
        
            
                
            
        

    The Wrong Date

Sienna Waters





Sienna Waters
© 2020 All Rights Reserved
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior permission by the author except in the case of brief quotations for the purposes of review and non-commercial cases as per law.
This is a work of fiction. All characters and events exist solely in the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual people, alive or dead, is pure coincidence. All characters are eighteen years of age or older.








Stay up to date with the latest news from Sienna Waters by signing up for my newsletter. Or follow me on Twitter!




To N.–

Forever my perfect date
xxx





Chapter One
Annie bumped the mailroom door open with her butt, her hands busy juggling two paper grocery bags.
“And then what did he say?” Fred asked, taking one of the bags from her.
“That the software needed to be done by Tuesday or else,” said Annie with an eye roll.
“And what did you say?” Fred leaned up against the row of mailboxes, a bag in one arm, her other hand planted firmly on her hip.
“I told him to go screw himself?” It definitely came out as a question and Annie felt a shiver of delicious something even speaking the words out loud. Words she'd never actually say.
It was Fred's turn to roll her eyes. “As if.”
“Fine, fine. I didn't. But I wanted to.” She rummaged in her pockets for her keys.
“In your other hand,” said Fred helpfully. “And you should.”
“Should what?” She fiddled, trying to turn the mailbox key the right way.
“Should tell him to go screw himself. He has unrealistic expectations. Set him right. Let him know how this stuff actually works, tell him the truth.”
Annie snorted and finally freed the mailbox key. “As if,” she echoed.
Fred sighed. “Annie, you could buy and sell the guy, quite literally. You really don't need to put up with his bullshit.”
“He's the project manager.”
“For a coding project that you're freelancing on when you don't even need the money. Which is just bizarre.” Fred shook her head, a lock of bright pink hair falling to the wrong side of her part. She hooked the hair back again. “Seriously weird.”
“I enjoy the challenge,” Annie said stoutly, unlocking the mailbox.
What else was she supposed to do? Having cash was all very well. Having grown up broker than broke and eating Ramen noodles five nights a week Annie was the last to underestimate the power of having money. On the other hand, days still had twenty-four hours, hours that she needed to fill. Besides, she enjoyed coding. No, strike that, she loved it.
“You can get your challenge elsewhere,” Fred grumbled, grabbing the other shopping bag as Annie emptied the mailbox. “Somewhere that's not full of assholes.”
“I only have to see the asshole once a week at a project meeting and I want to work on this project. You know, if you keep on then I'm just going to stop talking to you about this stuff. And you were the one that told me that I was supposed to complain about my co-workers.”
With a handful of mail, she slammed the box door and took a grocery bag back from Fred's arms.
“You don't have to be chivalrous with me, Fred. I'm no damsel in distress. I'm more than capable of carrying my own grocery bags to the elevator.”
“Since when did you get so sassy?” asked Fred, holding the mailroom door open.
“Since forever. You just never noticed it before,” Annie said, walking past her and sticking her tongue out.
The elevator was bigger than Annie's bedroom growing up, something that never ceased to amaze her. She leaned against the mirrored wall, watching Fred check a message on her phone. Fred with her half-shaved pink hair, her ripped jeans and her sleeveless shirts. She cared, that was the only reason she pushed and prodded when Annie didn't have the confidence that she thought she should have. Annie knew that. She smiled a bit.
“What?” asked Fred, sliding her phone into her pocket.
“Nothing. Just thinking how lucky I was to meet you.”
“Lucky, my ass,” snorted Fred. “I'd been trying to run into you on campus for weeks. And when I finally finagled my way into meeting you, you weren't even interested in women.”
Annie laughed. “Well, you got a friend out of the deal.”
“True enough.”
“And a talented co-developer and fellow tech geek,” added Annie as the elevator came to a stop. “And I wouldn't say completely uninterested in women. That's not fair.”
“A drunken make-out session at a lesbian bar the night before graduation doesn't count.”
“Ha, it's more than can be said for you. Have you even kissed a guy?”
“God forbid,” said Fred, shuddering at the thought. “And get your ass out of the elevator, I'm so hungry I might start chowing down on you if you don't.”
