a start.
“I’m glad you enjoyed having sex with me.” Her features softened from the worry that had been there a minute ago. “As for expectations, I’d like more with you, but I’m not going to push. If it happens, great. If not, I hope you still have a great time.” 
Sky let out the breath she’d been holding. This was the Drew she hoped would be her travel companion, and more. Lots more if she had her way. It couldn’t be one-sided though. “That’s good.” She covered Drew’s hand with hers, noticing how they were nearly the same size. When she looked up, Drew’s brow was furrowed. “What’s wrong?”
“I have a confession.” Drew glanced at their hands and intertwined their fingers. “The resort in Fiji didn’t have any rooms left.”
“Okay.” Sky dragged the word out, not sure what the news meant.
Drew’s smile was tentative. “So, we have to share the original reservation.”
“Oh, that’s fine.” She would have been disappointed if they were in separate rooms after the other night, especially if they weren’t in close proximity to each other. 
“There’s more.” Drew blew out a breath. Sky had never seen her act as though what she was about to tell her was the worst news ever. “There’s just the one king bed, but I’ll sleep on the couch and try to stay out of your way.”
The revelation took her by surprise. Drew had to have known for a while about the sleeping arrangements. Why had she not said anything? What ulterior motive did she have, and did she already know before they slept together? “How long have you known?”
“More than a week.”
Sky pictured Drew drawing her hand over her face. “Don’t you think you should have told me then?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I should have, Sky. I was afraid you’d cancel the whole trip.”
“And you’d suffer the fallout, be embarrassed?”
“That’s only part of the reason. The trip would be the perfect opportunity to get to know each other better.”
“Is that why you slept with me? So you could seal the deal and hope I didn’t want to back out if I knew about the room situation?”
“Gee, when you put it like that it sounds nefarious.” 
“It was a shitty move on your part.” She didn’t know if she was mad at Drew for keeping it secret or herself for getting turned on by the idea of forced sleeping arrangements. Either way, she wasn’t going to let Drew off the hook too soon. Sky didn’t want her to think she was easily manipulated. 
“I know. Sometimes I’m a dick.”
As much as she wanted to be mad, she couldn’t help laughing. “That’s an understatement.”
“Hey. At least I didn’t wait till check-in to tell you.”
She had a point. It wasn’t too late to abort the whole thing. “That’s no excuse.” There were a hundred reasons why going halfway across the world with Drew was the worst idea ever, except maybe it wouldn’t be. The lost adventurer in her wanted to experience not only independently, but also with someone who would enjoy being a thrill-seeker, too.
“So, what do you want to do? I can try to see if there’s a room at another resort.”
Ugh. The idea of being on her own someplace she was sure was romantic held no appeal, but neither did the idea of Drew thinking she had little interest where she slept. “Nothing. I agreed to this adventure because I didn’t want to go solo, and I still don’t.” She pursed her lips as she scanned Drew from head to toe. “Please don’t keep anything else from me or you’ll be sleeping on the beach.” Of course, she wouldn’t do that unless Drew did something unforgiveable. Internally, she shook her head. 
Drew’s shoulders visibly lowered. “Got it.” 
Somewhere during the conversation they’d broken their physical connection and now that they’d gotten the latest bit of contention cleared up, Sky wished there was an easy way to reconnect without seeming too forward, but she thought better of it. Drew had no way of knowing that she wasn’t upset at the turn of events, and she wanted to keep it that way. She had a feeling if Drew got the upper hand she wasn’t someone to give it up.


    
The conversation could have gone much worse. Drew’s original plan to tell Sky after they were airborne had suddenly felt too sneaky. While she sometimes did some backhanded moves at work, that wasn’t how she wanted to be in her personal life, and this thing with Sky felt personal. Though the lines were admittedly blurred. An audible click was followed by Gary’s voice.
“Arriving in ten minutes.”
Drew gave him a thumbs up and checked around the seat to make sure she hadn’t left anything and slid her phone into the side pocket of her backpack. Sky was doing the same thing, though her backpack was smaller. She took two bottles of water out of the small refrigerator and handed one to Sky. “It might be a bit before we get through security. If we don’t drink it all, they’ll take it, but we can get more.”
Gary pulled to the curb in front of their airline and got out, releasing the trunk before he did. Sky exited her side, and they both met Gary to gather their bags. Sky’s suitcase was smaller than her own and made her wonder if she’d overpacked. The idea that she had brought an abundance of clothes she’d never wear crossed her mind. It was too late to worry about that now. She pulled the two twenties she’d tucked in her back pocket and placed them in Gary’s palm. “Thanks for a great ride, Gary. I’ll be sure to put in a good word for you.” 
“Appreciate it.” He nodded to Sky. “Have a great vacation.”
“Thanks, Gary.” Sky smiled sweetly.
Drew hefted her backpack and grabbed her suitcase handle, then reached for Sky’s.
“I’ve got it,” Sky said.
She hesitated for a moment, her upbringing nudging her to insist. “Okay. Let’s do this.” Drew went to the VIP line of their carrier, dug through the outer zippered section of her pack, and handed several pages off to Sky. It didn’t take long once they got to the counter and she tucked her boarding pass and ID into her back pocket, then followed the signs and moved to the back of the security line that snaked back and forth several times. She drank half her bottle of water, her mouth dry from the recycled airport air and the excitement that had snuck up on her. 
“We could be here a while,” Drew said, watching the slow progress of the other passengers to the security booths.
Sky capped her bottle and nodded. “You don’t think we’ll miss our flight, do you?” Sky appeared calm, but the wrinkle between her eyebrows showed otherwise.
Drew glanced at her watch. There was a little more than two hours until their flight, ninety minutes until boarding started. “We should be fine. If it’s close, I’ll call the gate agent and ask them to hold the flight.” She had stored all the numbers she could need in her phone, all under the header of Fiji for Two. Sky stared at her.
“You can do that?”
One of the perks of being a travel agent was being in the know about how the airlines operated. A few disgruntled passengers were an everyday occurrence. A travel agency was another matter. They had the power to steer customers away from airlines that underperformed, and the bad publicity rankled upper management enough that they listened. “Yes. Part of my job is to make sure every client has a good experience, and that includes making sure a plane waited if there was an issue in security.” She puffed her chest out. “I won’t intervene if someone is running late due to poor planning on their part, but airlines tend to listen.” Drew took pride in her job.
“That’s convenient.” 
Drew was about to respond, when the people in front of her made a surge forward and she moved to keep up. Something in Sky’s tone sounded mocking. They were almost to the scanning area and she decided to let it go. She’d already pushed the mood with the rooming situation, and she didn’t want to make a habit of what might appear to be coercion. There were thirteen days ahead of them. Poking the bear was never a good idea.




  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
    
First class seating was a luxury Sky had never indulged in. Now that she’d had a taste of it, she wasn’t sure she would ever want to fly coach again. Unless the expense was outrageous. The occasion would have to be something special. Drew gave the vibe it was the only way she flew, but that might have been her braggard persona talking. 
“Are you comfortable?” Drew asked, her small laptop perched on her tray. 
“How could I not be?” Sky glanced around at the others in the preferred seating section. Two abreast meant there was lots of room to stretch out and enjoy the ride, which she certainly was going to. They still had about a five-hour flight, and the cabin crew had asked if she wanted anything to drink, twice, while handing out small dishes of mixed nuts. Not the mostly peanut kind, either. This one had hazelnuts, almonds, walnuts, and pecans coated with a light, crispy honey-like coating. She was savoring each one she put in her mouth, and taking sips of the pinot grigio that was delightfully smooth.
“I know.” Drew closed her laptop, then adjusted in her seat to look at her more fully. “My initiation to first class was a fluke. Someone had double-booked a main cabin seat, and since I had proof of the error on my boarding pass, they couldn’t much deny it. The only empty seat was in first class, and they gave me royal treatment the entire flight. I didn’t know then what I know now as far as carriers avoiding bad publicity at all costs.”
“Were these seats a fluke?”
“No. We have first class seating on all our flights.” Drew smiled smugly.
Was she trying to impress her, or were the seats a part of the original travel package? She wanted to know if Drew had finagled the airline into giving her the upgraded seats by using some excuse that was stretching the truth to get what she wanted. Bottom line, did she need to know? And if she learned, would it change anything? “Thanks for the foresight.”
“You’re welcome. Luxury and fun were the basis of my plan, and I hope that when it’s over that’s what you remember. The entire trip is packed with imaginative, fun, and adventurous activities.” Drew smiled. She pulled a tour book out of her backpack and stowed her laptop. 
Sky couldn’t help being disappointed when Drew failed to mention their time together as one of the memorable things that would stay with her. Why would she? Sky had forced her to ride shotgun. Without taking into consideration the date/non-date/makeup sex, what was there to immortalize? Just because she was invested in seeing where things led didn’t mean Drew was interested in more than a good time. For all Sky knew, Drew was a “keep it casual” person. 
She let out a shaky breath. Getting attacked because of her attraction was her own fault. There wasn’t once in the times they’d been together that Drew had implied she felt the same way. So, she could either mope around and hope Drew would show some interest, or she could push these new feelings aside and just have fun. In light of everything, Sky should do the latter because there wasn’t much of a chance of having fun if it was one-sided.
    
The reflection in the mirror showed the face of someone who carried a burden they weren’t sure how to resolve. The flight had gone smoothly, and Sky looked like she was enjoying the special treatment of first class, but there was also something else going on with her. An elephant in the room that Drew couldn’t name. Maybe it was nothing at all. Fatigue could play havoc with the mind, and neither she nor Sky had gotten much sleep the night before. 
Dinner was superb and more than met her expectations. Sky had raved about the ambience, the meal, and the wine, though she’d not asked if they were on a date, or simply two people traveling together, leaving Drew to wonder if the attraction that pulled her in Sky’s direction was hers alone. She’d been wrong about feeling a special vibe before with women she’d met casually. She’d only slept with one of them, and it had been horrible. Karma might have come into play, serving her right for plying the woman with alcohol in order to see if she’d agree to sex. In her defense, it had been months and the woman had flirted with her first, so that had to count for something. Right?
Mechanically, she washed her face and brushed her teeth to get ready for bed. The tank top and sleep trunks that were still in her suitcase were going to be needed once she was sharing space with Sky. She wouldn’t have even bothered bringing them if she had her own room, but that was on her. She could have tried harder to find alternate accommodations. The original intention was to be around Sky as much as possible in order to ensure Sky had a good time and wrote favorably, but that reason had fallen second to Drew wanting her to relax and have a trip to remember. And, yes, she’d be a complete fool if she didn’t hope that the night they’d shared wasn’t an act to never be repeated. 
When they stood outside Sky’s hotel room door, she wanted to kiss her. Wanted to see if Sky might have the same tingly feelings Drew had whenever they were close. Instead, she awkwardly stood waiting in the silent hall. Waiting for Sky to make a move because she was either too scared or too pheromone-infused to function. Sky had finally bent to kiss her cheek and say good night, then quietly shut the door. That simple act had sealed the deal, at least for tonight. 
Drew climbed into the cool sheets and let her body sink into the mattress. She was bone tired and not afraid to admit she was a little relieved Sky hadn’t invited her in. How would she have reacted if Drew requested a snuggle night rather than sex? Even the idea of performing had amped her anxiety level up. Tomorrow was time enough to think about how badly she might have screwed things up with Sky, though she wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve being banished to her room. 
Tomorrow’s flight would test their patience. The flight from LAX to Hawaii would take over five hours, then they had to collect their luggage and get to the next flight by six in the evening with another nine hours in the air before they’d arrive in Fiji where the actual island vacation started. Two days of traveling. What had she been thinking other than she wasn’t the one who would have to endure. 
Her first foray on the island had been her second year in college. She’d gone to Australia for a foreign student exchange internship. The family she was staying with had a son who was her age and their vacation happened to be, of all places, Fiji. She’d had a blast. The son, Greg, had been once before. A graduation gift from his grandparents, so he knew all the best things to do and places to go, and he even helped her find a date for part of the trip. Drew had the time of her life and was looking forward to returning to the location where she’d lost her virginity. She chuckled. No one would believe she was twenty when it finally happened. 
Drew flipped to her stomach and scrunched the pillow until it was how she wanted it. Hotel pillows were so often overstuffed and hard, but she’d found a perfect one among the pile on the bed. All she had to do was turn off her brain, trust that all the arrangements she’d made would go smoothly, and hope that Sky had forgiven her for not being upfront about the resort accommodations. Sometimes she was a jerk without meaning to be. Other times, it came naturally due to the need to be seen and heard. No one got her. Not really. Sky might be the closest person, but the chances of her wanting a relationship were slim. It was best if she shoved any thoughts or feelings of having a partner to the closet where she kept all her unfulfilled dreams. As she drifted into the place between awake and sleep, Drew wondered if there would come a day when she ran out of space.




  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
    
“Hello?” Sky’s voice was raspy with sleep. She glanced at the clock, surprised she’d slept through the night. 
“Good morning,” Drew said in a way too enthusiastic tone. “Are you ready for today?”
She groaned. “I’m not even ready for a shower.” If she’d read the numbers correctly, they had three hours to get to the airport. What was the rush?
“Do you want me to order room service so you don’t have to move?”
Sky had never had room service, especially from a posh hotel and the idea was tempting, but she wouldn’t take advantage of Drew. “Nice idea, but it would cost a fortune.”
“Who cares? You should be pampered for a change, Sky.” 
Who cares indeed. If she was footing the bill, she cared a lot. That was before remembering there was very little she was going to pay for on the trip, so why not live it up a bit. “You’re right.” Before she could think about it too long, she went on. “Care to join me?”
“I’d like that. Give me fifteen to finish getting ready and pack.”
“That’s quick.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and grabbed the room service book.
“Sometimes quick is good, other times, not so much.”
A smart comment hung in the distance between them. “Anything special you want me to order?” There’d be lots of opportunities to yank Drew’s chain. She didn’t want to start the day that way. 
“A Belgian waffle with blueberries on the side.”
Sky had never been big on waffles, but the picture of one on the page made her mouth water. “Care to share?”
Drew groaned, then laughed. “Okay. Whatever else you want is good with me. I’ll see you soon.” 
A couple of minutes later, the order was in. She didn’t cringe—much—about the price. She’d spent the night on the best mattress she’d ever slept on, in sheets that had to be at least eight hundred thread count, and was about to have room service. One part of her wished there was enough time to see if Drew was up for some pre-flight sex. Now she was the one with expectations. 
Sky laid out her clothes for the day on the bed. A cheeky little sundress with hibiscus flowers and miniature palm trees. It was the epitome of what a tourist would wear, but it was super comfortable and cute. A pair of sandals, a pair of color-coordinated bikini undies, and a light sweater completed the ensemble. The only things left to pack were her toiletries, makeup, and the brochures on her nightstand that Drew insisted she look at, “In case there’s something you want to do on the islands.”
Wait. Drew had said islands. She didn’t want to spend her days in Fiji island-hopping. Vacations were for relaxing. None of her dreams of a fun, stress-free, romantic time away from the hustle and demands of a life where busting your ass every day to keep on an even keel financially and emotionally included running herself ragged just to be more than ready to get back to her mundane existence. 
Drew might have other ideas if last night’s dinner was any indication. The notion she’d painstakingly planned the entire sequence of events was a bit far-fetched but if her goal had been to woo her, she’d succeeded. The only thing missing were the red roses and candlelight. Sky brought her head up, covering her mouth when she gasped. Was that what would have made an otherwise perfect evening even more so? Had Drew tried for romance without appearing over-the-top? No. There’d been no indication she wanted the night to end by sharing a bed. If that was her intent, she could have easily booked one room for last night and make it look like she’d put forth the effort of giving Sky the option of joining her in bed. From what she’d witnessed, Drew didn’t leave things to chance. She took control and made her wants known, often coming across as assuming too much, demanding too much.
Sky glanced at the bed where her items were laid out precisely how she liked them. Looked like Drew wasn’t the only one comfortable with having things happen in a certain way. Was that why Drew was single? Was it also why she was single? Was Sky looking for a one-hundred-percent match with the type of woman she thought she wanted, or was she willing to throw caution to the wind and live a little? How many nights had she lain awake examining why she felt a big piece of her life was missing, like there had to be more? The rapid knock on the door startled her out of the melancholy that snuck up on her every now and again. She wrapped her robe around herself and tied it off, hoping it was room service and not Drew. She needed a few minutes to gather her wits.
“Hey, good morning.” Drew leaned in as though to kiss her but pulled back.
“Hi.” Sky opened the door wider and waved her in. “You’re quicker than room service.” She wasn’t oblivious to how Drew was dressed. She hadn’t seen her in jeans except for one time, and the pair she wore hugged her ass just right. Her waist and hips were almost the same width before tapering up and out to broad shoulders. Drew was several inches shorter than her gangly five-foot-nine though she presented herself in a way that made her taller. The memory of being under Drew as she rubbed their centers together made her wet and she turned away hoping to hide the heat in her face.
“I can be slow when the occasion calls for it.” Drew leaned against the windowsill, her biceps bulging under the designer T-shirt she wore. 
Another knock on the door was followed by, “Room service.” 
Sky was grateful for the diversion. She didn’t want to get caught up in fantasyland. If they did have sex again, she didn’t want to be rushed. Not unless they were doing it for the thrill of possibly getting caught. “Coming,” she said in response. Poor choice of words but she was sure the staff had heard it hundreds of times. She swung the door open and stepped back so the cart could be wheeled in.
“Good morning, ma’am. If it’s alright with you, I’ll leave the cart and pick it up when staff clean your room.” He stood looking expectantly with his hands folded, smiling. It was a bit creepy.
“That’ll be fine. We’re checking out today.”
“I hope you’ve had a good stay with us.” Again, the smile.
Drew stepped forward and handed the staff member a twenty-dollar bill. “Thank you.”
“Thank you very much.” He nodded and smiled more genuinely.
Sky groaned internally. Not being exposed to luxury left her lacking in the social norms of things like tipping staff at fancy hotels. This was her first time at one, but that was no excuse, and she should have known better. Television could be full of false expectations, but there were also exposed truths. Drew followed him to the door and closed it.
“I’m an idiot.” She started to pour from the urn. “Coffee?”
“Please,” Drew said before standing beside her in front of the cart loaded with covered dishes and accoutrements of butter, syrup, jam, salt, pepper, and ketchup. “Why do you say you’re an idiot?” She began lifting lids, stacking them on the lower shelf. 
“I should have known he was waiting for a tip and not being creepy.”
Drew laughed. “Is that what you thought?” She moved all the trimmings to the small table before cutting the waffle in half, then she scooped eggs, chose a slice of toast and a few pieces of bacon, and sat to fix her coffee. 
“Yes, that’s what I thought. The way he kept staring I was about to ask if he’d never seen anyone in a robe before. That would have been even more embarrassing.”
With a wave of her hand, Drew made it seem like a minor offense. “Don’t worry about it.” Drew placed her linen napkin over her lap. “I’m starving. Let’s enjoy this while it’s hot.”
The slight might not be such a big deal to Drew, but she was still annoyed. Had she traveled so little she hadn’t developed a sense of proper etiquette? What’s done was done. There was no point in getting her shorts in a knot. “When do we have to leave?” She put a few of her favorites on her plate and added the waffle half, then drizzled maple syrup over it and the pancakes. Sky snagged a piece of bacon before joining Drew.
“The car will take us whenever we want, but we should plan an hour to get there. LA traffic is notorious for delaying travelers.” Drew dragged a slice of her sausage link through the butter/syrup mixture on her plate.
“Okay.” Sky chewed slowly as she formulated what she was going to say. “I’m looking forward to getting to Fiji, but not looking forward to the remaining plane rides.”
“It’ll go quicker than you might think. I’ll drink a few cocktails and sleep until we get to Hawaii.” Drew pushed her plate away. “And we should definitely sleep on the plane to Fiji, except for meal service, of course.” She smiled that light-up-the-room smile again, making Sky believe it wouldn’t be so bad. At least she had someone to talk to other than an unfamiliar person. 
“I’d better shower soon.” She snagged a sausage and a scoop of eggs. Her next meal might be a while and she didn’t want to land in Fiji in the middle of the night with nowhere to get food.
Drew wiped her mouth with the napkin, then stood. “I’ll leave you to it. Do you want to meet up in the lobby?”
“Sure. I’ll see you in a little bit.” 
Drew nodded and let herself out while she savored the last bites. Maybe she was tired or something else was on Drew’s mind. She didn’t seem herself. Withdrawn was the closest thing she could come up with, and that wasn’t Drew. She was normally boisterous and in charge. Was there something going on in her personal life that she hadn’t shared with Sky? That certainly could be the reason, but she couldn’t help thinking it had something to do with the two of them. Whatever it was, she didn’t have any time to spend pondering about it now. They weren’t close friends or invested lovers. Casual, temporary sex and some fun was all the future held for them, even if Sky did wonder what having Drew around after vacation would be like.




