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What happens when you can never forget the first kiss, the first touch, the first taste of lips on skin? When the first sigh of pleasure, first glimpse of soft, smooth skin, the slide of fingers through warm, wet folds burns into your memory? What happens when you know you will remember every single detail of a mysterious woman?


     
  

Emery Barrett is under doctor’s orders to rest while on a three-week cruise. Dana Worthington’s only plan is to improve her tan and have her passport stamped in every port. Adventure, anonymity, and the idea that they will never see each other again propel Emery and Dana into twenty-one days of pleasure. Neither woman has any idea their vacation will be one to remember in more ways than one. But the biggest discovery awaits them when they return home.
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To Mom

I will always remember how you loved me


  Chapter One


     
  

She wished they would stop talking about it. Everyone had something to say: a comment, a question, or a request to see pictures. In the two days since she’d returned home she’d alternated between wanting to remember every minute of the last month and praying she’d forget it ever happened. Yeah, right. Like that would ever happen.

She was late. She hated people who were late to meetings. It was disrespectful. Like their time was more important than that of the other people who made the effort to actually be on time. As the president of Martin Engineering, Emery Barrett set the tone for these types of things. It was well known that she started her meetings on time, was always prepared, and ended promptly.

This morning, however, she was failing in everything. She had slept through her alarm, driven right by the gas station, and pulled into the parking lot on fumes. Her desk was piled high with things that needed her attention, and she hadn’t even read the résumé of the woman she was interviewing in five minutes. No, check that—five minutes ago.

“Emery, you look wonderful.”

“Your tan is fabulous.”

“I love your new haircut.”

“I am so jealous. I wish I could take a cruise anywhere, let alone three weeks to the Caribbean.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you looking so rested and relaxed.”

The well-meaning yet disconcerting comments from her employees continued as she hurried down the hall. At least they were from those brave enough to talk to her, let alone say something personal. She had been a royal bitch the past few months, and nothing she did pulled her out of her funk.

The plush carpet muffled any sound of her booted feet moving faster than they had in weeks. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, she thought as she returned their greetings. This is what a woman looks like after she’s had sex, made love, and even fucked half a dozen times every day for exactly nineteen days. Take a good look because you’ll never see it again, she wanted to say. Instead she simply offered polite thank-yous.

Anything other than that would have been totally out of character for Emery. But why stop now, she thought in that split second before she replied. She’d spent three weeks portraying a character she didn’t even recognize. A different name, different look, no phone, no e-mail, no one needing something from her, wanting a piece of her.

But she had no choice. Actually she did, but the options were not in her favor. She was thoughtful, logical, and always studied both sides of the equation before making a decision. And the decision to leave her company, even if it was in the exceptionally good hands of her staff, to go on a cruise had been easy. It was the third “episode” that had scared the ever-living holy shit out of her.

The first she ignored, explaining the dizziness, complete lack of brainpower, and slightly slurred speech as stress and not remembering the last time she ate. That and the deadline she was facing to refinance ten million dollars of debt. She was a specialist in turning around companies on the verge of bankruptcy. Martin Engineering had hired her as their president three years ago to clean up the company’s financial books and deal with a myriad of ethical violations related to securing government contracts. Federal auditors had Martin under the microscope, and Emery was on a tight timeline to turn it around. Any hint of scandal, or if two plus two didn’t equal four every single time, and Martin Engineering would be history. Holy Christ, who wouldn’t be a little frayed around the edges.

The second episode sent her to the doctor. The third to the emergency room, followed by three days in the cardiac wing of the local hospital hooked up to wires and machines measuring and monitoring everything going in and coming out of her body.

She was under doctors’ orders to rest, and only because her best friend Julia’s sister owned the cruise line had she managed to get a last-minute berth on the Seafair, a fifteen-passenger deck, twelve-hundred-foot-long, one-hundred-eight-foot-wide, class 1A1 passenger ship. She was one of two thousand passengers on the lesbian cruise and, along with a crew of thirteen hundred, spent twenty-one days cruising the southern Caribbean.

She had spoken with Dee Walker the first evening on the ship. On the second day they met for brunch and several games of billiards, and ended up after dinner in her stateroom. They never got out of bed on the third or the fourth day, and the remaining two weeks was much the same, with an occasional trip off the ship to sightsee or shop. For Emery it was by far the most exquisite sexual experience of her life.

She stopped just before the door to the conference room. She had to pull it together and get her head back in the game. She ran a multi-billion-dollar company, and she couldn’t spend hours reminiscing about a beautiful, sleek woman with golden hair lying in her bed. She had a company to run, and the first thing on her agenda was to interview for the open strategy position on her staff.