The chop-chop-chop of the knife rang through the apartment. Annie smiled. Fred was a mean touch with a knife and never let her chop a thing. Which was sweet and also convenient. Cooking wasn't exactly her forte.
Instead, she wandered through the apartment, still marveling at the fact that all this was hers. High ceilings, tall windows, plenty of light and air, and a stunning view over the city. She'd fallen in love with the place from the moment she set foot in it and had snapped it up immediately.
Somehow though, it never quite felt like home. She always took her shoes off when she came in, thought twice before she touched things, lived in fear of breaking something.
She changed quickly in pajama pants and then returned to the kitchen, picking up the mail on the way.
“Need any help?”
“Stay the hell out of my kitchen,” growled Fred.
“Um, it's my kitchen.”
“Not for as long as I'm cooking in it, it isn't,” said Fred, depositing a handful of cut onions into a pan. She turned the heat up to let the oil sizzle.
Annie flicked through the mail, nothing interesting. Except... She pulled out a thick cream envelope. What on earth could it be? It felt thick and important. More like a personal letter than some kind of circular or bill.
“You really shouldn't be spending your Friday nights with me, you know,” Fred said, distracting her. “It's a bit sad really. The two of us, holed up here.”
“It's not sad,” said Annie, the letter momentarily forgotten. “It's fine.”
“Yeah, right, fine. Not sad at all that two attractive women don't have significant others in a city full of people.”
“Eugh, let it go. You'll find Ms. Right at the right time,” said Annie, looking back down at the envelope in her hand.
“Any potential Mr. Rights working on the project?” asked Fred.
Annie laughed. “Nope. All dorks.”
“Like you.”
“Well, yeah, I guess. But, well, I'm not sure I want to date a dork. Or someone just like me. Opposites attract, don't they?”
Fred started chopping up peppers. “Allegedly,” she allowed. “Although I'm thinking that having a little in common would probably help things. And we're neither of us going to meet anyone if we never go out. What say you next weekend we go hit the bars?”
“Sure thing,” said Annie, sliding her fingernail under the flap of the envelope and only half-listening.
“At least you have a faint chance of meeting someone at work,” Fred was saying now. “Nine times out of ten you're the only woman on a project. Unfortunately, that means I am too. There really need to be more women in the industry. I wonder if you should do something about that, I mean with all that cash you have and all, maybe...”
Fred's voice faded into the distance as Annie drew the thick card from the envelope. One glimpse of the crest at the top and she knew exactly where the letter had originated. One glimpse and her stomach sank and all those old feelings rushed back.
She was fourteen years old and walking through the doors of Briarwood Academy for the very first time. It smelled of wood polish and beeswax and money. Old money. Her second-hand skirt was too long, her socks itched, and her sweater was already coming unraveled at the cuff.
A chance of a lifetime, her mother had called it. And she'd agreed. She'd wanted to go. She'd longed all summer for the first day of school, for the opportunity to walk through those tall, wooden doors, she'd dreamed of what her first day would be like. And now it was here. And one thing was very, very clear. She didn't belong at Briarwood Academy.
“Annie? Anne?” Fred's fingers clutched at her arm. “Anne?”
Annie shook herself. “I'm fine. It's nothing.”
“You look like you saw a ghost.”
“Nah, nothing like that.”
Her mouth felt dry and her palms felt damp. The card was lying on the kitchen counter where it had fallen from her fingers. As stupid as it was, she couldn't bring herself to pick it up, couldn't bring herself to look at the damn thing again.
Of course it had come now. If she'd given things any thought at all, she'd have been expecting it. Time moved at a finite rate, after all.
“So, gonna spill what's in that letter, or not?” asked Fred, inquisitive eyes narrowing as she started stirring the pan again, releasing a wave of scent that made Annie's stomach rumble.
“It's nothing,” Annie said automatically.
“Bullshit.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “It's an invitation.”
“To what?” pushed Fred.
Annie hesitated for a second, but there was no way Fred was going to let this go. She might as well just give up now. “A reunion.”
Fred just stared, one eyebrow raised and Annie sighed.
“Fine. My ten year high school reunion. Happy now?”
Fred's face softened. “Fuck,” she said kindly. Then she reached down to switch off the stove. “Let me get you a drink.”