  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
    
The plane was quiet except for the low hum of quiet conversation and some snoring from a few rows away. The flight from LAX to Hawaii had gone relatively smoothly, except for a screaming baby in the main cabin. Drew understood there was little a parent could do when an infant refused to settle, but it did nothing to help her mood. 
Before breakfast at the hotel, she’d talked with her father. He rarely called and when he did it was never good news. Today was no different. He said her mother had decided to have a family reunion for Labor Day weekend and she hoped Drew would bring a “proper” date for the event. Her mother tried to be supportive of her life choices and her lifestyle, but of late, there was little if any leeway. Apparently, her mother wanted to force the issue so that the relatives her family only saw at weddings and funerals would not be shocked by Drew bringing a woman to a family event. Maybe she could get one of her drag king friends to go with her, wouldn’t that be a shock for them all. 
That wasn’t what Drew wanted to do. She wanted to feel supported in her choice of partners and wished both her parents would welcome her and her date with open arms, no matter if it was a man or a women. She nearly laughed out loud, catching herself before it escaped. Drew glanced next to her and smiled at a sleeping Sky. She’d asked for a pillow and blanket after they were served drinks and dinner, and Drew was more than happy to see she was relaxed enough to do so. 
Unlike Drew who was in a mental tug-of-war weighing the pros and cons of her options. She could not go at all, but that would only give her parents the opportunity to spin whatever tale about her they wanted, and she wasn’t about to give them the satisfaction of not having to face the relatives’ probing questions. She could go with a male friend, but it would be on short notice and she didn’t have many male friends to begin with, making her wonder why that was. The third option, and the one that held the most appeal, was to show up on the doorstep with Sky and dare her parents to turn them away.
Wait. Why had her brain immediately chosen Sky as her date for the family function? When had she begun to think of Sky in terms of a girlfriend or even as someone she was dating on a regular basis? A warmth flushed through her. The idea of becoming involved with Sky wasn’t that far-fetched to her. For the most part, she liked her, except when she got all school-marmy or asked why she was so egotistical. Sky had no idea how hard it was to grow up female with a ton of masculine energy and a family who refused to acknowledge her in any way other than as a “girl.” 
She let out a sigh, then glanced at her watch. Four more hours before they land in Fiji. With no desire to read or be on her laptop, Drew turned in her seat and studied Sky. The cabin lights were low, but there was enough ambient lighting to see. If she turned on her personal light, she’d be able to see more details. The soft touch overhead button didn’t make a sound and she adjusted the angle so as not to disturb Sky or the passengers in front of them.
Sky’s relaxed face showed no lines, except for a few shallow smile lines around her eyes. Her hair was tousled and a bit wild, so different from the other times she’d seen her. A few wayward tendrils lay on her forehead. From time to time her mouth twitched, and Drew conjured up possible scenarios. A child whose curiosity touched Sky’s heart. The sound of the ocean lapping against the shore. A kiss desired but never fulfilled. What would Sky want from a partner, lover, friend? 
Drew thought about writing her random thoughts down but decided against it. Printed words were proof, and she didn’t fully trust Sky yet to tell her all there was to know. Maybe after spending ten days together she’d have a better sense of what would make Sky happy and give her an opportunity to calculate their compatibility. She wasn’t blind to the instances when Sky wasn’t happy about what she said, or did, or how abrupt Drew could be when her back was against the wall. Her hackles rose on their own, ready to fight and defend her sense of justice and equality, even knowing it would never be possible in her lifetime to achieve social equilibrium.
Maybe she was trying too hard. She didn’t need society’s approval of how she looked or acted, though having her family on her side would be nice. She’d stopped counting on that a while ago, but her heart still longed for if not approval, at least acceptance. Sky accepted her. The first time they met she’d recognized she was genderqueer, asking for her pronouns. 
“Would you like something to eat or drink?” The flight attendant smiled.
“A cup of coffee would be nice.”
“One sugar and cream?” 
Drew was impressed. “Yes.”
Sky stirred beside her. She stretched her full length as she opened her eyes, then blinked several times. Their eyes met and Drew noted the second Sky remembered where she was.
“Goodness.” She straightened in her seat, then rearranged her clothes. “How long was I out?”
“A couple of hours.” The attendant brought her coffee. “Would you like anything?”
Sky inhaled. “That smells wonderful. May I have a cup with just cream?”
“Certainly.”
“And a snack, if you have one.”
The attendant laughed softly. “I’ll see what I can rustle up for you.”
Sky leaned closer. “They’re all so nice,” she said.
“They’re paid to be.” 
“And here I thought you were turning over a new leaf.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” When she was tired, her cranky side bloomed, and she was beyond exhausted.
“When I went to sleep you were all pleasant and polite, but I guess I should have known the other Drew would reappear.”
Heat rose in her face. Another person judging her wasn’t what she wanted or needed. “Did you ever think that high horse you sit on might throw you one day?” She moved her tray and got up. The only place to escape was the restroom and she was determined to put some space between them. Locked safely inside, Drew considered how much agreeing to play escort for the sake of notoriety and kudos might have been a big mistake. Sky’s upbringing had probably been prim and proper, her part in her family’s dynamic welcomed. Nothing like her own struggle to make her voice be heard. Her parents were just the first in a long line of social soldiers ready to take her down, and she’d fought hard to break free without losing those she loved. To be honest, no one in her family had been her champion except her eldest brother, and even he shied from the role when their parents were around. 
“Drew. Are you okay?” Sky asked from the other side of the door.
Busted. How long had she been gone? “Yes. I’ll be out in a minute.”
“Okay.”
She washed her hands out of habit and walked back to her seat, determined to come to some kind of truce with Sky, otherwise she’d be spending a lot more time in the bathroom.




  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
    
The concept was simple, and Sky would make every attempt to honor Drew’s request. When she returned from the restroom, she’d asked that she not jump to conclusions or guess why Drew acted the way she did. Her request was genuine, and Sky recognized she’d hurt Drew more than she realized with her comments. Drew offered her the option of asking why.
They stood side by side at the beginning of the carousal waiting for their luggage. She stole a sideways glance. Drew was as handsome as ever, but the fine lines of her face appeared deeper, and her shoulders drooped. She looked beaten and weary. Like a dog who’d been abused so much she couldn’t trust others. 
“I’m sorry about earlier.”
Drew slowly turned her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed though Sky hadn’t seen her cry. “Apology accepted,” she said. Her voice conveyed her sadness and Sky wondered not for the first time what her story was. Before the end of their time together, she would ask.
“Thank you.” Helplessness wasn’t an emotion she often contended with, but that’s what assaulted her in the silence between them. She slipped her hand into Drew’s and gently squeezed. This time when Drew looked at her, she smiled, albeit in a constrained way, like she was holding back, unwilling to fully engage. Sky didn’t blame her. The shrill sound of the alarm warning passengers of the carousel’s impending movement jostled her out of self-reflection. 
“Finally,” Drew said in an exasperated tone. After several minutes, she grabbed Sky’s easy to spot neon green bag. It wasn’t long before Drew’s bag appeared, the rainbow design out and proud among the vast majority of black ones. “Let’s find our shuttle. I need coffee…or a drink.” Drew sounded beyond tired.
“Coffee sounds good.” The cup on the plane had been welcome, but the effects had worn off a while ago. Maybe an espresso would infuse some much-needed energy. 
Drew pointed to a shuttle covered in a scene of palm trees, blue water, and white beaches. Superimposed over the pictures in bold red lettering was the name Oceanside Blue Resort. Once they were settled in their seats, she let out a sigh of relief. Sky was so tired of being on any form of transportation she didn’t want to think about having to do it all over again. 
“How far is the resort?” she asked brightly. Not like somebody in desperate need of a shower and a change of clothes.
Drew dug in a side pocket of her backpack and pulled out a notebook with a number of small color tags sticking out from the edges. Each one had letters written on it that were too small for her to read. 
“About ten minutes, give or take animal crossings.” Drew seemed content to leave it at that. Sky didn’t think there were wild animals on the island, but she couldn’t be sure.
“Animal crossings?”
“Local farmers. They raise their own food for their community and use produce to barter for services and goods.”
“Such a simple way of life.” She imagined the pace on the island was slow and relaxed, even if by American standards it was a hard existence. 
Drew gazed out the window. “And peaceful.” Her melancholy tone didn’t go unnoticed. 
Maybe this was what Drew had meant when she said to see her for how she was, rather than who she came off as. If that was the case, the woman beside her was sad, and Sky was sad for her. She touched her arm as much to comfort Drew as herself. “We’re going to have a nice time away from the demands of everyday life.” At least that was her hope.
    
Sky’s fingertips were warm on her arm, like a soothing balm. All the anxiety she carried regarding the two-decade-long struggle with her family sat squarely on her shoulders and her chest was heavy. Maybe Sky was right. This could be the reprieve she needed to re-energize and set a different kind of resolve in motion. She didn’t need to change her parents’ way of thinking as much as she had to accept it as one more thing out of her control. If they couldn’t see her for who she was by now they probably never would. Sky was the one person she wanted to see not only the bad parts of herself, and she didn’t deny they existed, but also the good. Those were the moments when she stopped trying to prove herself worthy and focused on helping another person find a moment of peace. That was a good thing.
“Oceanside Blue two minutes out,” the driver, Mac, announced.
Sky moved her hand to her lap, opened her small crossbody, and dug around for her small zip purse. She pulled a ten-dollar bill from the thick wad of cash. She hadn’t been sure how much she needed, and Drew assured her most of the resorts provided an exchange service if she needed Fiji dollars. As the passengers started exiting, she looked out a window and caught a glimpse of a thin line of water. Her heart beat a little faster. At last, they were here. Mac held out his hand to help her navigate the narrow steps and she slipped the money into his palm.
“Thank you, Mac.” 
“Thank you. Enjoy your time with us.” 
She shielded her eyes from the bright sun. Palm trees provided patches of shade and the warm breeze caressed her air-conditioned skin. Sky wondered if the breeze was constant and she could leave the windows open for the duration. A second man unloaded their luggage from beneath the shuttle and she opened her bag again.
“I’ve got this.” Drew handed money to the man who was dressed in a tropical-themed shirt, similar to the one Mac wore. Drew grabbed the handle of her bag and their eyes met. “Welcome to Fiji.” Her eyes were still sad looking.
Sky took her free hand. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.” And she was. In spite of the moments when they clashed, she was grateful Drew had agreed to go with her. 
The two-story, white stucco building in front of them looked like a movie set and the contrast of the blue sky and deep blue water took her breath away. When they stepped into the lobby she understood the attraction. The large open space was warm and inviting. Plants thrived and the bright outdoors continued indoors with skylights illuminating the lobby. 
“I’ll go see if they’ve had any cancellations for a room.”
It took Sky a few seconds to realize what Drew meant and she stopped her. “Please don’t.”
Drew stared at her for a long moment. “Wouldn’t you be more comfortable having your own space?”
She took a breath, knowing she was responsible for putting doubt in Drew’s mind. “Despite our clashes, I think it will be more fun sharing the experience.” Sky held back telling her the other reason she wanted to share a room was the hope of having more time in bed together. She didn’t care if Drew thought she was sex-deprived and looking to her to take care of her needs. It was the truth. Drew might be the last person she thought she’d ever want to engage with sexually, but she’d thought wrong. In fact, it had been damned near on her mind every day since they met and it was only going to get stronger when they shared the same bed.
Drew’s lips pursed. “If that changes, please tell me.”
She laid her hand over her heart. “Promise.” 
Drew led them to the check-in line that moved surprisingly well considering the lobby buzzed with activity. Two room maps and some signatures later and they followed the directions to their room. Sky was a little confused when they exited the side of the building and walked along a path until they reached a meandering line of cabin-size buildings. They were also finished in stucco, but each one was a soft color. Green, peach, blue, yellow, and lilac. Drew checked the paper she was holding.
“Here we are.” Drew pressed a short series of numbers on the keypad and opened the door wide. “Wow,” she said as she stepped onto the tile floor. 
The large room held a kitchen, dining table for four, and a large sectional couch that faced toward the water view. The TV on the adjacent wall flashed “Welcome to your oasis!” and a slide show that played pictures of things to do and see. “It really is paradise.”
Drew lay on the couch. “Yep. This will do just fine,” she said as she snuggled her back against the couch and tucked one of a dozen throw pillows under her head.
“You’re not sleeping there,” Sky said over her shoulder as she stood at the open doors breathing in the salty air.
“Let’s see how much I piss you off before you agree to anything.” Drew met her at the edge of the covered patio. “I’d forgotten how beautiful it is.”
Sky wanted to see more, but the funk of being in the same clothes for the last…God, how many hours had they traveled? “I need a shower.”
“And a cocktail?” Drew pointed to the dispensary bar. There were four inverted bottles hanging on the wall. Gin, vodka, rum, and bourbon. Next to them was a sign stating if they didn’t see what they liked, a call to the front desk would remedy the selection. 
“It’s too early for straight alcohol.” The little refrigerator under the bar revealed a vast array of mixers, from soda to seltzer to juice. “Okay. I’m game after a shower.” 
They headed to the open doorway where sunlight spilled out. They both stopped at the foot of a massive four-poster bed with a linen canopy. Fine netting was drawn back at each corner. To the right was the bathroom, and she could see a massive shower on the back wall. 
“This is luxury at its finest.” Sky flicked on the bathroom light and marveled at the simple yet elegant décor.
“I’ll go fix drinks while you shower.” Drew placed her suitcase on one of the benches.
“We could save time if we showered together.” Shit. Sky hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but there was no taking it back now.
“That’s a tempting offer, but no. You take your time. What would you like to drink?”
Internally, she sighed. Making Drew think she wanted to be with her all the time would send the wrong message, no matter how tempting. “Surprise me.”
“I’ll bring them out to the veranda. Enjoy.” Drew closed the bedroom door, leaving her to her own ponderings. Ones that inevitably would lead to getting horizontal with Drew before the night was over. 
    