The door was slightly ajar and she heard voices as she quickly read the top two lines on the thick paper.


     
  

DANA WORTHINGTON

CANDIDATE FOR VICE PRESIDENT CORPORATE STRATEGY


     
  

The headhunter Emery had hired had highly recommended Dana, and she had passed the rigorous set of interviews with the other members of the selection committee. Her qualifications were not in question, because if Ms. Worthington was seeing her now, the people Emery trusted completely had vetted her. Emery’s role at this point was to see if she liked her, if they had chemistry and thought the same way about things, if she had the right fit and finish, and all of the other buzz phrases that determined if she was right to be included on Emery’s tight-knit team.

She was particular about the makeup of her staff. She had handpicked all of them because the synergy among the members of her leadership team was critical. They were as fine-tuned as the jet engines Martin Engineering designed. She didn’t want to upset that applecart, and this would be the topic of the first of several discussions she would have with Ms. Worthington.

Emery rapped on the door and pushed it open. Conversation stopped and three people stood as she entered the room.

“I apologize for being late. I have no excuse other than time just got away from me,” she said to the two men and one woman politely standing around the mahogany table.

“No problem, Emery. I’m sure it’s hard to get back into the swing of things,” Jack Beecher, her vice president of human resources, stated to no one in particular. Phil Johnson, her CFO, nodded in agreement. Emery saw Jack turn to the woman and add, “Emery just got back from three weeks on a cruise. Dana, this is our president Emery Barrett. Emery, this is…”

Emery’s world stopped. Her heart didn’t beat, she didn’t breathe. She couldn’t move. This couldn’t be happening. It was a cruel joke and she was the bad punch line. Never in a million years could she ever envision this scene. What had Humphrey Bogart said in Casablanca? “Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, she walks into mine.” Well, this just tops it off, she thought. Of all the open jobs in all the companies in the world, she walks into mine.

Dee Walker was Dana Worthington.


  Chapter Two


     
  

This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. EJ Connor was Emery Barrett? That was absurd. They had been together for three weeks, she’d said her name was EJ, and she’d never mentioned she was the president of the largest independent jet-engine-design company in the world.

Dana suddenly realized she was the one who was absurd. They had talked about everything from anarchists to the best zoo in the world but had somehow never shared what they did for a living. EJ/Emery had never asked and she hadn’t volunteered. She too had given a false name when she first met EJ/Emery so that kettle can’t call the pot black.

Dana recovered and extended her hand. “Ms. Barrett.” Dana used the new name that went with the face that had hovered over hers so many times. She pushed the thought aside. “Dana Worthington. Thank you for meeting with me.”

Emery hesitated for a second before stepping forward and acknowledging the greeting. A familiar jolt of electricity and desire surged through Dana’s body when their hands touched. An identical look that Dana would never forget flashed in Emery’s eyes, though she quickly masked it with professionalism.

“Likewise, and please call me Emery,” said the voice that had whispered to her in the dark. “Everyone sit down. Again, I apologize for being late.”

Dana had no idea what she said for the next ninety minutes. She forced herself to not look at Emery unless she directly asked her a question, and then she addressed her answer to the two men across the table from her as much as she could without being rude. She wasn’t the least bit timid or shy and always looked people in the eyes when talking to them, but every time she glanced at Emery, a flashback of a minute or an hour or a night they had spent together clouded her brain.

She must have responded appropriately, because when the interview was over the men were shaking her hand so excitedly she thought they’d pull it right off. It was Dana’s turn to hesitate when Emery extended her hand, preparing herself for the voltage she knew would come when their flesh met again. She wasn’t wrong and could have sworn she heard Emery’s quick intake of breath. Emery mumbled a polite good-bye before one of the men escorted her to the elevator.

Emery watched Dana walk away. This was by far the most surreal interview of her life. She had sat across the table from a woman she knew intimately and listened to her provide sharp, insightful answers to every question and scenario they threw at her. Emery had barely been able to concentrate as her eyes kept straying to the smooth neck she had nibbled on, the full, red lips she had feasted on, and the swell of the breasts she had caressed. When Dana had used her hands to accentuate a point, Emery had completely lost track of the conversation, remembering the first time those strong fingers slipped into her.

“Emery?”

Jack spoke beside her. “I’m sorry, Jack. What did you say?”

“Are you okay? You seem a little distracted.”

That is the understatement of the universe, she thought. “No, I’m fine. I mean, yes, I’m fine.” She corrected herself and stared at Jack. “What was your question again?”

“I asked what you thought of Dana?”