Chapter Two
Robin pulled a handful of tissues from a tastefully disguised box. The sobbing woman took them but didn't raise her head. A clock ticked on the mantle, the only sound other than the sniffles from Mrs. Richardson, but Robin said nothing. She knew better than to interrupt.
What most people didn't realize, she thought, is that sometimes a woman just wanted someone to listen. Not to solve, not to comfort, just to listen. Which was why she said nothing as Mrs. Richardson continued her cathartic sobbing.
It was an old problem, one that Robin encountered a solid fifty percent of the time in situations like these. Mrs. Richardson was crying because Mr. Richardson had been to Cabo with his twenty year old personal assistant. Not that this was the first time. Which meant that in essence, Mrs. Richardson wasn't crying just because of Cabo, it was more because she accepted that this was her life now.
Mrs. Richardson would not leave Mr. Richardson. And to be honest, looking around the ornate living room complete with fine art on the walls, Robin had to admit that she probably wouldn't either. Not in Mrs. Richardson's situation anyway.
Carefully, she laid a hand on Mrs. Richardson's arm. Strange really that she never thought of the woman by her first name. Particularly after how intimate they'd been at the beginning.
“Can I get you anything?” she asked softly.
She didn't want to interrupt but her time here was running out.
“Maybe some water?” she added.
Mrs. Richardson nodded and Robin went off in search of something to drink. Of course, she could probably find a bell and ring it and have someone bring her a glass of water, but she didn't think that the staff should be involved here.
As she passed the door she saw the discreet stack of bills under the plant-pot on the side table. Always in the same place.
There were three qualities involved in being a good escort, Robin had learned.
Discretion was the obvious first one. She never discussed her clients in any way, shape, or form with anyone.
Empathy was the second. The ability to connect with another person was absolutely vital.
The third was love. Not the heart-pounding, world-spinning kind of love. But something, some spark. She never turned down a client because she found them physically unattractive, quite the opposite, she'd done it only when she could find no spark, no mutual interest there.
“Here we go,” she said, finding the mini refrigerator by the bar and grabbing a bottle of water.
She pulled another tissue from the box as she handed the water to Mrs. Richardson.
“Oh my dear,” said the woman. “What would I do without you?”
Robin smiled a little and put her hand gently on the woman's shoulder. Mrs. Richardson had been one of her very first clients. Ten years ago now. Robin had been a surprise from Mr. Richardson to his wife in order to rekindle the spark in their marriage. A rekindling that obviously hadn't worked. Yet, Mrs. Richardson still had a standing appointment. One that had become more of a therapy session than anything else.
“You'd be just fine without me,” Robin said now. “You're a confident, brave woman that can handle anything.”
“I know that,” sniffed Mrs. Richardson. She should well know it, she was the Vice President of one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the country. “But with you, I don't have to be. I can let things slide.”
“Sometimes we all have to.”
Mrs. Richardson gave her a watery smile, then noticed the time. “I've kept you too long, Robin. You should have said.”
“It's not a problem.” For once, it really wasn't, her evening appointment had canceled.
“Of course it is, you're a businesswoman, Robin. You don't give away your time for free. Now get out of here. Scoot.” She sniffed again and straightened up. “I'm absolutely fine, as you can see. All the better for having sobbed like a baby in front of you. Ready to face the world again.”
“Are you sure?” asked Robin. Because she would stay. She'd stay with most of her clients if they needed her.
“Completely sure. Off you go, dear. I'll see you at the same time next week?”
Robin nodded and picked up her jacket. “I'll look forward to it,” she said with a smile. She bent and gently brushed Mrs. Richardson's cheek with her lips. The most intimate touch they'd had during the appointment. The most intimate touch they'd had for more than five years now. Something that would surprise quite a lot of people.
Sex work was very often not about sex at all. Something that had come as a shock and then a pleasant revelation to Robin when she'd been younger. At least, her kind of sex work wasn't. She found herself playing the role of confidant or companion more often than not.
Not that she was unwilling to indulge in the more physical side of her work.
She was walking towards the door when Mrs. Richardson called out her traditional closing for the appointment: “By the door, dear.”
Robin scooped up the cash without looking and folded it away into her pocket before leaving.
Late afternoon sunshine flooded the pavement. Spring was definitely on its way. Robin grinned and decided to walk home, all the better to enjoy the growing warmth.
She'd always lived in the city, and as far as she was concerned she never wanted to leave. It was her home. She knew every dusty corner of it. She knew what the weather was like, what day it was, just by sniffing the air outside her door.
And she liked the anonymity of it. The fact that she could walk down the street and no one knew who she was or what she did.
Not that she had a problem with what she did.
Robin was self-aware enough to know that the phrase 'sex worker' carried a certain amount of judgment in it, a certain assumption about the kind of person she was, the kind of upbringing she'd had and all the rest of it.
The boring truth though, was that she was an escort because she chose to be, because she wanted to be. Her childhood had been happy, she had a college degree. Even her mother knew what she did, though she wasn't thrilled about it. The bottom line: Robin liked her job and she was good at it. It gave her satisfaction to help people. There was nothing more to it than that.
She rounded the corner of her block and saw a figure a few feet in front of her. Tight stretch pants covered a rounded ass, a sports bra revealed a chocolate toned back, and a long, black ponytail swung as the woman in front of her jogged on.
Robin skipped a couple of steps, hurrying until she was close enough that she could slap the tempting backside.
“Ouch, fucking pervert...”
The woman's snarl turned into a grin as she turned to see Robin standing behind her and laughing.
“Jesus, I was about to punch you, you know. I'm sick of perverts in this city grabbing my ass,” said Brandyne, still slightly breathless.
“Guilty as charged,” Robin said. “It's a tempting butt though, so I might plead temporary insanity. School out already?”
Brandyne nodded. “Finish at three on Fridays,” she said. She was an elementary school teacher at a school four blocks away. A job that Robin couldn't even imagine doing. “And what are you doing here? Shouldn't you be wining and dining rich women or spending the weekend on someone's yacht or something?”
Robin laughed again. Sometimes Brandyne's image of what exactly she did was so far from the reality that she had to laugh. “Appointment canceled tonight. So for once I've got a Friday night off.”
“Sweet,” Brandyne said. She started walking and Robin kept pace with her. “Fancy some dinner and TV?”
“Sounds perfect.”
“I can't promise lobster and champagne or anything,” Brandyne said as the pushed through the door to the apartment building.
“Good,” said Robin. “That's what I had for lunch anyway.”
Brandyne snorted with laughter and they climbed the stairs side by side. Robin paused in front of her own door. “Let me get changed and feed Schnucks and I'll be right up,” she said.
“Give Schnucks a kiss from me,” Brandyne said, disappearing up a further flight of stairs.
The key clicked in the lock and Robin opened the front door, closing it behind her just in time to stop the cannonball of grey fur hurling itself down the hall from escaping. Schnucks halted, then strolled forwards, twining himself around her ankles and purring.
“Brandyne sends kisses,” she said, reaching down to pat his head. “And I'm about to feed you anyway, so you don't need to butter me up with your purring.”
She headed into the kitchen to open up a can.
Friday night. Pizza and beer in front of the TV. What could be more perfect? A normal evening, just for once. She grinned to herself and dumped out tuna cat food onto a plate. Schnucks miaowed impatiently.