She’d gone out of her way to stay out of Sky’s. The tension when they first walked into the seaside bungalow had eased a bit after helping themselves to the bar dispensers and sitting outside on their veranda to enjoy the perfect afternoon weather. What she hadn’t been prepared for was Sky’s offer to shower together. Not that the idea was off-putting. Drew would have to be crazy to turn down what Sky blatantly wanted, but she couldn’t so easily be manipulated. 
One minute, Drew was the troubadour and the next a scoundrel. Honestly, she had a hard time keeping up. No. She wouldn’t give in to the whims of Sky without knowing the why behind the suggestive woman who’d emerged alongside Sky’s other personality. The one that judged and condemned without bothering to find out the reason for her confusing nature. When she let her guard down, Drew’s softer, gentler side emerged. Kindness and compassion weren’t strangers to her. She knew them well. She also knew that over the years letting that side out had gotten harder and harder. 
It wasn’t just her family. Oftentimes, complete strangers who knew nothing at all about her judged her the harshest. Unwarranted and undeserved, Drew suffered at great length when she had little to gain and everything to lose when she let a person in. They used her as an example of the “kind of people that needed to make up their mind as to whether they were male or female, fem or masc, hetero or homo.” Like there wasn’t anything in between. 
If only Sky would tell her what she saw. Who Sky was attracted to. The person who was not one or the other but a combination of so many identities she’d settle on the one most people could understand. Her masculine of center, lesbian self who rarely spoke of the softer side, or the bisexual side, or the refusal to be commonly labeled. That refusal was responsible for the majority of her angst. Yet, here she was, sliding into an identity that was familiar to the world at large. It was moments like these Drew disliked people…and society…the most. 
“Ready for dinner?” 
Sky stood in the doorway. The setting sun bathed her in a pink and purple light, pulling colors from the form-fitting sundress. Low sandals with leather thongs that wrapped her ankles adorned her feet. A tiny bag was clutched in her hand. Her smile rivaled the rays that bounced off the water. Drew pulled in a breath, needing to find the fulcrum between her attraction to Sky and the fear Sky would never understand her.
“Yes.” Drew stepped forward. “May I escort you to the restaurant?” Say yes. Say yes, Sky.
“You’re so formal tonight. Does that mean I need to be on my best behavior?” There was a tease in Sky’s voice. A challenge to be accepted or declined.
“No.” She slipped her arm around Sky’s waist and guided her down the lighted path leading to the main building that boasted three restaurants and four bars. As they walked, she heard voices. Jovial sounds and laughter coming from the beach. The bar near the water was illuminated with lanterns and tiki torches. 
“They sound like they’re having a good time,” Sky said as their joined hands slowly swung between them.
“It does.” There was something magical about the open spaces, sound of the gentle waves in the cove, and the slower pace. “There’s a peacefulness here that is hard to describe.”
“Is it just Fiji, or does that go for other islands, too?” 
They were almost at the entrance where music wafted out. Drew wanted to have a few more intimate moments with Sky and pulled her from the main path and stood close, tipping her chin up to get her mouth closer to her ear. 
“I think it’s here.” She held Sky’s gaze, her face partially in darkness between the outside lights and the foliage. “When I came here for the first time, I was confused. About who I was, who I wanted to be, how I wanted the world to see me. But not just see me, to acknowledge I didn’t fit a mold, and to hear what I was saying.” Trusting Sky hadn’t been a conscious decision, but now that she’d started, she was finding it difficult to stop. “The side of me that irks you? The one you think is ego motivated?”
Sky nodded.
“That’s the farthest thing from the real reason.” She swallowed and went on. “My family insists I act like a lady, and by that I mean express feminine energy.” That was her biggest bone of contention with her relatives. Everyone could clearly see she was not feminine by nature. Sure, she used the pronouns, but that was more for a break from the other battles she wanted to put her energy in. And while a lot of the country had caught on to there being more than a he or she as an identity, they were still in the minority. “I’m not denying I’m a woman, but I don’t want to be seen or treated like one. Women have gotten a raw deal for centuries and I will not be silent about what I want.”
“Do you think I don’t see you?”
Did she? Was that what hung in the balance between hoping more developed between them, or keeping her heart and soul safe by confining what they had as a temporary, sexual interlude? “I don’t know.”
“It’s true there are times,” Sky said as she placed her palm against her cheek, “that your actions infuriate me, but there are others that make me very glad I met you. Even happier that you’re here with me now. I’d like to see where this leads because I know we both feel the attraction.” Sky kissed her gently, softly. “What do you say?”
The situation was out of her realm of experience. Women liked to fuck with her. Unattached sex kept things uncomplicated for everyone involved. There’d been a few who wanted to get serious and have a meaningful relationship, but her life was complicated on so many levels, Drew had always been of the mindset that having a partner would never work. “I say we share a bottle of wine over dinner and see how it goes.”
“Sounds reasonable to me.” Sky smiled and looped her arm through Drew’s.
If Fiji was where her destiny awaited, she couldn’t have picked a more serene location. Having Sky as her companion, whether temporary or not, only added another level of excitement to the adventures that awaited. Ten days wasn’t very long to find out. She’d better get started.




  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
    
Sky stretched her full length and slowly opened her eyes. A warm breeze blew the sheer drapes, making them flutter like butterfly wings. She turned over and sucked in a breath, startled at finding a woman in her bed. Then she remembered the woman was Drew. Her muscular back was exposed with the sheet haphazardly draped over her middle. Sky’s center stirred.
Dinner was delightful. They’d agreed to forgo a discussion on deeper subjects and focus on the soft music, the fabulous food, and being grateful for the time together. When they’d gotten back to the bungalow, there’d been half-hearted attempts at sex, but exhaustion had settled over them both and after dozing off several times during kisses, they laughed and gave in to the need to sleep.
Her fingertips ached to trace the muscles around her shoulder blades. Sky wanted to feel them flex under her palms while Drew lay over her. The picture of Drew wearing a strap and fucking her slow and deep roared to the front of her mind. A shiver ran down her spine and her pussy contracted as her clit hardened. Sky spread her legs and found slick moisture. She stroked herself, the need for release gaining momentum with each passing second. Drew stirred beside her. She should stop before—what was she afraid of? Did she believe Drew would be upset if she caught her playing with herself?
“Mmm…what time is it?” Drew asked as she rolled onto her back and wiped the sleep from her eyes.
“I’m not sure.” Sky slowly stroked the hard pebble, then slid her fingers on both sides and gave a tug. A low moan followed and her breath quickened. If she kept going it wouldn’t take long, but she wanted it to last.
Drew rose on one elbow. “Are you…” The moment she looked at Sky, she hesitated. “That’s hot.” Drew rolled onto her side and moved the covers out of the way. “How long have you been awake?”
“Long enough.” Sky had never had exhibitionist tendencies, but watching Drew watch her was hypnotic. “Care to join me?” She bit her lower lip at her boldness. 
“Do you mean by touching you, or by touching myself?” Drew slipped off the shorts she was wearing. 
Why either of them bothered with clothes was a mystery. She slept naked and Drew had insinuated she did as well, so why now, when it shouldn’t matter at all? “Both.” 
Drew’s pupils contracted. “I want you.” She flipped the covers out of the way and moved Sky’s fingers, then held her hand and raised it to her mouth, licking the juices that clung to them. “Honey. You taste like smokey honey.” Her mouth moved closer and her lips glistened with her essence. 
The kiss was seductive and enticing as she tasted herself. She whimpered her need, hoping Drew was perceptive enough to understand she was desperate to cum. 
“What do you want me to do?” Drew’s tongue darted out and swiped at her wet lips, taunting her, teasing.
“Lick me till I come.” The world stood still after the first flick of Drew’s tongue. She pulled in a breath, then another as she savored the sensations coursing through her. Drew’s sinewy arms were wrapped around her thighs, keeping her close as she went through a variety of licks and sucks and flicks. Sky tried to stay relaxed and enjoy Drew’s ministrations, but the more she licked, the more she wanted—needed—to come. Last night ended on a flat note and she was ready to bring the symphony to a crescendo. Her hips rose and fell, chasing the beats of Drew’s tongue, until Drew held her firmly in place, taking charge of how long the sweet torment would last. How long would she go at the unhurried pace, and would she be able to hold on until Drew decided to let her fall into the state of bliss that an orgasm could provide?
“I know you want to come, baby. Just hold on a little longer for me. I promise it will be worth it.” Drew kissed the inside of her thigh.
If it wasn’t for the fact that she would do damn near anything to climax, Sky would have protested. She’d been waiting since dinner to be in Drew’s capable arms. The mood had been set for them. Between the candlelight and the soft, low seductive music that played inside the Sea Glass Inn, Sky had been romanticizing how the night would turn out, but how it turned out was two travel-weary people who could barely gather enough energy to brush their teeth. At least the bathroom had two sinks and a big counter between them. It was at that moment that Drew began to lightly suck her clit, sending her body into hyper-alert mode.
“Drew. Drew, I can’t.” 
“Hold on. Just a little bit longer.” Drew bit the inside of her thigh, then licked her entire length. If Drew thought that was going to help, she was sadly mistaken. Sky was about to lose it and she wasn’t the least bit sorry. 
“I’m going to come.” Her legs began to shake as the nerves inside fired off. 
“It’s okay, baby. Come for me.” Drew sucked and licked and flicked in every imaginable way, each one sending her higher and higher. Then she slid two fingers into her soaked hole and the fireworks began. 
Sky cried out from the force of the first contraction and rode it for the duration. Then another. She couldn’t count how many. As they subsided, her clit became over sensitized, and she pushed Drew’s head away. “No more. Please.” 
Drew moved off to the side and pulled her close. “That was amazing.” She kissed her forehead and rubbed her back. “You were amazing.” 
“God, I’m a mess. I can’t move.” Physically spent, like she’d run a marathon, that’s how she felt. Along with satiated, content, and a hundred other descriptors.
“You don’t have to. You’re on vacation. All you have to do is relax and have a good time.” Drew rolled her to her back. “On the other hand, I need coffee and food.” This time she kissed her on the lips. A slow, languid kiss that sent a tingle all the way to her toes. When it ended Drew smiled at her.
“How dressed do we have to be for breakfast?” She might be able to throw on something. Sky managed to sit up with a little help from Drew. Her hair was a fright. Good thing she’d brought some hair ties and bandanas. She was going to need one. 
“It’s a beach resort. Put on your swimwear and we’ll go to the outdoor cafe,” Drew said over her shoulder on her way through the bedroom, threw open the veranda doors, and inhaled. “It’s a glorious day.” Her exuberance was infectious. 
Sky giggled. The sun was already past the horizon, but the effects of its brightness remained. Drew stood naked with her hands on her hips, a silhouette of dark against the light. She was narrow at the waist with sinewy arms and legs, but her back was a Rodin work of art. Even in shadow the muscular curves were well defined. When she turned, the dark thatch of hair between her thighs called to her in a language she understood.
Drew clapped her hands. “I know you can’t keep from gawking, but if I don’t get coffee soon it’s not going to be pretty.” She sauntered into the bedroom to rummage through her suitcase, pulling out a starburst blue bathing suit. “A little freshening up and I’ll be ready to go.” A lighter blue, short-sleeved button-down shirt was tossed on top. “You do know this isn’t a nude resort, right?”
Sky shook herself from her daydream. “Of course, I know.” The tall bureau on the far wall held most of her clothes except for the assortment of sundresses and a couple of pairs of capri pants she’d packed, just in case. They hung in the small closet next to the bathroom. When it came to swimwear, the choices had been overwhelming. The new neon green-and-white-striped bikini didn’t leave much to the imagination. Truth was she got it to wear around Drew and still wasn’t convinced she would put it on. A year-old two-piece with a tropical print that she found stuffed behind seldom worn shorts had a little more material and would do for this morning’s outing, along with a long white cover-up. The third option was a mix-and-match that Peggy insisted she buy. The black bottom piece had two ties at the hip that could be undone. The top was a bright white with orange hibiscus flowers and black centers, coordinating the two pieces. 
“Mind my asking what you’re staring at?” Drew leaned against the doorframe, a slight smile playing on her lips.
The jump was automatic. Drew hadn’t surprised her. It was how damned hot she was that made her edgy. This morning’s orgasm only served to whet her appetite. “Choices. I have three options.” She reached for the one she originally picked but at the last minute went with the one Peggy liked. “Give me five.” Sky snatched her hair and makeup bag.
“You’ve got three or I’m leaving without you.” Drew winked.
Not sure if she meant it or not, she ditched the idea of morning makeup, pulled a black head band from the assortment she’d bought, and started brushing her teeth. A quick run through her hair and the fastest personal hygiene ever, then she pulled on the pieces. They felt smaller than when she tried them on. When she looked in the mirror, her hesitancy faded. They looked good on her, and she looked good in them. She opened the door to find Drew lying on top of the made bed, holding the clock.
“Funny thing about time. It’s one of the first things I remember learning about as a child. You’re over by two minutes.”
Sky put her hand on her hip. “According to you. I said five.” The pounding of her heart was another story. The minute she saw Drew in bed, she wanted them both naked. To cover her flustered state, she picked up the cover-up, slipped it on, then grabbed her phone. “Ready?”
Drew laughed as she got up. “I’m always ready,” she said as she came closer. “The real question is are you?” She slipped her fingers inside the bottom of her suit and brushed her clit. “Mmm-hmm. It appears you are.” Drew sucked her fingers before taking her hand with the other. “Coffee. Now.” 
They hustled out the door, not bothering to lock it. Their valuables were stowed in the room safe. In the tropics, windows and doors were left open unless it was going to storm. The welcome packet said as much, and it made perfect sense. Why lock up if you were leaving windows open? There was air conditioning, but it was frowned upon unless absolutely necessary. The carbon footprint on the island was as minimal as possible.
The sun warmed her skin through the light layer she wore. The sound of water was a whisper in the background. Drew told her the size of the waves depended on what side of the island you were on, and in the cove the waves hadn’t made an appearance and likely wouldn’t. She also mentioned something about snorkeling, but Sky wasn’t sure about swimming with the fishes. She laughed.
“Something funny?” Drew pointed to an unoccupied table with an umbrella shading two of the seats. 
Sky chose one with her back to the sun so she could gaze down the beach, Drew took the one mostly in shade and next to her. After Drew got her elixir of coffee, she took a minute to study her. There was so much Sky didn’t know, and so much more she wanted to. Levity was a good way to start.
“Are you human now?” 
Drew chuckled. “I was human before, but it’s safer now.” She drained her cup and poured more from the carafe before holding it in her direction.
“I’m good for now.” She blew and sipped, preferring a warm temperature rather than the scalding, burn your lips off temp that Drew appeared to appreciate. “Tell me about your youth.” The knitting of Drew’s brows led her to believe the topic wasn’t one she was interested in discussing. 
“Do you really want to know?”
She leaned a little closer. There weren’t a ton of people around them, but what she had to say was private. “If you think I sleep with random, nameless people because I slept with you without knowing much about you, you’re wrong. You were the exception, not the rule. So, yes, I really do.”
Drew rubbed her temple in a nervous gesture before sitting back with her mug. “I have two brothers, both pains in the ass from the time I could remember. They were typical rough-and-tumble boys who said I couldn’t tag along because I was a girl.” Those long-ago memories were still fresh. No matter how many times she attempted to put the past behind her, it never really left. “They pushed me away so often I got good at holding my ground.” Stubbornness was a family trait and she had more than her fair share.
“Didn’t your parents do anything to stop it?”
Flashes of arguments about how she wanted to dress or how she acted swirled through her mind. Thoughts of shame and guilt from when she was young, disobedient and willful in the wake of her parents trying to mold her into someone she wasn’t, haunted her. Even at the age of five, Drew remembered feeling like she didn’t belong in frilly clothes while never denying she was a girl. At the age of eight, she was spending a lot of time at the library looking for answers to questions no one seemed capable of providing. 
“They didn’t understand what was going on with me. Why I’d become so upset about the pretty dress I was supposed to wear to church or a family function. I’d have a meltdown until they finally gave in.” Those small victories didn’t feel like a win at all. Her parents’ refusal to grasp what she didn’t have words to express only made the situation worse. 
“How were your brothers during those years?” 
The waiter appeared with a fresh carafe, bless his soul, and piled dishes on the table in front of them. A bowl of cut-up fresh fruit, several cloches covered hot food, along with butter, syrup, jam, salt, and pepper, rounded out their table. The aromas made her stomach growl, and she began to scoop small portions onto her plate. She should have let Sky go first, but she was buffeted by a sea of emotions, and having something to do helped her stay grounded in the present. “They were jerks.” 
Sky’s eyes grew large in shock. 
“You don’t have any siblings?”
Sky lifted a cloche, stabbed a pancake, then poured syrup over the steaming goodness. “Actually, I did. A brother.” She smiled wistfully. “Guess I’m lucky he wasn’t a jerk.”
“Did something happen to him?”
“He died when I was seventeen. It was one of those stupid teenage things. He was showing off in front of his friends with his dirt bike. He lost control and hit a tree.” She put down her fork. When she lifted her cup to her lips, her hand had a slight tremor. 
“I’m sorry for your loss.” As much as she sometimes had wished otherwise, Drew couldn’t imagine the loss Sky must have felt by the loss of her sibling. “Were you close?”
She nodded. “Both in age and in friendship.” Sky laughed softly. “He knew before I did that I was gay.”
The obvious love between them warmed Drew’s core. What would her childhood have been like if her brothers had been more like friends and less like enemies? “Good memories then.” 
“Absolutely. But we were talking about yours.”
“Right. Let’s just say being supportive of their queer sister wasn’t in their DNA, except for Dennis, my eldest brother. He’d occasionally stick up for me, but only when our other brother wasn’t around.” In those moments, Drew was grateful he understood her struggle. Had she ever told him as much?
While they finished eating, they reminisced about school and activities. Those memories were flashes of happier times for her. Times when Drew had not fought so hard for her identity and simply enjoyed the family she wasn’t born into. Sky had a much different upbringing with a family who didn’t question who she was, only that she be her best. If only. “Would you like to walk the beach?”
Sky stood. “You’re the recreation coordinator.” She slid her sunglasses on and headed down the path. 
Drew fell in step beside her and wondered if she would ever find a way to stop fighting for her right to be authentic that seemed so easy for Sky.
    