Holy crap, she thought. Just how am I supposed to answer that? Let’s see, I can say that I think Miss Worthington is smart, intelligent, and quick-witted. I can also tell you that the Dana I know as Dee is witty, charming, funny, tender-hearted, intense, daring, passionate. She also eats like a horse, treats the wait staff with respect, and can be an absolute maniac in bed.

“Emery?” Jack’s voice sounded more than a little concerned.

She pulled herself together. She was never anything other than in complete control in the office. Her thoughts never wandered and she focused intently on the here and now. However, in the two days since she left Dee/Dana at the dock in Ft. Lauderdale, she was constantly drawn back to the there and then.

“I think she’s excellent. The selection committee did a good job finding her.”

“Do you want to see her again?”

Do I ever. “Yes, make it lunch this time.”

“Do you want it to be just the two of you, or do you want Phil and me along?”

Absolutely no one except me and Dee. “No, just the two of us will be fine. Sometime in the next week or so, if she can make it.” Emery knew Jack would work out all the details.

She had to stop thinking of Dana as Dee. If Dana came to work here, and after this meeting it was a very big if, she would have to make sure she never called her Dee. That was another notch on the very weird post. Whoever would have thought this would happen? It was like something on the Lifetime Movie Network, except that it featured two women who had used aliases and kept their private lives private, yet had become extremely intimate. You couldn’t make this shit up.
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“It was who?”

“EJ, the woman I told you about on the ship. Her real name is Emery Barrett and she could be my next boss!” Dana kicked off her shoes and juggled her cell phone, briefcase, and suit jacket before tossing the jacket onto the back of the chair.

“Holy shit.”

Lauren, Dana’s best friend for her entire adult life, never minced words. They had met at Ogilvie and Mann when they were both summer interns, Lauren in the law department and Dana in marketing, and immediately hit it off. They had shared an apartment, hundreds of lunches, an occasional hangover, and talked at least twice a week. And they were still best friends ten years later.

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Dana replied, unzipping her skirt and kicking it into the basket to go to the laundry.

“Didn’t you do any research on the company before the interview?”

Dana put the phone on speaker and unbuttoned her cuffs. “Of course I did. I know everything about Martin Engineering there is to know, and their president. There were several pictures of Emery Barrett, but she looked nothing like the woman I met on the boat. In the photo she had long dark hair and serious brown eyes. EJ had short, spiky hair with highlights through it, sparkling brown eyes, and the most radiant smile I’ve ever seen.” And it was that smile that took her breath away every time.

Her blouse followed her skirt, and she covered her almost-naked body with a pair of old shorts and an Arizona Diamondbacks T-shirt. “I had absolutely no idea. It was the shock of my life.”

“What did she do?”

“When she recognized me she had that same what-the-fuck look on her face. I stood there with my mouth hanging open for what felt like ten minutes.”

“I can’t even imagine what that was like.”

“No shit,” Dana replied, tugging on the refrigerator door. It squeaked open and she scanned the contents. She hadn’t had a chance to restock after her three weeks away so the selection was pretty slim. Actually, she wanted a beer, but seeing it was only eleven thirty, even she thought it a bit too early. She settled for a can of Cherry Coke Zero. She popped the tab and took a long drink, hoping it would cool her off.

“We told you, you should have taken someone with you,” Lauren said, referring to the conversation Dana had had with her friends the night before the cruise, over pizza and beer at their favorite Italian restaurant.

“There’s no one I’m interested in enough to spend the weekend with,” Dana had said, dipping the last chip in the salsa. “Let alone be trapped with in a tiny little room on a ship for three weeks. Besides, I’m sure I won’t be the only single woman on board.” She wasn’t afraid of being bored. Her days were scheduled with both land and sea adventures in each port. She might be going alone but she would not be lonely.

“What about Tracey?” Sharon asked, referencing the woman Dana had taken to several of the group’s date nights.

“She’s too negative.”

“Paula?” Dana had dated her earlier the year before.

“I could only take her in short time frames.”

“Debbie?”

“She doesn’t know when no means no,” Dana said, remembering a very unpleasant ending to an otherwise pleasant evening.

“And before you name anybody else, I am perfectly capable of and actually prefer going on this trip alone.” She held her hands up to stop Lauren from saying something. “I know you think I’m too particular and live in a dream world when it comes to finding the right woman, but I refuse to settle for anyone other than what I’m looking for.” She wanted to become stupid, breathless, giddy, high-school tongue-tied, couldn’t keep her hands off, completely and totally consumed by her desire for the woman she decided to share the rest of her life with.

“There is no such thing as the perfect woman,” Maggie said, refilling Dana’s empty mug with the remaining beer in the pitcher between them.

