

    
            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.
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        * * *

      

			“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 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. 
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        * * *

      

			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.
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