Sky watched her shadow move in front of her on the fine sand. The conversation with Drew revealed a childhood wrought with struggles that she now understood followed her into adulthood. She couldn’t begin to comprehend what that must have felt like, though she’d seen some of her schoolmates go through similar battles with parents who couldn’t see their child’s struggle. In her job, she paid close attention to the actions of her young wards, noting when one would keep to themselves, eyes downcast. Or when one lashed out at another child because of frustration. 
Parenting wasn’t easy, and there were pros and cons for both viewpoints as to whether or not to have children. Sky had always been of the mindset that raising a child of her own was in her makeup and likely the reason she chose to teach the very young. There was no doubt she could raise a child alone, but she dreamed of sharing the joys and the hardships of parenting with a partner who wanted the same thing. 
Drew’s silence led her to the conclusion that there was much more to her story than what she’d shared with Sky. “I can see why you like it here.” The soft sand beneath her feet shifted with each step, though it wasn’t hard to navigate like Massachusetts, the place she’d visited with her classmates her senior year of high school. 
“It’s hard not to.” Drew raised her head for the first time since they started walking. “If paradise exists, this is on the top of the list.” 
It wasn’t until their eyes met that she felt the tug of empathy for Drew’s struggle. Sky berated herself for having judged her harshly. Everyone had their own ghosts to deal with. “Not that I’ve been to many destinations, but so far I would agree.” The sun’s heat felt good, but she wished she’d remembered to put on sunscreen.
“You’re getting pink. Let’s sit in the shade for a bit before we head back.” Drew pointed to a clump of palm trees.
She settled in the shade and the cool sand, stretching out her legs and digging in her heels. “Why aren’t you burning?” Drew’s skin tone was a soft bronze, making her wonder why she didn’t have any tan lines. 
“I used sunscreen.” Drew chuckled, then sobered. “I should have reminded you to put some on.”
“I should have thought of it.” She shrugged. “Lack of experience traveling, I guess.”
“Why is that?” Drew scooped up sand and let it cascade between her fingers, making her think of time through an hourglass. 
“I’m not sure.” The truth was that simple. “I always wanted a life of adventure and discovery, but I only made a trip somewhere unknown once in my senior year.” The location was gorgeous, though in a much different way than Fiji.
“Was it financial?” Drew continued to sift the grains.
Sky chuckled. “Not really. I could have gone if I’d prioritized taking the time, but…” she said as she glanced at Drew. “I wanted to share the experience with someone.” That someone had never appeared in her life. She dated several women in college, followed by a few pleasant interludes in adulthood, but nothing serious and no one who showed that certain spark for living life to the fullest. She was guilty of much the same by settling for a routine existence.
“A smart, beautiful, sexy woman such as yourself should have suitors pounding down your door.” 
This was the Drew she wanted to know all about, although there was a magnetism to the ego-driven, successful, confident Drew, too. The one who revealed her talents in bed was a combination of both, and it was that combination that lured Sky to propose Drew join her on this vacation that wasn’t even twenty-four hours in. Sky planned on making the most of every second. “There were a few.” 
Drew abandoned the sand play and faced her. “What happened?”
“They were nice. We enjoyed each other’s company, but there was never a spark. You know?” A sudden case of nerves came on and she needed something to do with her hands. She leaned back and braced herself on them, digging her fingers into the grains that kept her grounded. 
“I think so.” Drew studied her with that occasional intense stare that sent a tingling sensation to her core. She stood and held out her hand. “Let’s go back and see if we can’t find some of that spark before this afternoon’s adventure.”
Sky’s pulse quickened. The voice inside her head told her to put on the brakes, slow down the tempo. Who was she kidding? She’d been listening to that voice for far too long. If there was ever an opportunity to jump into the water with both feet, it was here. And now. To hell with the voice of reason. It was time she lived the way she always dreamt she would. 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY
    
Drew’s head spun, figuratively of course. She wasn’t a demon. A devil maybe, but there wasn’t a sinister bone in her body. She wasn’t even sure if she had any. Her limbs were jelly, and her mood, well, she was…euphoric. It was a good thing they were floating in a fresh-water pond beneath a gentle waterfall, because she had no idea how she’d been able to walk to the shuttle for their excursion. When they got back to their bungalow, she’d slowly brought Sky to a gasping, leg-shaking, body trembling climax. She’d gotten to bask in the moment by watching the flush rise up Sky’s body before she arched so hard Drew had to hold on to her with both arms. But Sky recovered quickly and proved that she was not to be outdone. 
“You seem a bit distracted.” The corners of Sky’s mouth twitched. That same mouth was responsible for her current state.
“You think?” It came out a little sharp, missing the mark of being coy.
“Guess that means I shouldn’t plan on round two.” Sky went back to flipping her hands through the water and glided away. 
“Ugh.” The physical exertion necessary to catch up felt more like a workout at the gym than a leisurely float. “Sky.” Drew paddled until she was closer. “It wasn’t a complaint.”
“Sounded like one to me.” It was Sky’s turn to sound peevish. 
“I know. I’m sorry.” Drew circled around Sky’s raft and pulled up next to her. “I’ve never been with anyone who did the things you do to me.” She glanced around. There was only one other couple in the pond. The guide sat on the rocks, diligently watching for signs of distress. Drew was glad she appeared fine, even if she was a wet noodle inside.
“Really? From all your boasting, I’d have thought you were an expert in all manner of pleasure.” Sky took off again, making her moan. Maybe it was the water, or the location, or simply her determination to get Sky’s attention, but her body began responding and she slid off the float and swam toward her elusive—she wasn’t sure what they were—travel companion sounded too proper. When she reached her, Drew grabbed the float. “Damn it, Sky. Will you not act so put off and let me apologize?”
Sky slipped off her float and put her hands on her shoulders. “You can be such a jerk sometimes.”
“Yes.” She glanced at Sky’s perfectly shaped and magnificently talented mouth. 
“If we were alone, how would you apologize?” Sky’s gaze was like a laser, zeroed in and burning through her with the heat of an erupting volcano.
Visions flashed through her mind. Pictures of Sky in an array of positions and each one made her blood heat and her pulse pound. Little did Sky know Drew was putty in her hands. “First, I’d kiss you until you couldn’t breathe.”
“Mmm.” Sky licked drops of water from her lips. “Go on.”
They were in public. She hadn’t thought that part through, but now that she’d started, she’d look like even more of a jerk if she stopped. “Then I’d lick your sweet-tasting pussy until your legs were shaking.”
Sky mounted her float again. “Do you think I’d enjoy that?” Sky paddled slowly as she stayed close, maintaining eye contact.
Drew remembered the last time she’d tasted her and Sky’s reaction. “Yes.” Being assured wasn’t the same thing as hoping, and she didn’t have a doubt about what Sky liked. Drew’s world of pleasure and how she got it was expanding since being with Sky. 
Sky sat upright, intense desire visible in her eyes. “You’re right, I would.” She must have been using her feet to back slowly away. “But since you aren’t going to do it here, I’d rather not think about it. I’m already wet.” 
A low groan moved up Drew’s throat. Incessant teasing was a skill Sky had mastered soon after they arrived on the island. “That’s so unfair.” She mumbled under her breath. Sky’s gentle laughter floated back to her, making her smile.
    
“That was so relaxing.” Sky sipped her cocktail and pondered how she’d ended up on an exotic island with an extremely hot, great-in-bed, adventurous yet irritating person like Drew after all the empty years of never connecting with anyone. 
“Easy for you to say.” Drew pouted.
“Aww. Are you still upset about me teasing you?” Her sunglasses helped hide her amused expression. After the excursion, they’d returned to the bungalow to shower and have a cocktail. Drew had followed her around like a puppy seeking attention, and though she was tempted to give in, Sky wanted to rub her nose in how abrasive she could be for a little longer.
Drew finished her drink. “I’m not upset at all. Frustrated? Yes. But it appears that’s out of my control.” Drew met her gaze. “Or maybe it is.”
She pulled in a sharp breath when Drew’s legs opened as she slid lower in her chair. The light robe the resort supplied fell open to reveal she wore nothing else. As much as she wanted to make Drew suffer, Sky wanted her more. The chair cushion made the perfect padding as she knelt in front of her. “Is this where you want me?” Her pulse galloped whenever she gave in to her attraction and this time was no exception.
“I thought you’d never ask.” Drew slid forward further and moved the robe out of the way. Her gaze remained focused as she slid her hands up Drew’s thighs.
“I wasn’t sure I would either, but I can’t turn down the chance to make you moan.” Sky licked the edges of Drew’s soft folds.
“Shit.” Drew gripped the arms of the chair.
The power of trusting in her ability to please Drew soared through every fiber of her being, and Sky’s body responded to the moans emanating from above her. The knot of Drew’s clit swelled and hardened against her tongue before she pulled it into her mouth, surrounding it with her lips, and lightly sucked. Sky would have continued the alternating motions for a long time if it were not for Drew’s groan that sounded like pain. 
“I can’t hold it much longer, babe.” Drew’s legs trembled against her hands. It wouldn’t be long until Drew exploded.
“Does this feel good?” she asked between strokes of her tongue.
“God, yes.” A barely audible response was followed by a stream of breathy gasps.
“Show me how much you’re enjoying my mouth.”
Drew held her head in place. A few seconds later, she stiffened before shuddering so hard she nearly knocked Sky off her knees, but she didn’t stop. The babbling ensued and Sky smiled against Drew’s throbbing clit. She couldn’t decide which she enjoyed more. The earth-shattering things Drew did to her, or the response she brought from Drew. They were both amazing. When Drew’s body settled, she kissed her mound and sat back on her heels.
“How are you feeling?”
“Did you see the truck that hit me?” Drew asked weakly, then chuckled.
“Aww, is that what it felt like?” She glanced between Drew’s legs, ready to taste her again. The flavor of her changed after she came, and Sky was curious what caused it. Research was the only way to find some things out.
“Yeah.” Drew smiled. “Or a freight train. Hard to tell the difference with you.”
Sky tipped her head. “Is that good or bad?”
“All good.” Drew managed to straighten, then downed her drink. “Want to switch places?” Clearly recovered, she lifted a brow and seductively smiled.
“Absolutely not. I’m not putting myself on display for anyone who happens to walk by.” 
Shock registered on Drew’s face before her eyes narrowed. “You mean not like I was a bit ago?”
She bit back the laugh that was so close to escaping. “You’re an exhibitionist. I didn’t think you’d mind since you were the one who flashed her crotch.” 
“I did not flash my crotch. There wasn’t anyone around except you.”
“Are you sure you would have noticed?”
Drew’s mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “That’s not the point.” The pout was cute, but she wasn’t going to give in.
Sky stood. “If I’m going to be spread eagle, it’s on the bed. I need comfort to come.”
“Since when?” Drew followed her into the bedroom, where she tossed off her cover-up, and flopped on her back, her arms and legs extended.
“Since I learned you were subject to desperate actions when it comes to sex.” Sky closed her eyes and waited. When she opened them, Drew stood at the foot of the bed with her arms folded. “What are you waiting for?”
“I’m not desperate,” she said. “I have a healthy sex drive.”
“Ha! Call it what you want. I know when you’re horny you don’t care where you get off as long as you get off.”
“I didn’t know you were such a prude.”
“I’m not a prude,” she said a little too loudly.
“Prove it.”
Sky weighed how much she wanted Drew’s touch against giving in to the smart-ass, ego-driven person who was waiting for her to decide. Fuck it. On her way to the porch she said, “Grab some water. You’re going to need it.” 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
    
The pristine beach of white sand dotted with seashells was a sight she’d never grow tired of. It wouldn’t matter if she visited twice or twenty times. Fiji was beautiful. The blue sky, soft breeze, and low mountains painted a perfect backdrop for vacationers and photographers alike. This time it was more stunning because she was with a woman who took her breath away just as much as the scenery. Even more so when they were having sex. Funny, she thought once she’d taken Sky to bed, the constant craving would ebb like the retreating tide. Unfortunately—or maybe it was fortunately for her—that wasn’t the case at all. 
“Do you have our passes?” Sky asked when she joined her.
“Right here.” She held out her phone and smiled. “If you’d rather not go on any of the excursions that were planned, I don’t mind cancelling.” When she’d put the package together, she had no idea she’d be participating in the activities. There was at least one planned every day except the first and last days, leaving some room for other activities or none. Now that they were actually doing them, she realized it might be a bit much.
Sky looped her arm through Drew’s. “I’m having a wonderful time. You worry too much.” 
Today they were taking a boat from their resort in Lautoka to the large, private island of Vomo. Once there, the group would split up with some guests snorkeling or scuba diving, while others, like her and Sky, would hike up a well-marked path to the top of Mt. Vomo to take advantage of the spectacular views. She’d invested in a good, compact camera a few years ago to take shots of places she visited that could be used in advertisements for the travel agency, and she made sure the battery was charged for the outing. In her opinion, nothing could capture beauty like the naked eye, but no one could replay what they saw to share with others, and settled for the next best thing.
As they strolled along the edge of the beach to the pier, Drew focused on staying in the moment as much as she could. It was impossible to not dread the end of a fantastic trip in the company of her interesting and exciting companion, but if she dwelled on returning home too much, she’d miss more than just the scenery. 
“What do you think of Fiji so far?”
“It’s a million miles away from my life.” Sky squeezed her arm and smiled. “It’s also beautiful and relaxing and everything you said it would be.”
Her insides warmed to the idea of Sky enjoying this much-needed vacation as much as she was. Sure, she was working too, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have fun and enjoy herself. She was just about to say as much when she heard shouts of distress. 
“Oh no!” Sky said, grabbing her arm and pointing. “Look.”
Several hundred yards down the beach, a mother frantically pulled at a young boy where he stood between the rocks holding onto his mother and crying. She could tell he was unable to move, but the reason for their panic was clear. The tide was coming in. Drew kicked off her sandals and pulled her button-down shirt over her head. She took off at a sprinter’s speed as she stayed on the hard-packed sand. Her mind raced as she ran. She was desperate to remember the aquatic safety class she’d taken several years ago. Time stood still as she reached the outcropping. She was careful of her own footing on the slick rocks as she worked her way to them. 
“Hello there,” she said. “Are you okay?”
The mother’s panic showed in her eyes. “His foot is stuck.” She gazed at the inbound waves. “Please help us.”
Drew squatted near the boy who quietly cried. “Hi, I’m Drew. What’s your name?”
The boy sniffled. “Zach.”
“What happened, Zach?” Drew assessed the angle of Zach’s foot and leg.
“I was climbing on the rocks, but they’re really slippery.” He looked at his foot that was now submerged in the rising water. “I’m stuck.” 
Zach’s mom patted his hand. “We’re going to get you out.” The mother looked to Drew, her eyes pleading. 
“Yes, we are. It’s going to be a little tricky. Can you help?” When Zach nodded, she went on. “Good boy. Lean on your mom and let her hold you up. You need to go limp. Do you know what that means?” She guessed he was about seven, but she could be way off since she wasn’t around children very often.
Zach’s brows furrowed as he thought. “You mean like when I pick up my cat and he’s not wiggling?”
She smiled. “Yes, like that. You lean on your mom and let her support your weight while I get your foot out. Okay?”
Zach nodded.
Drew lay on the rocks so that she could see what was going on and slipped one hand into the water and over Zach’s foot, making sure there were no sharp edges that would cut him. “Okay, now your mom,” she said, making eye contact.
“Bea.”
“Your mom is going to hold you up. Once she’s got a good grip, you need to go limp like your cat.” Drew waited until Bea nodded. She was in a good position where she sat, able to take his full weight without having to worry about losing her balance.
“Okay, Zacky, I’ve got you.” Immediately, Zach let his body go limp.
“You’re doing great, Zach. Now I’m going to work your foot loose. If anything hurts, you tell me to stop.”
“Okay.” Zach looked at his mom with the most trusting gaze she’d ever seen.
It only took a few seconds to determine Zach wasn’t stuck as much as he was at a bad angle to pull himself free. With one hand under his foot and the other around his ankle, Drew was able to draw it back at the right angle to get it free. Bea hugged him tightly to her as the tide filled the crevasses higher with each wave. 
“You did it, Drew!” 
They nearly toppled into the water when Zack threw himself at her, his skinny arms wrapped around her neck. She couldn’t help but laugh as she hugged him in return. “Easy peasy.” 
“Zach, don’t you want to say something else to Drew?” 
He tipped his head to one side for a minute before his entire face brightened. “Oh, yeah. Thank you, Drew.”
“You’re welcome.” She smiled at Bea, who mouthed her own thanks. “How about I help you and your mom back to the beach? I think you’ve had enough rock climbing for today.”
“I know. Mom had just told me to be careful on the slippery ones.”
Drew took Zach’s hand and extended the other to Bea. 
“I can make it,” Bea said as she stood.
“I’m sure you can, but I’d feel better if you let me help.” She waited, arm outstretched, until Bea took hold. Together, they moved slowly, with Drew explaining about keeping weight on the foot that was steady and making sure the next step was on a solid surface before stepping again. Within a few minutes, they were on the beach saying good-bye.
Sky stood a few feet away. The look on her face was similar to the one Zach had shown his mom. Trusting. The swell that rose inside was almost too much to bear, and she felt her face heat as she stepped closer. She opened her mouth to speak when a horn blasted a little way down the beach at the pier where it was just pulling away. Shit.
“If we run, they might see us.”
Sky handed her the discarded shirt. “We’re not running after it.”
Drew brushed the sand from each foot before sliding it into her sandals. “I’m sorry we missed the excursion.” She tried to remember if there were other days they could book it.
“I’m not.”
“You aren’t?”
“No,” Sky said softly as she stepped closer. “You did an amazing thing, and there’s no scenery that could top what I witnessed.” Sky cupped Drew’s cheek and lifted her hand to her lips, brushing her lips over the knuckles and sending a shiver of warmth through her. Still, she was uncomfortable receiving praise for anything other than work.
“Anyone would have—”
“No, Drew. You did. Give yourself some credit.”
What could she say? She hadn’t thought of anything other than she couldn’t let the boy drown or his mother watch him die in front of her. She nodded in response before they headed back to the resort, her mind spinning. The physical attraction for Sky was expected. But this was a whole new experience for Drew, and she couldn’t help wondering what it meant.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
    