Chapter Three
The liquor bottle spun as Annie put it back on the coffee table. She managed to steady it before it fell, then picked up her glass and took a long drink.
“You don't have to go,” Fred said. She was sitting on an armchair sideways, her legs swung over the arm, a drink in her hand.
“I'm well aware of that.”
“I mean, I get it. Rich private school, scholarship kid, and a dorky one at that. That whole Mean Girls vibe, I totally get it. You think it was easy being a dyke with a half-shaved head in tenth grade?”
Annie put her glass down amongst the litter of dinner plates. “You went to school right here in the city and I'll bet that there were a half dozen other kids with shaved heads. In fact, I'd be more likely to believe that you were picked on if you had a full head of hair.”
“Alright, alright,” said Fred, holding her hands up. “I was just trying to be empathetic. Hand me that damn bottle.”
Annie passed over the liquor and Fred filled her glass up.
“I do understand though,” Fred said when she was done. “More than you think. And at a guess, I'd say that's where all your confidence problems come from.”
“Confidence problems?”
“Psh, you can't say boo to a goose.”
Annie giggled, the Jack Daniel's was going to her head. “Point conceded.”
“I'm just saying, that if you were awkward and out of place in high school, I can see why you might have confidence problems is all.” Fred paused to take a slug. “Not that you should have them.”
“Have what?” Annie was busy topping up her drink.
“Confidence problems.”
“Meaning?”
Fred rolled her eyes and pulled her legs back so she was sitting up straight. “Meaning you're rich, you're successful, you're hot and now you're just fishing for compliments.”
“Rich, fine,” Annie said, drinking and then pulling a face at the strength of it. “Successful, I mean, I guess, but that depends on your metrics for measurement. Hot, well, you're welcome to your opinion, I suppose.”
All of five foot three with blue eyes, no boobs to speak of, a messy short haircut that stuck up at odd angles at the best of times, and a sharp chin that made her look like some kind of pixie or something. Annie wasn't under any misapprehensions about her looks. She was okay looking, not ugly, but hot was really stretching it.
“Unless...” said Fred. She was fingering the thick card of the reunion invitation. “Unless you want to go, that is.”
Annie made some kind of sound that was half cough, half snort and entirely something else. Fred's eyes narrowed and Annie felt them on her.
Did she want to go? She was terrified at the very idea of it, her body shaking when she even considered showing up. Yet some dark part of her, something way down deep inside did kind of want to go. Did kind of want to... prove something.
“Speak up, kiddo, before I get too drunk to listen,” said Fred. “Do you want to go to this thing?”
“No,” said Annie. Then added. “Yes.”
“Right. Um, care to explain that?”
She thought for a second, then shrugged. “It's not so unusual, I guess. I was unhappy in high school and I suppose... Well, I suppose I always thought of a reunion as a way to get my own back. A way to show that I'm nothing like anyone assumed I was.”
“You mean showing up all successful and rich and everything, just to rub their noses in it?”
Annie chuckled. “Yeah. Something like that.”
“Not unusual at all,” said Fred. “Quite common in fact. Actually, I think most people probably feel that way, or why have reunions at all? They're just a way for everyone to boast about everything they've achieved.” She took another drink. A complex design of tattooed flowers flowed up her arm and disappeared under her shirt. “You've achieved a lot, Annie.”
“Not enough.”
Fred sighed. “Sweetie, look at yourself. If your aim is to go to this reunion to show that you've succeeded despite everything, then you should go ahead. You've got money, you've got a great job, you're hot even though you think you're not.”
“I'm not married,” Annie said. “I don't have kids. What if those are the metrics that people measure success by?”
Fred lay down in her chair again. She puffed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “You know, I always dreamed of bringing an entourage to my high school reunion.”
“An entourage?” laughed Annie. She slid down the couch so that she was sitting on the floor.
“Yeah, why not. A bunch of people to cater to my every need, maybe a few security guards with black glasses. Just to create an air of mystery. Just to make people talk. It'd be hilarious.” She drank again. “Actually, I might just do it.”
“How are you going to get an entourage?”
“Hire them,” Fred said.
Annie shook her head in disbelief and picked up her phone, sliding into her music app and changing the playlist. She needed something a little calmer than the current rock list that Fred had put on. She was just about to hit play on a jazz channel when Fred sat up straight, slapping her bare feet on the wooden floor.
“That's it.”
“What's it?”
“An escort,” said Fred.
Annie hit play on the list and put her phone down. “Okay, now you've lost me.”
“Hire an escort,” said Fred. “If you need to go to show that you're successful and so that you can get some closure to this whole high school period, then you should go. If the only thing stopping you from going is that you haven't found Mr. Right then why not hire one?”
“Um, because it wouldn't be particularly honest?”
“You think everyone there is being honest?” Fred said. “They're all lying about things, they're all talking things up. They tell you that their kid is a genius when really he eats dirt in the playground. People embellish on their achievements, it's what they do. I don't see any harm in it.”
“I—”
“No, take a second. Think about it. All your confidence issues, the reason you can't tell your stupid project manager to go screw himself, it stems from this crappy high school bullshit. So why not go and face it? Stare down the dragon and come back here a better person, a person that's put all the high school stuff away for good. It makes sense.”
It kind of did make sense, in a drunken, convoluted sort of way. Annie knew she could use more confidence. She knew it would make her life easier. More pleasant. And maybe Fred was right about the reunion.
“I don't know,” she said. “An escort, really?”
Fred shrugged. “Why the hell not?” She was already pulling her laptop out of her messenger bag and opening it.
“Because... because it'd be weird,” Annie said, not really sure what her argument was supposed to be here except that it would, honestly, be very weird.
“I'm sure these guys get requests like this all the time,” said Fred, still typing. “They're professionals. You just choose a guy, book the date and tell him what you need. He'll take care of the rest. It's no different than hiring... I don't know, a butler?”
Annie laughed. “A butler?”
“Fine, a gardener, a dry cleaner, whatever. You need a role fulfilled, so you hire someone to do it. I don't see any shame in it.” Fred was scrolling through something. “Here you go. This site had tons of them. High ratings too.”
The sudden reality of it sobered Annie up a little. “No, come on Fred, this is crazy.”
“Crazier than not being able to stand up to your boss? Crazier than not being able to yell at a pervert on the subway? You come on, Annie. This could really help. Look, this site lets you have a consultation appointment first, free of charge. You can just meet the guy, see how it feels, see how it goes.”
“Fred...” But she was weakening. Maybe this could work. A flicker of excitement started. The thought of exuding confidence was tempting.
Fred was typing again. “I'll make an appointment for Tuesday at six, at that coffee place on third. Here.” She pushed the laptop toward Annie. “I've put all your info in, all you need to do is choose which escort you want to meet.”
Annie pulled back. “Oh no, that seems... Too much like choosing a puppy at the pound, or like choosing a cut of meat or something.”
Fred growled and pulled the laptop back toward her, clicking on something then pushing it back. “Fine, then just choose a name from that drop-down menu.”
Reluctantly, Annie took the laptop and scanned down the names. Daniel, James, David, too traditional. They reminded her of the rich guys at school. Jordan, Shane, LeShawn, nope. Just not right. Then she caught a name about half way down the list. Robin.
Robin. She sounded it out in her head. That sounded right. A little different, non-threatening. Robin sounded like he read books in his spare time and had a golden retriever. Robin sounded nice. She clicked the name and hit 'send' before she had the chance to change her mind.
“Crap,” she said, pushing the laptop away from her.
“Jesus,” said Fred, eyes wide. “Did you really do it?”
Annie slammed the computer shut and closed her eyes. “Yes,” she squeaked.
Fred's laugh could be heard a block away.