“I caught one,” Lauren had said wistfully. Lauren and her partner Elliott had been together for several blissful years, and Lauren was expecting their first child in a few months.

Dana corrected her. “Don’t you mean you let her catch you?”

“Well, there is that.” Lauren rubbed her belly.

“I reiterate my claim,” Maggie said decisively.

“Well, I think she exists. You can’t tell me there isn’t a woman out there who’s confident without being arrogant, self-sufficient, independent, honest, and faithful, as well as cherishes her mother.” There were several more attributes Dana wouldn’t compromise on, but she didn’t think she needed to bring them up.

“You don’t even like your mother,” Lauren said, a look of exasperation on her face.

Dana defended herself. “We’re not talking about me.”

Maggie piped up next. “You’re talking about a woman that doesn’t exist. No one’s that perfect.”

“I’m not looking for perfection, Maggie.” But was she? Even though some of the women Dana dated had a few of her mandatory traits, some ended up being the exact opposite of what she had just defined. But she refused to believe there wasn’t one woman who had it all. And she would remain single until she found her, even if it was years in the future.

“I like my own company and lately prefer it to those around me. Present company excluded, of course,” she said quickly. “I’ll be fine, have a great time, and will come back tanned and rested for my interview at Martin Engineering.”

“Why are you going back to work so soon? You’ve got enough money to last you months. Take some time off, you deserve it. You work too hard. No wonder you can’t find a woman.”

“Maggie, that’s not fair!” Dana was completely exasperated. They recycled this old topic of conversation at least once every few months. “I have no trouble finding women, as you call them. You just named three.”

“And I could rattle off at least half a dozen more too, which is exactly my point,” Maggie replied.

“And just how many women have you dated?” Dana knew the answer was far more than she’d just been accused of cycling through.

Maggie mimicked Dana’s previous response. “We’re not talking about me.”

“And we’re not talking about me anymore either,” Dana said with finality.


     
  

*


     
  

Less than twenty-four hours later Dee jumped at the blast of the ship’s horn. She wasn’t expecting it and had lost all track of her surroundings other than the feel of the warm breeze on her face. It had been far too long since she had gotten away from the rat race of her career, over-zealous friends trying to set her up with “the perfect woman,” and her mother. The first was long overdue, the second well meaning if not a bit tiring, and the third just a plain old pain in the ass.

She was between jobs, having left her previous employer two weeks ago with a hefty severance check in her pocket. Brady and Black, a small boutique public-relations firm, had been acquired by one of the largest firms in the world, and within three weeks, she had packed her office possessions into two boxes and was saying good-bye to friends and co-workers she had spent thousands of hours with. Between her savings and the final check from Brady, she didn’t have to worry about working for at least a year, and much longer if she sold the Microsoft stock her grandmother had left her.

Minnie, as her mother’s mother preferred to be called, had been a woman far ahead of her time. She’d managed to save a dollar here and two dollars there for years and, unbeknownst to anyone, especially Dee’s mother, had bought blocks of Intel and Microsoft stock when it was in the single digits. When she died at the ripe old age of ninety-two and her will was read, that was the first time anyone had any clue that Minnie was a multi-millionaire. She left it all to Dee, and her mother had just about blown a gasket. Deloris had been hounding her ever since.

This trip was Minnie’s idea, in fact. Dee would talk to her grandmother for hours about everything. She was her sounding board for life, love, and work. Minnie taught her how to stand up for herself, give to those that didn’t have, and cast her fishing line to the exact spot she was aiming at. When Dee said she wanted to go to college, her mother had scoffed but Minnie had supported her decision. When, at fourteen, Dee hesitantly confided in Minnie that she had “those funny feelings” for Karen Sharpe, Minnie hugged her and told her she loved her no matter what.

Deloris Worthington, on the other hand, loved easily and, based on the number of stepfathers Dee had, often carelessly. She was currently “between husbands,” as Dee told her friends, positive her mother wouldn’t disappoint her with yet another one soon. Her mother was more afraid of being alone than she was of being unhappy. Thankfully, Dee was nothing like her.

“So how do you think it went?” Lauren asked, pulling Dana’s attention back to the present.

“You mean other than the obvious elephant in the room? I have no idea what they asked me or what I said, but I got the impression it was the right thing. They said they’d let me know in a few days what the next steps would be.”

“I still don’t understand why you want this job. Martin doesn’t have a good reputation. If Emery Barrett doesn’t pull this off you could go down with her.”