The second after Sky pointed to the scene on the rocks, Drew had turned from her cocky self-important persona to another altogether. She hadn’t hesitated when she took off, sprinting down the beach, reaching the stranded boy and his mother in what had to be mere seconds. She’d almost called the resort for help, but the idea of frightening the boy more than he already was didn’t feel like a good alternative. She stood at the edge of the outcrop, phone at the ready, watching as Drew made her way to the duo. She couldn’t hear everything she said, but when the child went from crying to sniffling and the mother no longer looked panic-stricken, she knew that Drew had been the calming force.
By the time they said their good-byes, everyone was calm, smiling even. The transformation had been awe-inspiring. Drew attempted to downplay her part. Which was contradictory because Sky knew how much she enjoyed having her ego stroked. This was the side of Drew that made Sky think, even dare to hope, that the vacation fling between them would continue in their everyday lives once they were home. 
She knew better than to kid herself into believing that Drew was after more than work with benefits. They hadn’t talked much about her past relationships. Then again, Sky hadn’t revealed much about her own history. Suffice it to say there wasn’t a lot to talk about, though she certainly wasn’t a virgin. Despite the rants from Drew that proved it, she was confident in her ability to please. So far, it had been easy to tell. What she didn’t want to face was if that changed. 
The idea was backward thinking. She’d been looking for adventure and Drew was unquestioningly providing one. Being easy on the eyes didn’t hurt. Nor did the attitude that she could get done what was needed, because she had. The destination was breathtaking. The forethought to book overnight lodging in California made the long trek bearable. The exquisite dinner that remained in her mind and probably would for a long time was a treat. Yes, she had human flaws, but who didn’t. She was sure she had a few that drove Drew a little crazy. It didn’t stop her from genuinely wanting to show her a good time. She glanced at her. Drew had been quiet while their feet shifted through the fine, warm sand.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” Drew laughed a little. “Mostly.” 
Sky stayed silent, letting her sift through what she was feeling.
“I’m glad the boy is okay, and I hope this doesn’t stop him from being adventurous.” Melancholy replaced her serene expression, as though she was no longer talking about the boy.
“Did something like that happen to you? Where you let a bad experience keep you from having more?”
Drew stopped and faced her. “No. The opposite happened, but it didn’t come without a price.”
The implications were huge. What had happened in Drew’s life that drove her to find more? Had her sense of adventure met with disapproval by her teachers? The parents she rarely mentioned? Was it more about her lifestyle or how she presented herself to the world?
“I need a drink.” 
How could she help Drew with whatever internal battle she was waging? “How about we stop at the bungalow first, then walk to town?” They’d planned a hike anyway, so the mile or so it would take them to reach the outskirts wasn’t too much to handle. Besides, it would give them both an opportunity to stretch their minds and think about some of the questions there were no easy answers for.
“Okay. Sure.” Drew’s smile returned. “I’ve always been a big supporter of the local economies in the places I visit.”
“Does that mean you’re going to spend an obscene amount of money?” She chuckled.
“All depends on what I find.”
What were the chances she’d do the same? Maybe she’d find something for Peggy. She hadn’t bought any souvenirs yet. Maybe the impromptu shopping excursion was just the thing to take her mind off the bigger picture. Right now, it was out of focus, and Sky was desperate to see the future.
    
“What about this?” Drew held up a necklace made from a small fan shell decorated with a tiny painted palm tree with several miniscule coconuts on the sand beneath.
“How can anyone paint such a detailed picture?” Sky held it up to examine it more closely. 
“I don’t know. Whoever it is has a very steady hand.” She’d never have the patience for anything as intricate as the shell which was only a little bigger than her thumbnail. 
Sky moved closer and lowered her voice. “Your hands are steady. And strong.” 
Drew knew what she was referring to. This morning’s activities included Sky’s legs wrapped around her hips while Drew palmed her ass, moving her up and down on her strap. She hadn’t been able to hold her long, but when they tumbled to the bed, the dildo remained buried inside. It wasn’t long before they were both moaning.
“That was pure will power.” 
Sky waved her words off. “Whatever. It was hot.” Sky placed the necklace into the shopping basket and moved to the next aisle. She watched her ass as she walked, her cheeks alternately rose and fell with each step. 
“Are you almost done here?” Drew had a few items of her own. A thimble to add to her mom’s collection. Three cool pens filled with sand and teeny cowrie shells for her office mates. A magnet for her refrigerator that said, “Life at the beach is fun. Life in Fiji is paradise.”
“Did you run out of steam?” Sky plucked a few postcards from a rack.
She was about to answer when her stomach rumbled loud enough to be heard.
“Ah. Time to feed the wildlife.” Sky chuckled. 
“Very funny,” she said. “You know I have to eat regularly or I get grumpy.”
“Oh, I remember,” Sky said, referring to the night they arrived when she had to go in search of sustenance. Lucky for both of them, one of the bars on property served tapas until two in the morning. She’d gone a little overboard by ordering one of everything, but hey, they had snacks for the next night, so it all worked out. “We need to check out before you start eating the displays.”
“Everyone’s a comedian.”
Sky leaned in. “Aww, baby.” She traced a line from Drew’s lips, over her chin, and down the center of her throat. “You said you like to have fun. Is that not true?” 
Drew sucked in a breath, her lower belly tightening in response. Sky liked to have fun, too, and some of the things she did in bed were things Drew had never thought to try. They were definitely fun. A little kinky. And hot. If Sky was offering, food might have to wait, damn her stomach. “It’s true.” She flicked her gaze from Sky’s eyes to her mouth. 
“I know what you’re thinking.” Sky’s voice was a low rumble as she broke physical contact. “First things first.” She turned toward the register, shaking Drew out of her libido-induced daze.
After she was done paying, Drew stepped into the sunshine, her equilibrium back. She slipped her sunglasses on and took Sky’s hand. “Food, then fun.”
“Glad to see your priorities are in order.”
“I can be flexible, but we may be in bed for a long time, and I need food for stamina.”
Sky smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Mmm, I like the sound of that.” She bumped shoulders. “Let’s get some food to go, too.”
Drew’s clit throbbed. When she boarded the plane, she’d had misgivings about spending almost two weeks with Sky who sometimes came off as a prude or disciplinarian, or someone with another unappealing nature. But that wasn’t the case at all. Sky was the one who turned into a woman with a voracious appetite for sex, making Drew contemplate if she was the reason or if the schoolteacher side of Sky had been on a sex sabbatical for a while. She preferred to think it was her charisma that had been Sky’s undoing.
“Do you want to get it all to go?” 
“It would be a shame to spend the remaining daylight inside even though it’s tempting.” 
She kept the internal sigh to herself. “True. Let’s pick somewhere that offers al fresco.”
“As long as there’s shade. Even with sunscreen I’m frying,” Sky said.
“Deal.” Drew scrolled through restaurant options and chose the closest one. Not that she was in a hurry, of course. The walk back to the resort would take a while unless they were able to find a taxi. Either way, the prospect of an evening of sex with Sky was all the motivation she needed.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
    
Sky kicked off her sandals and headed to the bathroom on a hustle. They’d opted to walk back since taxis were scarce. It was a pleasant way to work off the late lunch of fish tacos and chowder. The iced tea refill had been refreshing, too. She’d been fine when she left the restaurant, but twenty minutes later she knew she’d made a mistake by not using the restroom. They were too far to go back, and Sky decided to tough it out. She barely made it and heard Drew laughing from the living room.
“It’s not funny.” She spoke like she was angry, then giggled.
Drew was stashing food in the fridge when she got there. She turned, a big grin on her face. “I asked if you wanted to go back, or squat behind a bush.”
“I’m not a public peeing person.” She pulled the cork on a bottle of white she’d stowed yesterday and held it up. Drew nodded and she split the contents between their glasses. 
Drew took her hand and led them to the bedroom. The sight and scent of fresh linens was a luxury she was getting used to. “I’m going to take a shower. Want to join me?” she asked as she stripped naked.
“Only if you promise to behave.”
She tipped her head. “You don’t like to shower with me since when?” She enjoyed the warm water gently cascading over her while she slowly fucked Sky.
“I like it, but we almost took a tumble last time and falling through a plate of glass isn’t on my vacation list of ‘must do’ activities.”
“Point taken. I promise no touching outside of washing your back.” She crossed her heart and put on what she hoped was an angelic smile.
“Great. I’ll return the favor.”
She batted her eyes and stepped in with the intention of making the clean-up efficient but quick. Her body hummed in the way it did before Drew touched her. Like a low vibration that started in her core and radiated outward. The feeling would be unpleasant if it weren’t for knowing it was her way of preparing for the pleasure that followed. Sky washed her front, then held out the washcloth.
“Ready?” Drew asked as she added more liquid soap. Instead of the usual coconut scent that she wasn’t fond of, the scent was mango. 
“U-huh.” True to her word, Drew was careful not to touch her sensitive parts, which left Sky disappointed and needy. She turned. “My turn.”
“I haven’t even started.”
“That’s okay,” she said as she worked up a thick lather. “You can finish while I wash my hair.” She made a spinning motion with her finger and Drew faced the tiles, arms outstretched, as she leaned on the wall. 
Sky stared at her shoulders. They weren’t narrow, nor were they bodybuilder wide, but they were perfect on Drew. The first time they had sex she thought Drew’s oversized ego would not allow her to tower over Drew. However, Drew’s confidence made up for Sky’s height advantage and it hadn’t come into play, except for making it easier to reach in some positions. As she moved along her sides, she had a change of heart. She slipped her hands forward and cupped Drew’s breasts, making her moan.
“You said this was dangerous.” Drew’s nipples hardened.
“Shh. I’ll be careful.” With another tug of each hard peak, she continued the journey over Drew’s hips, up her back, and down to her ass cheeks. Drew’s ass was firm, perfectly shaped mounds. “Spread.” Sky used the washcloth to carefully clean between them, then rinsed away the suds. Her clit tightened as she worked. In the next moment, she slid her finger into Drew’s ass, and she moaned louder.
“Not fair,” Drew gasped.
“Just wanted to make sure not to miss any areas.” She pulled back, then slowly slid in again. The practical side of her brain kicked in. “Let’s finish up.” Sky slipped out and slapped Drew’s ass, making her jump.
“Damn. You’re making me a little crazy.”
“Only a little? I’ll have to fix that.” She worked shampoo into her long strands then rinsed while Drew finished washing. Sky couldn’t help smiling at a flustered Drew, so different from the cocky person she’d first met. Now look at them. Not in her wildest dreams could she have imagined being on vacation together, let alone having the best sex she’d ever had. Drew was adventurous and Sky had discovered she liked being able to flip her upside down from being the one in control to the one begging for release. Drew’s flexibility in roles had led her to be creative and daring in bed. Not something she was used to. Drew joined her, displaying a grin like the Cheshire Cat. “What are you up to?”
“You’ll see.” Drew went to the dresser and rummaged. She turned, hiding something behind her back. “Are you interested in a little adventure of our own?”
Oh, this could be fun. “Sure.”
“Close your eyes.”
Sky hesitated. Even with sleeping together a half-dozen times, she wasn’t sure what to do.
“I’m not going to hurt you.”
Sky took a breath and closed her eyes. The bed dipped and Drew’s warm breath brushed her cheek. “Remember when I told you I’d brought a few surprises with me?”
“Yes.”
“Today you get to have one. Keep your eyes closed.” Drew slipped something over her wrist and snugged a soft circle of material. “Relax. I’m going to move your arm.” 
Soon her arms were spread, and a little tug confirmed she was tethered to the bed. Brief panic set in, she struggled to remain calm. Her predicament gave new meaning to the term naked and afraid, but was she really afraid or merely excited in a different way?
“Sky, I promise not to hurt you. This is all about pleasure.”
A drawer opened. Music with a deep primitive beat played. Then the bed dipped again, and her anticipation grew.
“I’m going to fuck you soon. It’s my turn to drive you a little crazy.” Drew trailed fingertips down the center of her body. “You can open your eyes.” Drew sat beside her holding a long feather.
She moaned. The feather wasn’t the only thing that caught her eye. Drew was wearing a strap with a good-sized purple dildo. It wasn’t extremely long, but it was thicker than her own toy. Drew’s gaze met hers before she brushed the feather lightly over her nipples, alternating between them until they tightened. Her pulse quickened. Between the feather, the toy, and being tied, wet heat trickled from between her legs.
“Mmm.” Drew tugged on each nipple. “Your tits are so pretty. Even more so when your nipples are hard,” she said before taking one in her mouth.
“Fuck.”
“Such a slutty mouth you have.” Drew’s amusement was evident in her eyes just before she captured her mouth in a long, deep, fire-laden kiss, then broke away.
“Oh, God.” Sky was beside herself.
Drew looked up from the breast she was feasting on. “If you think I’m a God now, what will you say with my dick buried inside your sweet pussy?” she said, before teasing her more with the feather along her inner thighs, making her squirm. Drew tossed aside the feather and adjusted pillows behind her. Then she took one of the thicker, decorative ones, covered it with a towel and climbed between her legs. “Lift.”
Sky hung on to the silk scarves that bound her and pushed up from her feet. Drew tucked the pillow under her ass. 
“Can you see yourself?” Drew stroked the dildo.
“Yes.” 
“Good. I want you to watch it disappear inside your wet hole.” Drew squirted lube into her hand then slid it up and down until the shaft glistened. Her gaze went from playful to heated. “I want you so bad, baby.”
A shiver ran through her. This wasn’t the time to philosophize about shared outlooks, but the thought insisted on consideration. How much did they want the same things? When it was decided that Drew would accompany her? Her elation was followed by the bombshell that due to the terms of the prize, they needed to write their journaling from the perspective of a couple. That was not what she had agreed to. It was water under the bridge, though. She had given into Drew’s charms, admitting they were more compatible than she’d originally believed. This moment was proof. 
“I’m here.” She tugged at the ties. “I’d be here even if I wasn’t captive.”
Drew chewed her lower lip, her brows knit.
“What’s wrong?”
Shaking her head, Drew eventually made eye contact. “I don’t want to disappoint you.”
Shock rippled through her. Insecure would not be a word she would have used to describe Drew. Obviously, this was another instance when her judgment had been wrong. “You won’t disappoint me.”
“How can you be so sure?” Drew continued to stroke the toy, as though needing something to do.
“Because I’ve had the most amazing time in bed with you. Every. Single. Time.”
Drew brightened. “Yeah?”
“Yes. But if you don’t fuck me soon, that might change.”
Drew’s mouth quirked. “I can’t have that.” She scooted forward. Her fingers played through the wet heat between her legs and Drew’s thumb brushed her clit, making her body sing. In the next moment, the toy was at her entrance, their gazes locked as Drew pushed forward, slowly filling her. 
She felt the tightness, the stretching of her entrance, and then being delightfully filled. There were still times when she second-guessed her involvement with Drew, but having sex with her wasn’t one of them. Maybe later she’d question her motives for such a reckless decision along with the moments she disliked Drew when she showed her less savory side. Drew stopped.
“Whatever you’re thinking about, stop. You can analyze it later.” She pulled back. “If you’re not into this there’s no sense continuing.” Drew sounded annoyed. Or maybe it was more hurt than angry. “I thought…nevermind.”
“Hey. I’m sorry.” She wanted to touch Drew and wished her hands were free. “You know how it happens. That doesn’t mean I’m not into you, or what we’re doing.” For a minute she thought the mood was lost. 
Drew pressed in again, then leaned over her, burying the toy inside. “Really? Or is it that you’re so horny you’ll say just about anything to get fucked.”
Sky winced. Drew wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t totally right either. If she had any hope there was a future for them, Sky had to own up and be honest. “Okay. My mind wandered for a bit, and yes, I’m horny and want you to fuck me.”
Drew stared at her for a long minute. “A stud like me isn’t going to put up with bullshit excuses.”
There was that egotistical side she disliked, even if it was the same side that efficiently got things done. “Stud, huh?”
“Of course.” Drew moved her hips, then filled her again, as if to prove her point. “There’s a reason we end up in bed so often.” Another thrust. “It’s not like you don’t know it’s true. You just don’t like to admit it.” 
And there it was. Not one thing Drew said was untrue. Her sense of self was sometimes hard to swallow, but admitting to her own flaws wasn’t easy either. She was judgy, and Drew deserved better. “I know. I am sorry.”
“I’m not letting you off that easy.” Drew closed the distance and kissed her. Hard. Possessively. “We’ll talk later.” She rose above her on outstretched arms. “But I want to watch you beg to come,” she said as she thrust harder.
Despite any reservation she had, Sky’s body was all in. The more Drew moved, the less her mind worked. Soon the only sounds she made were moans and gasps. The off-beat rhythm kept her orgasm at bay. Drew was right. She was going to beg.
    