Chapter Four
Robin stretched out on the couch and lowered a piece of pepperoni pizza into her mouth. The grease felt deliciously sinful and she moaned as she chewed. In the background, one of the million Real Housewives franchises blared from the TV, but whatever over-dramatizations were happening on camera, the two women really weren't paying attention.
“I honestly don't mind the extra work,” Brandyne was saying, sitting cross-legged at the coffee table. “Hell, I'm a public school teacher, it's part and parcel of what I do.”
“So what is the problem then?” asked Robin. She knew damn well that Brandyne would give her life for her kids. The woman frequently paid out of her own pocket to get them school supplies or lunch, and stayed up until way after midnight designing activities and grading homework.
Brandyne sighed. “The problem is that it's parents' evening.”
“Aha. And...” Robin took another bite of pizza as Brandyne buried her face in her hands for a moment.
When she looked up she was flushed, but her eyes were dancing. “Can I admit something?”
“Go for it.”
“I love being a teacher. I love my kids. I love my job. But...”
“But,” prompted Robin.
“But I hate parents.”
Robin laughed until she was almost choking on her pizza. “Oh, Brandyne. I'm not sure you can be a teacher without dealing with parents.”
“They're just so... I don't know. Some of them are great, of course. But then there's the ones who aren't, the entitled ones. You know, I actually had a parent offer to pay me to stay longer after school to look after their kid?”
“Seriously?”
“You wouldn't believe half the things that happen to me on a daily basis.”
“Is it time for a job trade?” teased Robin. “After all, you do have the stripper name.”
“And you've got the elementary school teacher name,” agreed Brandyne. It was a running joke that they'd been named for each others' professions. “But I'm not sure you're ready to handle the amount of tears I see in a day.”
“You'd be surprised,” Robin said dryly, thinking of Mrs. Richardson.
“And I'm definitely not ready to handle the amount of... whatever you see in a day.”
Robin laughed again. “My love, you wouldn't believe half the things that happen to me on a daily basis. Ninety percent of my job is... bonding, companionship, talking. You'd be better at it than you think.”
On the TV someone screamed and a hair-pulling match started, distracting their attention for a few seconds until the commercials came on.
“I think I need a sugar daddy,” Brandyne sighed, stretching her legs out. “Someone to take me away from all this.”
“Right,” scoffed Robin. “Like you'd ever be able to walk away from your kids.”
“I know, I know.” Brandyne sighed and her face got more serious. “More money would definitely help though. Having a second income coming in would take care of a lot of my worries.”
Robin straightened up. “Sweetie, if you need help...”
Brandyne waved her away. “No, it's not like that. I'm managing. It's just that I don't know how much longer I will. Salaries aren't going up, public school teaching doesn't exactly pay well you know. I'm just... I guess I'm just worried about the future.”
“Aren't we all.” Robin popped the cap of a beer and passed it over before opening one for herself.
“I'm one to talk,” Brandyne said, holding up her bottle and clinking it against Robin's. “What about you?”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “Escorting pays well.” It came out shorter and sharper than she'd intended. Discussing money wasn't one of her favorite things to do.
“Not what I meant. I meant the future, forward planning, all that jazz.” Brandyne chugged down a mouthful of beer. “Escorting might pay well, but I bet it doesn't have a 401K. And, well, not to put too fine a point on it but, um, you're, well...” She let the thought trail off.
“I'm over thirty,” supplied Robin. She sighed and put her beer down on the coffee table. “You're right. I know that. I do need some kind of plan. I just wish I could come up with one is all. I can't do this job forever.” She shot a look at Brandyne. “Though I've still got a few good years in me yet, thank you very much.”
“So you need a sugar daddy too.” Brandyne half-raised her bottle before remembering. “Oops, sorry. Sugar mommy? Is that a thing?”
Robin had to laugh, but she was shaking her head. “No sugar mommies for me, thank you very much. I work for my money.” It was no one's job to take care of her. The very thought of it made her teeth itch. She was smart, she was pretty, she was more than capable of providing for herself.
“Sore point, huh?” asked Brandyne, raising an eyebrow.
“A bit,” admitted Robin. “I just... I don't want to be beholden to anyone. Never have. I prefer to do things my own way. I don't want to be... owned.”
Brandyne sighed again and drank. “I guess you're right.” Then she brightened. “Which kind of reminds me, I suppose. Remember I told you about that little girl, Gracie?”
“Um, the one that...” Brandyne told her so many stories it was hard to remember which kid was which. “Ah, the one that spilled the blue paint you sat in last week?”
“The very one,” said Brandyne. “Well, her mother is one of the lovely ones. Supportive, funny, and, as it happens, very attractive. And single, as she just mentioned to me the other day and I was thinking...”
“Oh no,” said Robin. “No, no, no.”
“But she's really hot,” Brandyne said.
“Nope. No blind dates, no setups.” This wasn't the first time Brandyne had tried and Robin was sure it wouldn't be the last. She had to give the girl points for trying.
“Why not? Come on, Robin, you can't be alone forever. She's really nice, I swear.”
It was Robin's turn to sigh. “Darling, I just don't have time to give to a relationship right now. And, well, my job doesn't exactly lend itself to having a partner, you know.”
“You've been single for as long as I've known you, and I'm sure some escorts have to have boyfriends or girlfriends or whatever.”
The show came back on TV and Brandyne's gaze momentarily shifted to it. She was right, of course. Robin had plenty of colleagues that had partners. She'd just never found... If she was being honest, she just hadn't found someone that she wanted to spend more than a few hours at a time with. It sounded bad even in her head. But with a client she could have fun and then leave and still be home in time to curl up with her cat and read a book or watch TV. A girlfriend... Well, she'd be there all the time.
“I'm just not into dating right now,” she said as Brandyne turned back. “But thank you for thinking of me.”
Brandyne opened her mouth to argue the point but Robin interrupted. “As for you, a strong woman like you shouldn't need a sugar daddy. What about a, uh, what do they call it nowadays? A second income stream?”
“What?”
“Like another way of making money.”
Brandyne's smile faded a bit. “Robin, I love you, but... But I can't, um...”
“Jesus, Bran. I wasn't trying to lure you into prostitution or anything. I meant something else. Like an Etsy store or, I don't know, trying to write children's books or something. Something to get a bit more cash rolling in is all.”
Robin's phone beeped and she reached into the pocket of her sweatpants to get it. The email notification popped up and she quickly scanned through it. Tuesday at six, not a problem, a nice central location. She searched for the client's name. Annie Harland. Not familiar.
“What about educational books?” Brandyne said. “I mean like text books for elementary kids, but not boring ones. I've been thinking about trying to make something more exciting.”
“And you design all those awesome activities for your kids anyway,” agreed Robin.
She put her phone away. Annie Harland, whoever she was, could wait. Right now, Brandyne needed help. And if there was one thing that Robin really loved to do it was helping people.
“You'd need to contact some publishers, see if there was any interest before you got started,” she said.
“I guess I could do that.”
Robin pulled another slice of pizza out of the box. “So tell me what exactly you imagine.”