“But she is turning it around. Sure, they ran into some trouble with the government and how they conducted business, but Emery has a fabulous reputation for taking a company on the brink of disaster and turning it into a huge moneymaker. Her reputation is phenomenal in this area, and the opportunity to be a part of this kind of transformation really interests me.”

Dana had read everything possible on Emery, every article on her management style, and even went so far as to talk to several people who had been on her staff at other companies. Everything pointed to the fact that Emery was a dynamic, charismatic, shrewd, and very smart woman. One article in the Harvard Business Review went so far as to say her insight was akin to a crystal ball. She had an uncanny knack of knowing exactly when to take chances and when to play it safe.

“But if she doesn’t succeed, you could go down with her,” Lauren pointed out for the umpteenth time.

“She won’t. She never has. Having me on the team increases her chance for success by ten times. I am exactly what she needs.” Dana was nothing but confident in her capabilities.

“Is that what you told her?”

“Not exactly in those words but I got my point across. At least I think I did. I’m not sure what I said. It’s all a little fuzzy after Emery walked into the room.” The interview still felt a bit more than surreal even now, an hour after it.

“Do you think she’ll hire you?”

That was the hundred-thousand-dollar question. Normally at this stage of the interview process Dana had a pretty good idea of the outcome. By the time she got to the CEO it was usually her job to lose. She’d never encountered this situation. She bet that the number of times it had happened to anyone in the world could probably be counted on one hand.

She and Lauren confirmed their lunch date for the next day, said their good-byes, and Dana took her Coke onto the patio. She settled into one of the high-backed chairs, her favorite spot on the deck. From here she could see the ocean through the trees and hear the birds chatting nearby.

She had debated with herself for months, trying to decide if she wanted to cut down some of the tall trees to enhance her view of the lake, but at the same time she didn’t want to lose any of the thick, mature trees that had sold her on the property. In compromise she simply thinned out some of the dead wood and scrub and called it paradise.

She had bought the five acres three years ago and it was still a work in progress, as she often described it. The house was over a hundred years old, and even after new plumbing, wiring, a roof, and double-paned windows, it still needed work. Now that the house was foundationally sound she could begin on the inside. The plans to remodel the kitchen were on her desk in the study, along with the estimate from a local contractor. She had signed the contract, sent the first check, and was anxious to get started. He was scheduled to be on her back doorstep the day after tomorrow and, as he had stated on more than one occasion, “in only six short weeks” her kitchen would go from early 1970s—complete with the requisite olive-green appliances, practically non-existent laminate countertops, and a chipped cast-iron sink—to a high-efficiency gas stove and range, a Sub-Zero refrigerator/freezer, and sixty square feet of granite countertop. She doubted it would be ready in six weeks but was prepared for it to take as long as necessary to be exactly as she wanted it.

Dana put her bare feet on the small table and settled in to think. She wanted this job. When she had first heard that Martin Engineering was looking for someone to help develop their long-term strategy she jumped at it, putting out feelers and inquiries until she connected with the search firm recruiting for the position. The fact that a female led Martin in a very male-dominated field also interested her.

Dana had endured an exhausting interview process even before she got to Emery. Between the two three-hour exploratory interviews with the search firm, the two-day executive assessment, and the five people at Martin she had spoken with, Dana felt like she had been poked, prodded, and examined to the nth degree. The final step was the interview this morning.

Talking with Emery simply reinforced her desire for this job. She wanted to work with a visionary leader, someone who had great ideas and wasn’t afraid to take chances, and that person was Emery Barrett. But what about EJ Connor? What in the hell was she going to do with her memories of that person? What would her life be like if Emery offered her the job? Equally important, what would she do if she didn’t?
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Somehow Emery got through the morning. Adam, her administrative assistant, ran her office like a tight ship and had everything completely organized for her return. A retired general’s aide, Adam was a godsend on more than one occasion, and it was scary how he knew what Emery needed almost before she did. He could draft most of her correspondence and write her a thirty-minute speech with only a few key points that she provided. He had been her right hand, left hand, and everything in between for eight years. Some days she felt like she went wherever Adam told her whenever he told her it was time to go. And today was one of those days. Thank God, because she didn’t know if she could have done anything by herself if she had to.

After the shock of the interview with Dana, Adam had kept her on schedule as she met with each of her department heads for a brief update of what had transpired during her absence. She was an absolute professional but couldn’t keep her mind from drifting to the first day of the cruise.

The deck was crowded. Women of all ages, shapes, sizes, and colors jostled for position against the rail. Most were waving to familiar faces on the port, a few were kissing, some looked nervous, while others, like herself, were simply enjoying the warm late-afternoon sun on their face as the ship slowly moved through the crystal-clear water of the port
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