Sky was snuggled against her chest, the steady rise and fall confirmation she’d dozed off. Drew lightly rubbed her back and smiled. The sun was setting, and a fireball of light shone through the patio doors. Soon it would be dark, the sky filled with a million stars. A picture-perfect ending to the day. 
Except, it had been anything but perfect an hour ago when Sky was doing that deep-thinking thing she did at times. Times Drew believed were moments of regret about requiring Drew to join her. The fact that she said yes should have been an indication that Drew wanted to be with Sky, but she wasn’t sure Sky saw it that way. She had the feeling that Sky believed the only reason she was there was to stroke her inflated ego. 
Okay, so yeah, it had started that way when she accepted the condition. It wasn’t the case any longer. Not for her anyway. Sky had shown her that there were people who weren’t put off by her queerness. Maybe she wasn’t enamored by her drive to succeed, but that part of her personality was a learned behavior. Drew repeatedly had to prove herself as capable, goal-oriented, and successful to her family. They never believed in her abilities. The idea that Sky believed in her and noticed her accomplishments was refreshing. She wasn’t about to let the good feeling go just because of a few bumps along the way.
“So, who’s mind is racing now?”
Sky’s voice startled her. She hadn’t been aware she was even awake. “How did you know?”
“Your breathing changed.” Sky pushed up and stuffed a pillow under her head to face her.
“I’ll have to remember that.” She hadn’t been aware of the subtleties in her physical response to contemplating, or that Sky noted such things about her.
“I do it, too.” Sky smiled. A gentle display of understanding. “I really am sorry about not staying in the moment before.”
“What were you thinking about?” Maybe she should have let it go.
“I was thinking about how all this started with a raffle ticket.” 
Discomfort showed on Sky’s face. “What else?”
Sky sighed. “How I insisted on you coming along and how you neglected to tell me about the terms being conditional until once we were on the way.”
Oh. “It was underhanded, I know. I was afraid if you knew we were supposed to be a couple you’d call the whole thing off. I’m sorry.” She took Sky’s hand. “I was desperate to prove I’m the best at my job, but now…” Drew wasn’t sure she was ready for true confessions that involved deeper feelings. 
“Go on.” 
“Now, I realize that showing you how beautiful this place is and ensuring you have a good time is more important than anything job related.”
Sky was quiet for a long time. So long in fact, she began to squirm. “It’s nice to hear our time together is about more than a means to an end.”
A month ago, Drew would not have thought it possible to direct her attention on the personal side of her life. The idea her priorities were changing was scary. “Explaining anything other than travel isn’t my strong suit, but I hope you know I’m enjoying our time together.”
“Good, because we’re stuck with each other for another five days.” Sky threw back the covers and rolled out of bed. “I need another shower before we go for dinner.”
Drew groaned. She was hoping for a quiet night in. “What about all the food we brought back?”
Sky poked her head out of the bathroom. “We could save it for round two.”
A shiver of excitement coursed through her and landed in her crotch. This woman. How would she ever get over the vacation fling that was beginning to feel like it wasn’t temporary at all? 
“Do you want to join me?” Sky called to her loud enough to be heard over the running water. 
She was on her feet and moving, all the while trying to figure out how to not end up with a broken heart. 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
    
When Drew mentioned going on a zip line through the canopy cover at the center of the island, Sky was as eager as the children she taught when playtime was announced. Getting into the harness gear had only added to her anticipation. That was until she and Drew, along with a bunch of other guests, got out of a Hummer on the winding mountain road. They then took a free-standing elevator to the top of the jungle foliage. 
Drew had stood in front of her in line, smiling from ear to ear. Excitement reflected in the sparkle in her eyes. The instructor clipped Drew’s harness onto the cable strung between where they stood and a pinpoint structure in the distance. 
“Remember the rules?” he asked.
“Ball up to go faster, spread-eagle to slow down. Pay attention to the staff at the other end.” Drew nodded as she spoke. 
“Good. Relax and have fun.” He tapped her helmet. “Step off.” 
Drew faced her. “See you on the other end.” Then she was gone, whizzing along the sagging line, and shouting enthusiastically. Once she landed and waved, a tiny figure in a miniature scene, Sky was next.
Sky made the mistake of looking down. She was hundreds of feet from the ground. Looking from where she stood, Sky noted the valley floor disappeared with nothing but treetops below. The instructor was talking to her, but she couldn’t make out the words. When he tapped her helmet and gestured she could go, there was no choice but to step off into nothingness. That’s when she screamed. Sometime during her time flying through the air with nothing below her, she glanced up to find Drew’s figure. She was clapping and smiling. 
That’s when Sky took her first breath and looked around. A few seconds later, she heard shouts from the instructor facing her. His arms were out and moving up and down. What was he doing? He was getting much closer, then she remembered. Spread eagle. She was supposed to slow her approach by spreading her arms and legs. With just a few hundred feet left, Sky assumed the position and slowed down just before reaching the landing. The staff caught her, ensuring she wasn’t going to face-plant into the tree that rose through the middle of the wooden hut. 
“Slow down a little sooner on the next leg. Okay?” One of the staff studied her face.
Her heart pounded and her hearing slowly returned as she was unclipped. All she could do was nod. Drew helped her to move out of the way of the next person who was already approaching. 
“Wasn’t that a rush?” Drew’s enthusiasm wasn’t inspiring.
“No. I was scared to death.” She checked her gear. “I was almost killed by a fucking tree,” she hissed. 
“Aww. Where’s your sense of adventure?”
Where indeed. If it wasn’t for not wanting to spoil Drew’s fun, she would have been screaming at her by now. However, she was the one who was so caught up in her own fear she wasn’t paying attention to much of anything, including the frantic signals from the staff. 
“It seems I’m not as gung ho as I thought.” Her smile felt tight. 
“Well, afraid or not, you did great.” Drew rubbed her back in a soothing way. “The next one is shorter. Do you want to go first?”
Her fear of flying without a plane was overshadowed by being first in the hut and Drew not there to greet her. “No, no. I’ll be okay, now that I’ve got the hang of it.”
“Okay, but only if you’re sure.” 
“I’m sure.” Sky meant it. She was certain she didn’t want to go first.
Drew gazed at her deeply. What before was excitement turned into something much deeper. “You’re not just afraid. You’re petrified, aren’t you?”
Sky didn’t want to admit that her sense of adventure only went as far as the things she was familiar with. Zip-lining was far out of that comfort zone. She hadn’t thought about the height or the speed she’d be traveling while dangling from a line that might or might not be safe because who really knew until there was an issue? Right? It wasn’t right of her to pretend she was brave with Drew. “Yes.” Her voice cracked.
Drew pulled her a little distance from the growing group of people and held her by her shoulders. “Babe, I’d get you out of here right now if I could, but there’s no other way down the mountain.”
She tried to rationalize how hundreds, probably thousands, of people did this all the time. Considering other daredevil type activities, zipping through a forest was probably low on the scale of dangerous. If she could only calm her pounding heart.
“You swim, right?” Drew asked.
Sky was confused by the question. “You know I do.”
“And you dive off the board?”
“I have. Plenty of times.”
Drew’s focus on her was an anchor. “Good, good. Were you afraid to jump in the water?”
“Of course not. It’s water.” She had no idea where Drew was going with the conversation. 
“When it’s your turn, I want you to think about diving. Close your eyes and step off, just like when you dive. Once you’re on your way, open your eyes and take a few seconds to appreciate what you’re seeing.”
Maybe Drew was on to something here. She could do this. “Got it.” She grinned even though her insides were still a bit queasy. 
Drew kissed her cheek, squeezed her hand. She turned to take her place at the back where the next leg of the course started. Drew got clipped in, then faced her as the staff checked her harness. “Sky?”
“Hmm?”
“Remember to watch for staff signals.” Drew smiled.
She couldn’t help laughing. “Oh yeah, I know.”
Drew nodded. She got the okay to go and stepped into thin air. Her shouts of pure joy followed, and she was grateful Drew would be waiting for her. If only she could be sure she’d always be waiting to catch her if she needed it.
    
The exhilaration Drew felt was diminished by knowing Sky was terrified. Instead of grabbing life by the horns and enjoying the ride, her fear stole what could have been, should have been, a memory to cherish forever. After sticking the landing, Drew hung at the entrance and looked across the expanse between the two anchor trees. Sky was standing at the opening with her tether line clipped in and the handlebar in her hands. She was too far away to see details, but Drew imagined Sky had a death grip on the equipment because the instructor had stated it was the first and most important safety feature. When a staff member tapped Sky’s helmet, Drew held her breath. She felt more than she saw Sky look in her direction. As silly as it might have been, she stepped to the edge of the platform and waved, giving her a thumbs up. A few seconds later, she was on her way, not quite compact, but not spread-eagle either. Five more seconds and the staff began to gesture to Sky, who gave a nod and bravely let go of the bar and assumed the correct position. This time when she reached the hut it wasn’t at an alarming speed. Sky was actually smiling when she was unhooked from the cable.
“I did it!” 
Drew’s heart melted. For all her calm countenance, to see Sky excited about conquering her fear made her happy. “You certainly did. How did it feel?” She needed to know because there were two more legs to complete.
“Fantastic,” Sky said, then made a hand gesture. “Well, at first I went off on the what-if things, you know?”
Drew nodded. It was understandable that Sky hesitated.
“Then I looked for you.” She giggled. “You were this tiny little speck that I could barely see.” Sky held her thumb and index fingers close together. Sky placed her palms on Drew’s chest and held her gaze steadily. “There you were, gesturing, and I wanted to get to you. I wasn’t afraid.”
The air left her lungs. What did Sky mean? What wasn’t she saying? Drew swallowed around the lump in her throat, unsure what to say or do next. “Here I am, and so are you.” God. How lame could she be?
“Yes, we are.” Sky looked around at the others. “So, when do we go again?”
She couldn’t help laughing. “As soon as everyone is here.”
Sky clapped her hands with joy, pure and unrestrained. To think this was the same person she’d met only a couple of months ago boggled her mind. That wasn’t the only part of her that was sending a signal though. For all the years Drew felt undervalued, unheard, and unseen, she’d always questioned if anyone could ever love her. For the first time in her life Drew had hope. How she handled it was the bigger question, and there was only one way to find out.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
    
“We should journal.” Sky handed Drew one of the spiral notebooks she’d bought for their joint assignment.
To say Sky was downright adamant about not perpetuating the couple facade at the beginning was an understatement. Drew had cooled her resistance by agreeing they could each keep their notes, which she would compile after they were home, and promised to run the final version by Sky for approval.
They were on one of the many patios that faced the calm, deep blue water and protected from the scorching sun by an oversized umbrella. The idea of spending a day doing nothing but relaxing, sipping cocktails, and fucking appealed to her need for a quiet day to recuperate and reenergize. Sky settled next to her with a pillow on her lap and opened the schedule Drew had drafted to help them remember what they did each day. The last two days had been packed with excursions and touristy stuff. 
“Now?” She sat up and adjusted the angle of the lounge until she found a comfortable position. “What happened to the ‘This is the worst part of the trip’ declaration you made just two days ago?”
“It still is. But if we do it now, we won’t have to think about it again until after the party.” Sky opened to the last page with writing on it. “We left off with the zip-line and music festival.”
Had that only been two days ago? The midpoint of their time on the island had come and gone. Melancholy swooped in. Drew didn’t want the trip to end despite the moments when her and Sky’s personalities clashed. Thankfully, they were not the majority. In three days, they’d be packing suitcases and having a farewell meal at one of their favorite restaurants. 
“Hey, I didn’t know you weren’t thrilled about doing this, too.” Sky tapped the notebook with her pen. “I’ll make you a deal. We get these caught up to today, then I’ll give you one of my special massages. The one where—” 
Drew held her hand up. “Where did we leave off again?” She didn’t want to hear about the massage that would make her groin tighten and her clit grow. Until Sky, she’d never had an erotic massage. After twenty minutes, she’d totally lost it, her entire body shaking with the strength of her orgasm. Sky teased her by saying the act was for special occasions only. Drew hated to admit she was a little glad it wasn’t a nightly thing. The aftereffects from a climax of that intensity had left her weak and unable to move for hours. Sky had taken pity on her and brought her a cold drink, covered her with the sheet and kissed her good night. She couldn’t begin to talk about her embarrassment if it happened again. Maybe the theory should be proven before she developed an aversion. Yeah, that’s what she needed to do.
“Uh, let’s see.” Sky sipped a fruity concoction that she’d grown fond of but only allowed herself one a day, saying the sugar alone was going to send her into a coma if she had more. “Day before yesterday we rode horses along the beach in the morning.”
“That’s right. I had the mean-spirited one.”
“Chester wasn’t mean, he was intuitive. You were as nervous as a cat in a room of rocking chairs.” She giggled.
“Not true.” Chester hadn’t cooperated from the start. He tried more than once to buck her off. Good thing she had a death grip on the horn and reins. 
“Sure. The views were amazing though.” Sky had ridden like she was on a horse every day. 
“The clouds and sun were awesome.” They’d traveled to another beach while it was hardly light enough to see. Once they arrived the guide told them to watch the sky. Soon it was filled with pinks and purples, the likes of which she’d never seen before. The rising sun had reflected off each one in a different tone, and the water had been so still and calm, it was like looking in a mirror. Heaven, and heaven on earth. In that moment, she believed in so much more than her own insignificant needs. Who was she trying to prove herself to? Why did the opinion others had of her matter? 
“You going to write that down or are you on strike?”
Shit. “Got it.” Drew scribbled a meager entry. Horses on the beach. Sunrise. Spectacular clouds.
Sky sighed. “Fine. What was the name of that place where we had brunch? Remember, they even had treats and water for the horses.” 
There had been seven of them altogether. Three couples and the guide. She was happy to get off Chester, even though she’d eventually have to get on again to ride back. “Boca Bora, I think. The scallops were to die for.” The restaurant was a bit pricey, but vacations were meant for self-indulgence. 
“The sea bass was the best I’ve ever eaten.” 
“If I recall, we made it out of bed before the band was done for the night.” They’d sucked each other’s clit and taken a nap, somehow managing to get dressed, and then they hurried to the main building for a set of tropical tunes and danced to a few that had a good beat. The staff had clapped heartily and a round of drinks on the house reinforced their appreciation. 
“The whole day was wonderful,” Sky said in a dreamy voice, and Drew wondered what she was thinking about without asking. The idea that she was in over her head wasn’t anything she wanted to consider because a heartache would only fill her with regret, and she didn’t want to regret their time together.
“On to yesterday.” Drew turned to the next page, put the day and date, and began to write. She didn’t need any help remembering because she’d never forget the romantic sailboat cruise and late candlelight dinner. And, yes, they finished the evening with a glass of champagne and a long night of lovemaking. What? Wait? Who said anything about love? Drew glanced up to find Sky looking at her through long eyelashes. No. Sky couldn’t feel the same. There were moments Sky tolerated her, because what else was she going to do? Where would she go if they had a serious fight and didn’t want to be around each other? This attraction might be fatal, and a one-sided affair would not end well if she were to force the subject. Best to leave the perfect night as a perfect memory. 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
    
I realized we’ve pretty much been glued at the hip. How about you do something you want to do solo,” Drew said as she scooped a spoonful of scrambled eggs onto her muffin before adding slices of avocado.
Sky chewed a chunk of mango so fresh the juice ran down her chin. “What are you going to do?”
“Maybe go deep sea fishing. It wasn’t one of the things you checked off wanting to do and I’ve never been.” She shrugged. “If you want to stay glued, that’s okay, too.” Half of Drew’s face moved into a grin.
“I want to pick up a few more gifts. I’ve probably tested your patience with that activity enough.” 
“You think?”
Sky laughed. “I know. I should get them today so I can pack them tomorrow.” 
“Ugh. It feels like we just got here.”
What could she say? That she didn’t want to leave either because going back to her regular, boring life held no appeal? A life where Drew wasn’t dancing naked through the hut wearing nothing but a grass skirt and sunglasses. Those moments made her laugh the most. “Tonight’s the big celebration and I heard people who have been here before saying how the event is something that shouldn’t be missed.” Besides, there was one special gift that she needed to find, and she didn’t want Drew tagging along while she looked. 
“Cool. That’s settled then. I’ll go fishing while you go shopping.” Drew drank the last of her juice, then stood. “I’m going to the concierge desk to see about booking a boat.” She bent to plant a kiss on her cheek. “Have fun and be careful. I’ll see you later.”
The spot on her cheek sizzled. Other body parts joined in. “Catch a big one.” Drew gave her a thumbs up. “On second thought, not too big that it pulls you overboard.”
“Funny.” Drew blew her a kiss.
A feeling of having found her center settled over her. That special place that supported her and kept her on an even keel was the only way to describe the emotion. When she reflected on her life it was the one thing she’d been searching for, but hadn’t been able to touch. Drew was responsible for a big part of her finding her center now came unexpectedly. If only she’d give some indication their time together meant as much to her as it did to Sky.
    