Chapter Five
Annie grabbed her coffee, thanked the barista, and installed herself neatly into a corner table. At least from back here she could see everyone that came in. Close to the bathroom too, so she could make a quick escape. Maybe. If the place had a back door.
Not that she'd recognize Robin when he came in, of course, but she thought she might have a feeling. He'd look bookish, she'd decided. Maybe even have leather patches on the elbows of his jacket. He probably wouldn't bring the golden retriever with him though, not to a cafe.
Jesus.
She couldn't actually believe she was doing this. For the entire weekend and the last day and a half she'd been arguing herself in and out of the situation. Until finally, she'd given up. The stupid appointment was made, she didn't have to pay for anything, and hell, if she didn't go then Fred would never let her hear the end of it.
Besides, she'd decided that it would be good for her confidence to get out and meet a few new people.
The door opened and she looked up, heart pounding and stomach swirling. But it wasn't Robin. A tall, slim woman walked in, long dark hair pulled back with tendrils just grazing her face. She walked like she knew everyone in the place was looking at her. Confidence like that, Annie decided, that was what she wanted. She wanted to not just walk in like everyone was looking at her, but to walk in and not care if anyone was looking at her.
She sipped at her coffee. Where was she? Yes. Confidence, meeting new people. Fred had been right about one thing. They weren't going to find Mr. and Ms. Right by sitting around at home. This whole reunion thing had shaken her up a bit, given her something to chew on.
For a long time there she'd been pretty happy with how life was going, what she was achieving. Then that invitation had arrived and all of a sudden she thought that maybe there was a piece missing, maybe...
“Excuse me?”
It was the woman. Close up Annie could see that she had dark eyes too, and that the casual t-shirt and jeans were expensive designer brands.
“Yes?” What could a woman like that want? Annie looked around the cafe, there were other empty tables to choose from.
“Are you Annie?”
Annie nodded.
The woman put a latte glass on the table and held out her hand. “Robin,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”
Time stopped and Annie just sat, mouth open in disbelief, as Robin's hand hung there between them. Robin. A woman. Not a book-reading, jacket wearing, retriever-owning man. What the hell...
“Is there a problem?” the woman's face was creased with concern. She pulled out a chair and sat down. “Annie? Is everything okay? You are Annie, right?”
Annie nodded again. “Robin,” she managed to squeak.
“That's me,” the woman said with a gentle smile that gave her dimples.
“But you're... You're...”
There was a long pause. “Um, I'm afraid I really don't know how to complete that sentence for you.”
Annie took a deep breath. “You're a woman.”
“Well, yes.”
“I, um, I...”
The woman's eyes widened and Annie saw flecks of green in the brown. “Wait, you were expecting a man?”
For the third time, Annie nodded.
Robin frowned. “But, well, you chose me from a website, didn't you? That's where the appointment email came from. Surely...”
“I didn't look,” Annie said, her breath starting to come back to her and a flush traveling up her skin. “I couldn't look. I just... My friend brought up the list of names and I just chose one that spoke to me.”
For a second there was complete silence and then Robin started to laugh. She laughed so hard that she had to grab a napkin. And eventually, the laugh was so contagious, the situation was so ridiculous, that even Annie started to giggle a little.
“I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” Robin said, dabbing at her eyes with the napkin. “I'm so sorry. I don't mean to laugh at you. I just...” She went off into more peals of laughter. “Oh my days,” she said finally, taking a deep breath. “I'm sorry.”
“No, I'm sorry,” Annie said now. “I really should have checked. I had no idea that, um, well that there were people like you. It honestly never crossed my mind.”
“People like me?” Robin asked, stirring her coffee. “Meaning?”
“Um, escorts?” The word came out as a question and Annie hated herself for it. She wasn't judging this woman's choice of profession. “I mean escorts, um female escorts that have female, um, customers.”
“We definitely exist,” Robin said and her smile was a little smaller.
“Oh God, no, I didn't mean to offend. Jesus, my best friend is lesbian and...” Annie shut her mouth firmly and took a breath trying to calm herself. “And I've just become one of those horrible straight people that has to protest that they have gay friends. Fuck.”
Robin grinned at the curse. “Don't worry about it. I'm guessing you're probably not feeling quite yourself right now. A bit in shock maybe?”
Annie found herself grinning back. “Just a bit. This was all hard enough, I mean I've never done it before. Hired an escort, I mean. And I've been worried about it and going back and forth and everything and then...”
“And then you end up with Juliet rather than Romeo,” finished Robin.
“Yep.” Annie recovered herself enough to take a drink of her coffee. Only then did she realize that perhaps she was holding things up here. “Jeez, I don't want to waste your time or anything. If you need to go then I totally understand, I—”
“Nah, I've already got a coffee,” Robin said with a pleasant smile. “Besides, you've had a shock. It wouldn't be kind to leave you.”
She raised an eyebrow and shot Annie a look that gave her a funny feeling in her stomach. Jesus, she could see why this woman was so good at her job. One look and even her pulse was racing, God knew what she could do to a man. Or a woman that was into women, she supposed.
“I'm really sorry,” Annie said again for lack of anything else to say.
Robin shrugged. “It's fine. Shit happens, right? And I needed a coffee break anyway. Why don't you tell me what you're doing here? You said you've been kind of freaking out about all this, maybe it'd help to talk things through?”
“Oh, I don't know.”
“Try me,” Robin said. “I'm a really good listener. And I'm a total stranger that you'll never see again, so I can't think of anyone better to use as a sounding board. Go on, give it a go. Let's start with the biggie. Why do you want to hire an escort?”
Annie hesitated. The woman in front of her looked sympathetic enough but... spilling her life to strangers wasn't exactly something she did. Yet she'd dragged the woman all the way out here because she'd been too cowardly to even look at photos of escorts, so she guessed she owed her some kind of explanation.
“I, um, I have a high school reunion coming up,” she said.
“I see,” said Robin. “Not an unusual reason, if that makes you feel any better. Plenty of people like to hire someone to, um, shall we say 'make a good impression'?”
A little of the stress drained from Annie's shoulders. “Really?”
“Sure,” said Robin. “And there's nothing wrong with that at all. Making a good impression is important, though we've all got different reasons for wanting to make one.” She paused long enough to take a drink, then looked Annie straight in the eye. “And what's your reason, Annie?”
Annie found herself talking, explaining. Not everything, just a little, enough to make sense maybe, hopefully. And as Robin listened she nodded and seemed intent and she was just so easy to talk to. Annie had to force herself to stop talking before she gave too much of herself away. It was hard to remember that Robin had been a stranger until five minutes ago.
“Hmm. A whole Mean Girls thing going on then,” Robin said.
“Yeah, I guess. That's kind of some of it,” Annie said. “I wasn't popular. Not at all.”
“That can really dent someone's confidence,” said Robin. She put her cup down. “And there's no one else you want to impress? I kind of get the impression that I don't have the whole story.”
“No, I...” Annie sighed. What the hell. She'd never have to see Robin again after today. And it did feel kind of good to talk.
“Go on, you can tell me,” said Robin. “Who's so important that you need to wow them at this reunion?”
Annie closed her eyes for a moment. “Tyler Grayson,” she said.