“Finally,” Sky said a little louder than intended. The small shop on the edge of the remote island they were at was a treasure trove of handmade, one-of-a-kind items. With only one more full day of vacation, she’d been frantic to find a gift for Drew. For all her annoying idiosyncrasies, she kept her promise. She’s shown Sky all the wonders the archipelago that made up Fiji truly held. Not once had she been bored or sorry she was here. With Drew. A statement she would never have made nine days ago. 
What was even more surprising was the tightness in her chest when she thought about going home to her less than adventurous life. It wasn’t just her lack of social engagements, though Peggy had commented on that a few times, telling her life was more than work and learning how to be a better teacher. Peggy, with her accumulated wisdom, told her for all her adventurous talk, rarely heard of one time Sky had talked about what she would consider a real adventure. 
The truth was, while she enjoyed doing new and exciting things, she disliked doing them alone. The number of people she could call close friends didn’t reach five. Hell, the number was closer to two or three, and she had a hard time remembering the last outing with anyone other than Peggy. Drew had pushed her to take risks, live in the moment. Mostly, she’d showed her how to have fun.
“I would have been miserable by myself.” She mumbled under her breath and held up the intricately etched wine glass depicting the beach, waves, and palm trees. There was a set of two. The other showed their resort, or one very similar, with the low mountain range in the background. She brought them to the counter, smiling at her find.
“Hi.” For the most part, the locals spoke English. “Can you package these to survive the flights back to the United States?”
“Ah. These are very pretty.” The clerk began to gather items. A box larger than the glasses, bubble wrap, foam padding. First, she placed a layer of foam in the box, then she wrapped each glass in several layers of bubble wrap. Last to go into the box was another layer of firm foam and she finished by slipping two elastic ties around it. “No gift wrap because of customs.” 
“Perfect.” Sky was a little disappointed, but it made sense that the box might be opened for inspection. “How much do I owe you?” 
The clerk did some calculations and smiled at her. “Forty-two US dollars?”
For a reason she had yet to justify, Sky had brought a tidy sum of cash. She pulled two twenties and a five from her small purse. “No need for change. Thank you for wrapping it so well.” 
“Thank you, thank you.” The woman’s gratitude for the few extra dollars made her wish she’d given more.
Sky took the bag and added it to the others she carried. She looked at the exotic vegetation and the endless blue sky. There was something to be said about the remote location without the constant air traffic, honking horns, and skyscrapers blocking the view. A gentle breeze off the water ruffled her hair. If she looked to her left the sparkling ocean was like so many diamonds strewn about, reflecting the sunlight. A tiny bit of envy crept in. Life on the isle was calm, peaceful. Even with all the planned activities, there was enough time to relax and enjoy not having to work, or listen to parents’ complaints, or the children cry. 
Walking at a slow pace gave her time to consider what she was going to do when she got home. Now that she had a taste of real adventure, she was anxious to continue the trend. The trip had provided the momentum she needed to see there was more to life than her teacher persona. 
There were other things she realized, too. Without even trying, Drew had taught her it was wrong to judge someone she didn’t know based solely on their actions. She would even go as far as saying Drew had reasons she acted as though the world was a hostile place and the only way to survive was to project herself as important. As though no one was better at her job. She also possessed a remarkable amount of knowledge that she cited regularly. Brain power was sexy. She hadn’t known at first that part of the reason she was drawn to Drew had to do with her mind. There was no denying she was smart and a little worldly based on all the research she did for clients. 
The other important reason she was attracted to her was the mystique surrounding how Drew presented herself. A mix of gender queer/non-binary that also gave the female vibe. The combination had somehow rekindled Sky’s college years when she embraced her attraction to someone and sex was exciting and fun, and a way to explore what turned her on and what didn’t. She liked how Drew responded to her kinky, sexual side, never shying away from a suggested position or trying new things, and hadn’t once told Sky to stop. Of course, she prefaced those times by telling Drew all she had to do was say the word and whatever they were doing would end. No judgment, no hard feelings. 
Sky had come to the conclusion that the abrasive side of Drew’s personality had more to do with feeling unappreciated and inconsequential especially because of how she presented herself to coworkers and her family. Drew hadn’t gone into a lot of details and that was okay. Maybe rehashing that part of her life was traumatic or triggered feelings Drew didn’t want to relive. 
As she neared the resort, her pulse quickened. The hours she and Drew were apart while she strolled and shopped were nice. Admitting she had missed Drew’s company wasn’t a hard pill to swallow. Ninety percent of the time they were great together. Even couples who were extremely compatible had moments when they wanted to be apart. Drew had been the one to suggest it. If Sky had been the one to mention solo outings, Drew would have taken it in stride. Sky had the feeling Drew was very good at taking things in stride. Had she always been that way, or had the skill come from a series of disappointments and the realization there were events she had no control over? She heard a familiar voice call her name and found Drew among the people on the pier and waved.
“Hi,” Drew said, a wide grin showing her pleasure. “Did you have a good day?”
“I did.” She held up the bags and laughed. “Did you catch any fish?”
“Two.”
“Where are they? I want to see.”
“I had to let them go. Unless the hook can’t be removed it’s a catch and release policy.” Drew shuffled her feet.
“That hardly seems fair.” Sky narrowed her eyes. “You have to have pictures then.”
“Nope.” Drew rocked back on her heels and stared at the sand like it was a riveting object to be studied. 
“Hmpff. I don’t believe you caught anything. Did you even go fishing?” Not that it was any of her concern. They were only pretending to be a couple. It wasn’t real life.
“Fine.” Drew found her phone and clicked a couple times. “Here.” She shoved her phone in Sky’s direction.
Sky stared at the photo a long time before looking up. “You’re kidding right?”
“I know. I can’t believe I caught that whopper either.” Drew’s attempt at seriousness fell short of believable, especially since the picture of her showing a sly grin and the fish she held that was more like a sardine, made her burst out laughing. 
“Talk about embarrassed. A twelve-year-old girl caught a two-foot-long mahi-mahi.” Drew looked downtrodden. 
“I’m sorry you didn’t have fun.” 
“What? No. I had a blast. I just suck at fishing.” She shrugged. “I’m glad I went.” Drew reached to take some of the bags she still held. “Let’s go to our hut. I need to shower so I don’t reek of fish, and you can tell me all about your day.”
Again, Sky was caught in the daydream of life with Drew. As with most relationships, ups and downs were bound to happen, but she could get used to her chivalrous ways. And rescuing the boy from the rocks was proof no matter what front she put on, inside was a thoughtful and caring person. Drew was also kind and patient with the staff everywhere she went. That spoke volumes about her character. She’d rather be with someone who was full of surprises than bored by a lukewarm relationship any day.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
    
Drew emerged from the walk-in closet wearing sky blue shorts and a brightly striped, short-sleeve shirt over a dark blue tank. She slipped on her favorite Keen sandals and checked her hair one more time. 
“You look like you’re ready for fun,” Sky said.
“Why, thank you.” Drew spun from the mirror and nearly toppled. Sky wore a pale green sarong covered in delicate purple-and-white hibiscus flowers. The halter style at her neck and the material knotted at her hip accentuated her curves in all the right places. “Wow.”
Sky glanced down, a frown on her face when their gaze met. “It’s overkill, isn’t it?” She let her arms fall to the side. “I’ll go change.”
“Don’t you dare.” She closed the distance between them. “You’re stunning.” Drew smiled when Sky’s cheeks visibly pinked.
“I don’t—”
Drew lightly pressed a finger to Sky’s shiny lips. “I do. Please don’t change a thing.” She glanced over her shoulders.
“What are you doing?” Sky asked.
“Looking for a bat…or a stick. I’m going to have to fend off suitors.” 
Sky’s laughter was a soft, uplifting sound. “You’re such a jerk.”
“I know, but you happen to lo—” She caught herself before she said out loud what she was thinking in her head. Drew cleared her throat. “You like this jerk, so it’s okay.” She expected Sky to protest about her near slip in saying the “L” word without having heard it out loud. When she didn’t the disappointment was sharp. She held out her arm. “Shall we flaunt our attire and make everyone there jealous?”
“When you put it like that, how could I resist?” Sky looped her arm through Drew’s.
She swallowed all the words she wanted to say, some of which would be to beg that they stay and create a lovers’ paradise of their own. The pipe dream faded as they walked by the small backpack. Sky was ready to go as though she couldn’t get back home fast enough. Drew wanted to hold on to the fantasy of more days together as long as she could. 
    
Sky glanced at where their fingers were entwined, lightly swinging between them as they walked at the water’s edge. She’d eaten too much, drank more than she should have, and she was still worried about what would happen with Drew when she got home. The word she’d almost said before covering up the slip worked on her anxiety. Why hadn’t Drew shared her feeling when they’d shared more than she had with anyone in years? Maybe she’d been mistaken and that wasn’t at all what Drew was going to say. 
The “I need sex” excuse for a random night here and there with an anonymous person didn’t count as a relationship. Hell, it hardly counted as much of anything except the need for physical touch with someone other than her toys or her hand. A deep sigh escaped.
“Hey, are you okay?”
Drew’s voice pulled her up short. “Sorry. I’m a little distracted.” At least that was the truth. 
“Want to talk about it?”
Did she want to flat out ask Drew if her feelings were anything close to what Sky was feeling? Could she face hearing she was alone in her quest for happiness with Drew being the prime candidate? “Not really.”
“Huh.”
Sky stopped walking and faced Drew. “What do you mean?”
“You’re usually happy to spew emotions, so I’m surprised you don’t want to.” Drew’s stare challenged her.
“I do not spew. You didn’t seem bothered by my rambles so why bring it up now?” Sky’s ears warmed. A sign she was getting angry. It had been a few days since Drew had pushed her buttons. It was pleasant while it lasted. 
“Yeah, well…one more day and it’s back to reality. You won’t have to put up with me for much longer.” Drew started to walk away, and she grabbed her arm.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Sky’s voice was at a dangerous level. Her teacher tone of talking in a level voice with the students had served her well this trip, but she could feel the threads starting to fray.
“Me? Oh, gee, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll be glad to not feel like I have to be on my best behavior whenever we’re not in bed. Seems like that’s about the only time you can tolerate being near me.” Drew started walking again.
Sky ran after her. “Don’t you dare turn your back when I’m talking to you.”
Drew lips pursed and her nostrils flared. “I’m not one of your damn students. If you think bullying me is going to fix this, you’re wrong.” Drew slapped her thigh, frustration clearly written on her face. “Do you sweet talk them to get what you want, or do you badger them until they give in?” 
Sky poked Drew’s chest with her finger. “Leave the kids out of this discussion!”
“I hate to tell you this, what we’re doing isn’t discussing. Either way I’m done.” Drew headed farther down the beach at a fast pace.
She hated that the argument had come out of nowhere. No warning. No rhyme or reason. Just a heated rant on both their parts. Sky thought about going after her before realizing it would do no good. She wasn’t about to beg Drew to tell her what was really going on, though if she did, she’d likely feel better. Or worse. Who knew? Sky turned in the opposite direction, stomping through the sand like a spoiled child. Funny, she didn’t even care. 
It took her thirty long minutes to get back to the bungalow. She was sweaty and chilled at the same time. After practically ripping her clothes off, she got into the hot, steamy water, letting the needles pound on her back. The tears came like a faucet had been turned on and she let them run. Whatever hope she’d let form over the last eight days trickled down the drain. When the water cooled, Sky got out, half-heartedly dried off, and crawled into bed. She lay awake a long time listening for Drew’s return. Her eyes grew as heavy as her heart. The last thought she had was maybe her early judgment of Drew hadn’t been that far off after all.
    
The cold, wet sand between Drew’s toes matched her mood. 
“Stupid.”
It was very late. She was alone on the beach and could say what she was feeling out loud. What had possessed her to lash out at Sky? Over the course of the last day or so, she’d begun to question her actions and motives for reining in her outrageous and often arrogant behavior. The front was how she’d insulated herself from the harsh treatment the world bestowed on her just for being different, and queer. When she let herself picture a different life, one where Sky’s opinion of her was the only one that mattered, terror rose inside. What if she dropped the walls of indifference only to suffer at the whim of Sky? Wasn’t that what people did when they wanted out of a relationship? Use the other person’s triggers and vulnerabilities to end it without taking responsibility for calling it quits? 
The alcohol hadn’t helped for sure. She hated facing reality when it was bleak. Just like her trips to see her family, heading back to her lonely existence where her only focus was on being successful at work to prove to her parents and siblings it didn’t matter how she presented herself. Who she was didn’t keep her from doing well in life. But was she really living a full life? Income-wise, she was fine. She wasn’t rich by any means, but she could enjoy some luxuries and take vacations. Her wardrobe was impressive. No one else knew she only bought items on sale or marked for clearance. 
When it came to her personal happiness, her love life was nonexistent and her prospects depressing. Until Sky. The moment they met, she understood there was something different about her. Something cerebral. A little snobbish, a bit stuffy, but both those characteristics had loosened once the vacation started.
Probably what surprised her the most was her sexual side. She was fun, inventive, and anything but a prude in bed. Sky was a wildcat, though not in a dangerous way. Drew never felt she’d try something over-the-top or an act Drew had to draw the line at. They laughed and joked and rolled around with teenaged abandon. At other times, sex between them was a steamy, sensual journey into a level of kink that wasn’t only adventurous, but at a level of pleasure she’d not experienced. Sky was open to helping her fulfill her fantasies, too. Just thinking about it sent her body into orbit. 
“God, they were hot.” Drew spoke out loud, needing the truth to be heard, even if no one heard it. 
“And you threw it all out the window in a child-like tantrum.”
How could she explain her anxiety and fear about losing it all? Left to wonder what Sky was thinking only made her more anxious and her thoughts morphed into irrational, contradictory feelings that resulted in sabotaging any chance she had of deepening the relationship with Sky. Forlorn and depressed, she tucked her tail between her legs and headed back to face a fate of her own making.
She crept in through the front, slipped off her sandals, and quietly walked to the partially open bedroom door. There was enough moonlight to see Sky spread across the bed, arms open wide, softly snoring. Drew glanced at the illuminated clock that read two twenty-eight. If Sky had come directly here after she’d stormed away, Sky had likely been home a couple of hours. Had she thought about the argument and what it meant? Did she not care? It didn’t matter. She wasn’t about to wake her. Tomorrow would be time enough to confess what she’d been thinking when she started her tirade. 
The idea of a shower was tempting. She turned to the half bath and quietly closed the door. She washed up as best she could before settling on the couch, and then pulled the throw blanket over her. The stress of the last few hours took over. Her eyes fluttered as sleep approached, but all she could think about was the mess she’d made. 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
    
Sky stretched to her full length and glanced out the patio doors. The water was churning, and dark clouds covered the blue sky from view. Dreary and overcast wasn’t how she wanted to spend the last day on the island. The side of the bed where Drew slept was undisturbed. Had she not come back? Did she go to a bar to find a willing partner for the night? Her stomach churned unpleasantly at the thought of Drew in another woman’s arms. Not that it would have been all that surprising. 
Drew’s outburst was probably her way of letting Sky know the trip was ending and so was whatever they were doing together. The pretense of being a couple was nice while it lasted, a confession Drew would never hear. She was a fool for thinking anyone as self-centered as Drew could commit to a relationship that didn’t stroke her overinflated ego. Whatever.
Sky slipped the silk robe with the outrageous flower pattern on and headed for the kitchen. She needed coffee before tackling the rest of her packing. She passed behind the couch and jumped at the sound of a very loud snort. Glancing over the back, Sky found Drew tightly wrapped in a small throw, her neck at an odd angle. How long had she been there? Why hadn’t she come to bed? It’s not like she would have woken Sky. The bed was huge and firm enough that movement from the other person couldn’t be felt unless they were touching. Not like that’s going to happen again. 
Shit. They had a late flight out tonight, but when they reached Los Angeles, there would be another shared hotel room. Sky wasn’t looking forward to the awkward silence that was sure to follow. The hell with it. It’s not like she couldn’t afford the hotel for one night so that she didn’t have to spend it with Drew.
Once the coffee was made, she stepped out on the veranda. Sky glanced over her shoulder at a sleeping Drew. Her heart ached for the happy feelings before the argument that she still didn’t understand. Sky closed her eyes and focused on the way the warm breeze caressed her skin, her face. She was going to miss these quiet moments. She was going to miss Drew.
“Hi,” Drew said softly.
Sky opened her eyes to find Drew holding two steaming cups, her face drawn. “Thanks.” She took the offered mug knowing the brew would be fixed the way she liked it. Drew sat in the other chair, like she had dozens of times since they arrived. 
“About last night—” 
She held up her hand. “I don’t want to hear excuses.”
“That’s good because I don’t have any.” Drew took a deep breath. “I was…am…afraid of this thing we—” She motioned between them. 
The week had been wonderful. Glimpses and snippets of laughter and hot sex. It had been amazing. “It seemed like you enjoyed it as much as I did, so I’m not sure I understand your reasoning.” 
Drew began to pace, her coffee forgotten. “I tricked you into pretending we were a couple.” She ran her hand through her hair. “I wasn’t up front with a few things regarding the stipulations.” She stopped moving. “I’m sorry.”
“Drew, there’s one fact you’re forgetting. I pretty much forced you into coming along.” It was time she owned up for her part. Their situation wasn’t all on Drew. 
“I could have said no.” Drew sat and drank from her mug.
“Why didn’t you?”
“I’d have been a fool to give up any opportunity to spend time with you. Especially in a setting like this.” 
“And now that you’re at the end of pretending we’re together?” Sky wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer, but she needed to.
“Mostly, I’m afraid that this is where it ends.” Drew’s eyes glistened. “I’ve never known anyone like you. Never met anyone who saw me for who I am and didn’t back away because of it.”
“I was never interested in the pretend Drew. The one who said and did things to be sure others took notice, for good or bad. That didn’t matter to you. I know you wanted to be accepted for how you present yourself to the world.” She reached to take her hand. “I think that’s something everyone wants.” 
“My family couldn’t accept me. First, I was a tomboy, then a jock, then what you see today.” 
“You definitely have your own style.” She chuckled.
“Thanks. I think.” Drew smiled for the first time. 
“I’ve never asked you to be someone else.”
Drew let out a shaky breath. “I know.”
“I never will.” She moved her thumb over Drew’s knuckles.
“Where does that leave us?”
Where indeed. She wasn’t quite ready to say the words that her heart insisted were true. “Your words hurt.”
“I know. I can’t take them back though I wish I could,” Drew said.
“Let’s take it slow. There’s no rush to prove anything to anyone but each other.” Sky had a feeling Drew’s outburst happened because she didn’t fully trust Sky wasn’t just playing along with the charade for the sake of her job, but she had to find that out for herself. 
“Okay. I like that idea.” Drew pulled her to her feet. “So, what would you like to do for our last hurrah?” Drew brushed away the strands of hair that fell over her eyes. 
“Let’s shower and have breakfast.” She smoothed the wrinkles in Drew’s shirt. “Then I want to go back to bed for the day.”
“Fine by me. I didn’t sleep very well on the couch.”
“Drew?”
“Uh-huh?”
“We aren’t going to be sleeping.” Sky watched as Drew’s eyes got big and her brow lifted. There was one part of their “coupling” she knew neither of them had faked. They were amazing together in bed. If she nurtured the connection, who knew how deep it would go?
“You have the best ideas.” Drew kissed her slowly, passionately before moving away. “I have dibs on getting in first.”
“Anything you want.” It was true. She’d give Drew whatever she needed to feel whole. To support whoever she wanted to be. Maybe if she did, her ego wouldn’t need stroking and the real Drew would shine through all the time. 
    