Chapter Six
“Tyler Grayson, hm? Quarterback? Star shooter on the basketball team?”
Robin only realized that the questions sounded snide when they came out of her mouth. Not at all what she'd intended. There was just... Something about this woman sitting there in the corner of the coffee shop spilling her heart out that made her want to help. She seemed fragile, breakable.
“No, no, none of those things,” Annie said. “He was just... He was popular. A drama club kid. Super popular. And he was always nice to me and, well, maybe I missed an opportunity there.”
Her eyes sparkled blue and she had the sweetest face, like a pixie or something, sharp-chinned and sharp-cheek-boned, angles and planes. A very attractive woman. The only thing standing between Annie Harland and whoever the hell she wanted was Annie's serious lack of confidence, in Robin's opinion.
“Well, maybe you didn't. Maybe you can reconnect,” she said now. If the idiot deserved her, which Robin doubted.
“I don't know. I don't know if I want anything like that. I just want...” Annie sighed. “I guess I want some closure. I want to close off that chapter of my life.”
Robin grinned. “And a quick dance with Tyler Grayson wouldn't hurt either.”
Annie grinned right back. “Yeah, guess not.”
Picking up her cup and swilling back the last of her coffee, Robin came to a decision. She owed this woman nothing, and in all honesty the mix up was completely Annie's fault. However, she'd help. She couldn't not help. A pretty woman in distress had always been her Achilles' heel. Anyway, she wanted to help.
“Listen, I'm obviously not what you were expecting,” she said.
“That's one way of putting it,” Annie smiled.
“But I hear what you're saying, and I think maybe I can help you.”
Annie blushed and the color that suffused her cheeks made her eyes glow even brighter blue. “Oh dear, I hope I haven't given the wrong impression, I'm not, um... I mean I made out with a girl one time, and it was pretty nice, but I'm not, I haven't, er...”
“Relax,” Robin said with a laugh. “That's not what I meant. I know a few people in the industry, and I could help you out is all I meant. I know a really great guy called Alex that could be perfect for what you need. He's discreet, lovely, and a gentleman.”
“Oh, right, yes.” The flush lowered a bit and Annie's skin returned to its porcelain state. “Okay, that sounds good.”
“Then let me give him a call and set up an appointment with him for you. The same as this one, just a little talk, a little get-to-know-you session to see if you're a good match. That way you won't have to choose anyone yourself again.”
“And won't have the opportunity to get a woman or a dog or whatever the hell else can go wrong,” finished Annie. “That's kind of you. But, well, I'm not so sure that I want to go along with this now. I mean, I've been undecided anyway, and maybe this was all just a sign that I shouldn't... That I should be truthful about who I am.”
Robin couldn't stop herself. She reached out and took Annie's hand and for a second the other woman almost pulled back. But she didn't. She let her small, warm hand rest in Robin's.
“Darling, no one is ever honest about themselves. You don't need to be ashamed of this. If you need closure then you should have it. Grab this opportunity with both hands and go for it, girl.”
She could see that Annie was on the fence.
“You've got nothing to lose by meeting Alex,” she said.
Finally, Annie nodded. “Okay, yes, fine. Let's do it.”
Robin laughed and let go of her hand and then missed the warmth of it immediately.
If she was going to make the call she should do it sooner rather than later. Alex booked up fast, he was a popular guy. But still she hesitated. She slowly walked home, the evening warmer than she'd expected.
Something just felt... weird. There was no other way of putting it. Normally, she was decisive, she knew what she wanted and when and how and everything else. But something about all this just felt a bit off and she couldn't put her finger on why.
There was nothing wrong with passing Annie on to a colleague. Hell, Alex had referred a few clients to her in his time. And Alex was a good guy, he wouldn't hurt Annie, he'd be patient and understanding, and he was definitely a head-turner. He'd make a splash at that stupid reunion.
She passed a corner grocery store, the lights bright against the sidewalk.
“Okay, honesty time.”
The nice part about living in a city was that no one looked twice when you talked to yourself on the street.
“You don't want to call Alex because you don't want him to go to the reunion with Annie.”
That felt about right, but there was more.
“And you don't want him to go to the reunion with Annie because you want to go yourself.”
She did. She wanted to be the one there. Annie had already told her why she was going, had spilled probably more than she ever would to Alex. She wanted to be there to support her, to protect her, to...
Jesus fucking Christ.
“Alright, enough of this bullshit.”
You don't just meet people, client people, for five minutes and decide you have stupid feelings about them. Ever. She pulled her phone out just as she was coming into her building, scrolling through the contacts until she got to Alex's number.
She was just finishing up the call as she walked past Brandyne's landing.
“Well hello there,” she said, hanging up the phone. “Aren't you looking stunning?”
Brandyne did a little twirl, showing off the short black dress she was wearing. “I told you I needed a sugar daddy,” she said.
“I didn't expect you to act so soon!”
“I'm kidding. It's a Tinder date is all,” Brandyne said. “I figured I might as well try and have a little fun while I'm still young enough to enjoy it. Anyway, I spent all weekend working on a pitch for that textbook idea, so I deserve a night off.”
“I'll look forward to hearing about it.”
“Was that you on the phone in the stairwell? Did I really just hear you setting up a client with someone else? You giving up the job or what?”
Brandyne's face was a picture of curiosity and Robin laughed. “No, no, nothing like that. It was all just... Eugh. A case of mistaken identity, a woman who thought I was a man and—”
“Wait, someone thought you were a man?” Brandyne said, eyes rather obviously on Robin's far from manly chest.
“That's what I get for having a gender-ambiguous name, I guess.”
Brandyne nodded in understanding. “I get it. And you decided to help out anyway and hook this girl up with someone slightly better endowed in the penis department.”
“Exactly.”
Keys jingled as Brandyne locked her apartment door. “You know, I think you might care just as much about your clients as I do about my kids.”
Robin rolled her eyes. “There's nothing wrong with being nice.”
“There's not, I wasn't criticizing,” said Brandyne. “Just... remember to look after yourself too, yes? You should get what you want and need out of life as well. Don't spend everything on looking after everyone else.”
“Like I ever would.”
Brandyne looked her up and down. “Hmmm. Whatever you say. And I gotta run or else Mr. Tinder will think he's been stood up.”
Robin bid her goodbye and continued up the stairs to her own apartment. Schnucks came running as she opened up the door and she managed to grab him just before he could escape.
“Come on, you,” she said, closing the door behind her.
She carried him into the kitchen and then stopped, distracted by the view of the city lights from the dark window. Cradling the cat she stepped closer, watching the world stretching out below her.
She'd done the right thing. She'd been nice, been supportive, been more than helpful. Calling Alex had been a professional courtesy and absolutely the right thing to do.
She cuddled Schucks closer to her and he began to purr.
If it was the right thing to do though, then why did she feel so bad about it?