Drew stripped off her wrinkled clothes and dropped them next to her unpacked suitcase. She cranked up the water to a tolerable heat level and jumped in. Sky’s open honesty was refreshing. She could learn a thing or two from her. Sex had always served her need for physical pleasure, but the more sex she and Sky had, the more she came to understand she wasn’t craving only the pleasure aspect. Sky was adventurous, kinky, and fun in bed. They talked, laughed, and had fantastic orgasms. How different was that for her? Plus, she wasn’t the only one who had talent in the bedroom, and that was nice, too. 
“Either hurry up or I’m going to join you and I’d rather fuck in bed than the shower this time.” Sky’s voice was loud and clear.
Drew hurried to rinse the last of the suds away before turning off the water and sliding the shower door open. “I didn’t know there was a water conservation order.” She grabbed one of the oversized towels. Something else she’d miss when she got home. Sky leaned against the counter, naked and beautiful.
“There isn’t, but time’s a wasting.” She tapped the spot on her wrist that usually had her watch. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn a watch.
“Duly noted.” She got out of the way and Sky brushed by, her hard nipple grazing Drew’s shoulder. A shudder of anticipation coursed through her. Drew glanced around the bedroom, wondering if she’d need toys or lube. Better safe than interrupt the moment. She grabbed her sex bag and plucked a few items out to lay them on the nightstand. Sky had brought a few of her own, but she didn’t see them. Maybe she was fussing over nothing.
“Why are you not in bed?”
Drew dove in, landed on her back, and held out her arms. “I’m ready.”
Sky crawled in on all fours, her hair damp and her skin rosy. She kissed a trail from the top of her trimmed hair, around her belly button and onward. The kiss that followed sizzled with just the right amount of tongue and passion to make her wet and wanting. Sky straddled her and touched her slick folds.
“You really are ready. Do you want me to take care of you?”
“Please.” The word wasn’t quite a beg.
Sky rubbed her clit then slipped her fingers on either side, moving them up and down. “Tell me what you want me to do.” Sky plucked at her nipples, sending ripples of pain and pleasure to her core.
“Make me come.”
Sky laughed. “Already? We’ve just begun having fun.” Sky replaced her fingers with her mouth and sucked, flicking her tongue over the tight nub. “Can you wait a little while for me?”
Drew already felt the miniscule tremors that would slowly intensify until she climaxed. “I’ll try.” 
“Mmm. Good.” Sky alternated between playing with her tits and manipulating her clit with rubs, pulls, and flicks. But when she settled between her thighs and wrapped her arms around them, she knew she would soon explode. “Time to feast.” Sky lightly tapped her with her tongue before pressing it inside.
“Fuck.” 
“Oh my. Are you going to come for me so soon?” Sky asked before licking along both sides of her rock-hard clit. “I should make you wait for acting peevish.” She nipped at the soft lips coated in her juices. “But since I’ve already forgiven you for being a jerk…” Sky began to suck slowly, alternately soft and hard. 
The rhythm was what drove Drew closer and closer, her heart pounding in her chest and blood flooded her center, heightening the sensitivity. When the throbbing of her clit became almost too much to bear, she held Sky’s head in place. “Don’t stop, don’t stop.” She half expected Sky to ignore her like she sometimes did, making the excuse that drawing out her need would make coming all the more intense. While she couldn’t disagree with the logic, Drew always felt like her clit was literally going to explode. She was surprised when Sky moaned and continued her assault, coaxing Drew closer and closer to an exquisite conclusion of intense contractions, starbursts, and loud shouts of euphoria. It took her a while to get her breathing regulated while the fluttering of her walls slowed until she could string together a few coherent words.
“Fuck that was good.”
Sky chuckled sending puffs of warm air against her sensitive flesh. “Oh, yeah. I know. Let me clean you up a little.” Sky began lapping up the moisture from her inner thighs. The tickling feeling made her squirm and gently redirect Sky’s mouth and tongue to a less susceptible part of her body. 
“Come up here.” When Sky continued to taste her while looking up at her with a gleam of mischief in her eyes, she tried another tactic. “I need to cuddle with you. Please?”
“That’s a request that’s hard to ignore.” Sky settled in her arms and Drew relished the warmth of her body. She didn’t want their time together to end. Not their intimacy, or this trip, or anything else that involved Sky. Her mind had already decided they could form a relationship that wasn’t based on fulfilling the terms of some agreement that her employer deemed necessary. Drew understood the reasoning behind them as a great marketing tool, but in her situation the requirements had been a bone of contention from the beginning. 
“What are you thinking about?”
“Uh. Nothing?”
“Is nothing furrowing your brow?”
Drew let out a sigh. “You know, sometimes your intuition is annoying.”
Sky chuckled softly into her chest. “I’m sure it is, especially when you get caught.” Sky sat up and she immediately missed her soft skin and the heat of her body.
“I was thinking I don’t want to go back.”
“I’m not sure I do either.” Sky flopped onto her back. “Having to pay bills is pretty motivating though. I don’t think I’d do well being homeless.” 
“You might be surprised by what you’re capable of if you had to.” Drew rolled until she was over Sky, their pelvises pressed together. “But we don’t have to think about that today.” She captured Sky’s bruised lips, still full and plump from earlier. Sky ground into her, sending sparks of electricity through her limbs. She broke off gasping. Sky did that to her. A lot.
“I’ve got a treat for us.” Sky reached for the nightstand, producing the vibrator wand that she had a new appreciation for. “Sit up for me.”
Drew straddled Sky’s hips and watched her position the round head on her exposed clit. 
“Scoot forward a little.” Once she was in position, Sky turned it on, making them both jump, then laugh. “I’ve used this more than I care to say, but it still surprises me most of the time.” 
“Why, Ms. Roberts, are you having an ongoing affair with your power tools? How kinky.” Drew adjusted a bit. 
“I think it’s more like a marriage made in heaven. She never lets me down.” Sky winked, then turned her attention to where their centers met. 
Her ego didn’t bruise when it came to Sky and her sex toys. There were just as many times they relied on each other for pleasure, so she never felt like she was in competition for her attention. Why would she when everything they did together felt so damned good?
“Babe, I’m not going to last.” 
Drew closed her eyes and took deep breaths, concentrating on the buzzing in her body. The mistake was hers. From someplace distant she heard Sky utter, “Hold on,” just before she changed the settings and shot them both into competing groans and oaths as their bodies jerked. When she couldn’t take any more, Drew switched the sadistic little machine off and dropped next to Sky. A light film of sweat coated her. 
“Shit. I’m not going to be able to walk for hours.” She wrapped her arm around Sky’s waist and pulled her close with what little strength she had. Drew kissed her breast. “I need a couple minutes.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Sky patted her arm. “Sounds good.”
The fight to stay awake was insurmountable. A ten-minute power nap. That’s what she needed, then she could go again. Maybe. 




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
    
What the hell is that noise? Sky struggled to make sense of the annoying sound that refused to go away. She cracked one eye open and smiled at Drew, her arm holding her in place. She remembered showering, then feasting on Drew, then…bingo. Her trusty vibrator was put to use. The rest was fuzzy. And the insistent buzzing continued. She looked at the nightstand and hoped there was a bottle of water. Her mouth felt like a ball of cotton had taken residence in it. That’s when she saw the flashing of her phone screen. Mystery solved.
“Hello?” she said in a raspy voice.
“Good evening. This is the lobby reminding you the shuttle leaves in thirty minutes. Would you like help with your luggage?”
Sky threw Drew’s arm off and sat up in one swoop. “Can I call back to let you know?”
“Of course. Good-bye.”
“Drew!” Sky jumped out of bed and scanned the floor for discarded clothes. A glance at the digital on Drew’s stand displayed seven forty p.m. Think. She held her head as she continued the frantic search. “Drew!” 
“What!” Drew jumped up, nearly flipping herself off the bed, and appearing just as disoriented as she felt. 
“The shuttle. If we don’t move our asses, we’re going to miss it.” The panic in her voice frightened her. Sky didn’t panic. She handled the situation in a calm and orderly manner. “Where the hell are my clothes?”
Drew met her mid-stride of another lap around the bed. She held her by her shoulders and looked in her eyes. “Babe, you weren’t wearing any.”
Sky slumped onto the bed. “We were having sex.”
“Uh-huh.” Drew sat next to her, took her hand. 
“Right.” Sky pulled her fingers through her hair. A smile formed. “I dropped you over the edge.”
Drew snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”
“Then…” She wracked her brain for something to grasp. “Shit. I pulled out vibe, didn’t I?”
“Oh, yeah. That was so fucking hot.” Drew was practically drooling. 
Sky jumped up. “Don’t be a jerk. We have to pack. We can’t miss our flight.” She yanked her suitcase onto the bed and flipped it open. Handfuls of clothes landed haphazardly near the bag. Some actually landed inside.
“Sky?”
She was in full-on hysterics.
“Sky!” Drew’s tone was full of authority, and she snapped to attention. “Honey. You need to slow down. This isn’t helping.” Drew thumbed behind her. 
The mess on the bed looked like a robbery interrupted with her clothes strewn everywhere. What had once been neatly folded items now looked like they belonged in the laundry basket. “Oh, God.’
“It’s going to be okay.” Drew opened her own suitcase and quickly transferred the stacks from the dresser. She left a few items on the bed before retrieving the few pieces she’d hung and added them on top. The process only took a few minutes. “Now.” Drew placed her hands on her hips while surveying the chaos on the other side. “Can you pack up both our toiletries?”
“Yes.” She stood ready to carry out her assignment. All she had to do was stay focused. Sky appreciated how organized Drew was in the bathroom now more than ever. Her stuff was a little spread out, but still in the same general area. Bags zipped, she practically ran to show Drew what she’d accomplished. In the five minutes she’d been gone, Drew had somehow repacked her belongings with a little room to spare. To say she was dumbfounded was an understatement.
“Oh good.” Drew took her toiletries and placed them in her bag. “I left a corner for your stuff.” Drew studied her intently. “You might want to pull out your brush for a once-over. Your hair looks like you just had sex, or rolled out of bed, or both.” She smiled sweetly.
“I didn’t even look.” Sky found her brush. “How much time do we have?”
“Plenty,” Drew said as she pulled on her clothes. “Brush, then dress.”
“Shit. I need to brush my teeth.”
“You’re fine.”
“How can I be? My breath must stink.” She did that thing where she blew into her hand and sniffed.
“You know that doesn’t work. You can’t blow and sniff at the same time.” Drew got really close and inhaled. “If you smell like anything it’s pussy, and I wouldn’t consider that a bad thing.”
“Oh, God.” What would the other passengers think?
“Honestly, why do you care?” 
Sky wanted to give her reasons. “Because.” Okay, she had to have at least one. “Because…”
“Then everyone will know you had sex?” Drew zipped her suitcase. “They’ll probably cheer.” She turned. “Chop chop. We haven’t got that much time.”
In the bathroom, she finally looked at the clock. They had fifteen minutes. Drew was right. If she stopped fixating, they would make it. Brushing her hair might have been a mistake. The more she brushed, the more static electricity formed. She ran water on the brush and tried again. “Better.”
“I called for a cart. You have three minutes until staff arrive.”
Sky stuffed her brush, pulled on her clothes, and checked her shoulder bag for her passport, boarding documents, ID, and money. The doorbell rang.
“Hi. We need to make the airport shuttle.” Drew began carrying out their things.
“No worries. They will hold it. Plenty of time.”
Drew shared a knowing smile. “That’s a relief.”
There was no denying it. Sometimes Drew’s take-charge and “get out of my way” personality was a huge bonus. Tonight was one of those times. Sky made a mental note to tell her as soon as they were in the air.
    
“Are you okay?” Drew asked.
Sky set her drink down. “I’m fine. Why?”
She’d opted for tea with honey as a remedy for the headache that had soared in after the abrupt jolt from sleep. “I’ve never seen you panic so much. It’s like you didn’t know what direction was up.” It was true, and the main reason she’d all but slapped Sky to her senses. Not that she wanted to slap her. Totally not her nature, but still, the frantic look in her eyes had forced her to take control.
“I know. I’m sorry.” Sky set her empty glass down and touched her arm. “You were so calm and knew what needed to be done.” She squeezed her arm. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Drew considered if she should say what was on her mind. “Would it have been so awful to spend another night or two until the next flight to the States?”
“No.”
She waited for more, but Sky closed her eyes and leaned back in the plush, first-class seat. Drew thought she knew where they stood. Thought she had a handle on what was going to happen after they got home. Suddenly though, nothing seemed clear.
“It was like all my insecurities came rushing back,” Sky said, her eyes remaining closed. “I have trust issues. It’s common, but it makes it very difficult to have a meaningful relationship.” 
Drew stared at Sky for a long time. Was everything she believed about Sky nothing more than a front? A brave face she put on, much like Drew did, to fool others into thinking her life was great, perfect, lacking nothing?
“I thought you were badass. Calm when a situation was anything but.”
Sky looked across the short distance that separated them. “I am a badass for sure.” She smiled. “I’m also often unsure. Sometimes fearful of going after the things I want most.”
Drew moved so they were face to face. “Like what?” 
“Like living an adventurous life.” Sky picked up her empty glass, then set it back down. She gestured to the flight attendant for two more. 
“You don’t?”
Sky laughed mockingly. “Have you forgotten how I freaked zip-lining?”
“Yes, but you did it. You faced your fear.” She shrugged. “Like I said, badass.”
“Maybe.” Sky seemed to be turned inward, the weight of the world on her shoulders. She knew what that felt like and how alone she’d felt most of her life.
“If you want a sidekick, I’m available.”
Sky’s gaze softened. “I can see you being the best sidekick a person could have.” 
Drew’s insides tightened. The compliment was nice, but the lack of confirmation left her believing once again she wasn’t good enough. She thought she’d managed to show Sky her authentic self, and that Sky would see her as more than a vacation fuck buddy. Who could blame her. Drew had a lot of rough edges that hadn’t dulled much over time. This time, for the first time, she wished it wasn’t so.




  

EPILOGUE
    
Sky took the last of her luggage and dropped it in the pile near the living room archway. Drew had been quiet on the ride to her place. Before turning in for the night, they feasted at an expensive restaurant where Drew had made reservations the first night of their departure. The food was the most delicious she’d ever had, but what she would remember most was Drew’s witty banter, corny jokes, and the way she looked at Sky as though she were the only woman there. 
Back in the room, exhaustion set in, and they tumbled into bed. Original plans of continuing their sexual foray from the day before were not meant to be. Drew had almost immediately fallen asleep. Lying in each other’s arms filled her with a sense of intimacy that wasn’t easy to find. Sky hadn’t realized she’d drifted off until she woke hours later and the urgency for more sex wasn’t as important as staying right where she was. Where she belonged.
As Drew awkwardly stood with a tentative smile on her face, she was clearly waiting for Sky to take the lead. 
“Thank you for the most amazing trip.”
“You’re welcome.” Drew took a step closer. “I’m sorry I was such a shit at times.”
“You were testing the waters.”
Drew shoved her hands into the pockets of her tight jeans. She rocked back on her heels, pursed her lips. “Well, I guess I’ll let you get to unpacking.”
“Wait.” Sky went to her big suitcase. She handed Drew the decorative box. 
“What’s this?” Pleasure bloomed on Drew’s face, showing the smile Sky hadn’t seen since they left the island. 
“I wanted to get you something to remind you of our time together.”
Drew carefully removed the strings, opened the lid, and just as carefully unwrapped the wine glasses. “These are beautiful.” She studied the details. “We went here,” she said excitedly. “And here,” she said after looking at the other one.
All Sky could do was nod. She’d done well. “I know.” She stepped closer, the distance between them mere inches. “I thought maybe you’d invite me over for dinner and we could use them.” 
Shock was the only word for Drew’s expression. “You want to see me again?”
“Of course.” Sky felt her smile fade. “Unless you’d rather not.”
“Are you kidding?” Drew set the glasses aside. “I thought after my little stunt the other night you’d be glad to finally get rid of me.” She swallowed hard. 
“If we can’t get over misunderstandings then there’s no hope for us.” 
“Us?” This time when Drew smiled there was an audible click.
Sky cupped Drew’s cheek. “You’re so cute when you’re clueless.” She gave her a quick kiss. “I can’t imagine not seeing you anymore, Drew. We still have a lot to learn about each other, but there’s no rush, is there?”
Drew shook her head.
“Good. We can take it slow, learn to trust each other…and ourselves, to find out if we want the same things.”
Drew’s smile went from tentative to that cocky one Sky learned wasn’t really cocky at all. “It’s the sex you don’t want to give up, isn’t it?”
“And the jerk is back.” She crossed her arms.
“Sorry.”
She laughed out loud. “You’re not wrong, but it’s not the only reason. No matter how the world sees you, you’re a good person. I’m glad I got to see that side of you, too.”
“Yeah. I’m not a jerk all the time.”
“Promise me you’ll stop trying to prove it. Just be you, Drew.”
“I promise.” Drew kissed her until she couldn’t breathe. When she backed away, she crossed her heart. 
Her head spun. “Glad we got that ironed out.” At least she managed to say something.
Drew held her gift with reverence. “Thank you. They’re beautiful, like you.”
Sky wanted to ask her to stay. To embrace the feeling of closeness that had been missing in her life until Drew. “You’re welcome.” 
“Tuesday. Dinner at mine?”
Could she wait three days to be with Drew again? “I’d love to.” 
Drew rose on her toes. “Okay then.” She turned to go. “I’ll have a rough draft of our journaling for you then.” 
A task would be good, otherwise she’d be hard-pressed to avoid the topic of sex. The act itself had never been a driving force in her to strive to pursue more of a connection with previous lovers. It wasn’t the defining factor of her growing relationship with Drew, but damn, she didn’t want her long dormant sex drive to slide to the back burner again. With Drew, there was no going back to being okay with mundane or boring. Her fate had been sealed in the form of a raffle ticket. She’d taken a chance on winning an adventure. Perhaps this time she wasn’t only taking a chance on an adventure. Sky believed with every ounce of her being that this time she was taking a chance on a lifetime of love. 
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