Chapter Seven
Why the hell was she doing this?
Annie scooted around a corner and the coffee shop was finally in sight. A coffee shop that she really didn't need to go to. To meet someone that she really didn't need to meet.
Less than an hour after she left Robin, while she was still bathing in the embarrassment of screwing up, she'd got a text. Alex was in the area and ready to meet her.
So she'd turned around and gone back the way she came.
And for the life of her, she couldn't figure out why.
If she was looking for signs, then maybe this was one. The fact that Robin's friend was literally just around the corner and ready to meet at a moment's notice.
Or maybe it was all a setup. Maybe Robin knew that if Annie had waited any longer then she'd have canceled. That she was planning on canceling. Once she was home and away from Robin's dark eyes and charming smile.
“You don't have to go, you know,” she muttered to herself. “You really don't. You can go home right now. Just turn around, get going.”
But she didn't. Her feet kept heading irrevocably toward the cafe. Like they had a mind of their own. Like she actually wanted to meet this guy. Like...
She halted and someone behind bumped into her and then swore. Her feet didn't have a mind of their own. She didn't particularly want to meet this guy. But she did want to please Robin. Shit. That was why she was doing this. Because Robin had set it up and she didn't want to let the woman down.
Which was ridiculous since they barely knew each other and there was no need to impress her.
But Robin had called in a favor, and she had been nice. Caring, easy to talk to. Not at all what Annie would have pictured if she'd ever taken the time to picture an escort. There was a distinct lack of fake boobs and big, blonde hair. No red lipstick either.
In return, the least Annie could do was just go ahead and meet the guy. She took a deep breath, screwed up whatever remaining courage she had left, and kept walking.
This whole damn idea was absolutely insane and she was going to kill Fred when she could get her hands on her.
She pushed the door open, still thinking about wrapping her hands around Fred's skinny neck. The place was quieter now, closer to closing, the barista wiping down the coffee machine and shooting a smile in Annie's direction. A smile that for a second made Annie's stomach turn because... what if she knew? What if the barista knew that she was in here interviewing escorts and...
A flaming wave of heat swept up her face and she turned around ready to go out and smacked straight into a firm wall of chest.
“Jesus, I'm sorry.” She took a step back, head ringing from the impact.
“Don't think about it,” said a deep and calming voice.
She looked up and twinkling blue eyes looked down at her and he smiled and there was a dimple and... and it was very obviously too late to run away.
“Annie?”
She nodded.
“Can I get you a coffee?”
“Tea, please.”
“Sure. Why don't you get us a table and I'll bring it right over.”
He was... nice. His smile beamed, he was tall and broad and looked like a model. Like one of those pictures that came inside photo frames when you bought them. He smelled good, she could still smell the faint tinge of cinnamon from his clothes. He wasn't scary at all and she didn't know why she'd thought he would be.
It didn't stop this whole thing being ridiculous though. But, well, she was here now.
“Here we go, Annie.” He put a steaming mug of tea in front of her. “Is it okay if I call you Annie? Or is there something else you prefer?”
“Annie's just fine.”
“Great.” He grinned and showed even white teeth and her shoulders relaxed. “So why don't you tell me why we're here, Annie. Robin didn't say much over the phone. Just that you were looking for someone like me. What can I help you with?”
There was nothing threatening about him at all. Yet she shifted in her chair and debated what to tell him. “I have a high school reunion coming up,” she said finally.
He nodded. “I see. And you'd like me to go with you to that?”
She nodded.
“I'd be happy to go with you, Annie. Is there a particular reason that you'd prefer me to go along rather than, say, anyone else?”
He used her name too much. That bugged her. It was a stupid, little thing to be bothered by. And the question. She found that she didn't want to answer it. Not so long ago she'd sat just a few feet away and told Robin the whole story. But now, now she couldn't find the words.
“I'd just... prefer to go with someone like you,” she said. He hadn't used the word escort himself, so she didn't either. Maybe it was some kind of taboo, maybe he preferred being called something else like... Well, gigolo was the only other word she could think of and she wasn't about to call him that to his face.
“Not a problem at all,” he said, still smiling. “We'll need to run through the dates and make sure that I'm available. We'll also need to have a discussion about what you expect from me, how I should behave, pet names we use together, that sort of thing.”
She swallowed and cupped her hands around the hot tea. “Of course,” she said faintly.
“And I would recommend that we spend some time together beforehand, to get to know each other better. Maybe a session or two a week, depending on how close the reunion is.”
“Mmm-hmm.” She didn't trust herself to speak now.
“And I'll get you a list of my prices,” he finished.
Her whole body went cold. Prices. Fuck. That was... real. “Thank you.”
It came out as a squeak and she felt stupid and small and scared. He shouldn't intimidate her. But he was so comfortable with this, with talking about it. He was so obviously part of a world that she didn't belong in. She couldn't begin to fathom the idea of going to the reunion with him. She couldn't think about whatever these 'sessions' were that he was talking about.
She couldn't do this.
She pushed her tea away. “I, uh, I gotta get going.”
He flashed that brilliant smile again and produced a business card, holding it between his middle and index finger as he offered it to her. “Just give me a call and we'll get things set up.”
“Mmm-hmm.” She was already pushing her chair back.
“It was lovely to meet you, Annie.”
She wished she could say the same. There was nothing wrong with him, far from it. But it was all so fake. He looked fake. She knew damn well that if she walked into the reunion on his arm then she'd look fake. And there was no...
No what? She hurried out of the cafe without turning back. No connection.
The truth was that if she hadn't met with Robin so recently she might not have noticed it. She might have thought that this was how she was supposed to feel, squirmy and nervous and like she was pretending something.
Alex was nice, charming even. But it was clear that he was nowhere near as good at what he did as Robin was. Even Annie could see that. Robin had made her feel at ease, had connected to her immediately, had... felt like a friend. A confidante. Something she'd achieved within moments of sitting down.
She groaned and practically ran the next block or two, so anxious to get away from the coffee shop. A coffee shop that she was sure that she would never set foot in again.
This had been a stupid idea from the start. This whole thing was stupid. She was stupid. And it was all unnecessary. She just wouldn't go to the reunion. There was no need for lies, no need for escorts, and no need to be so damn wound-up about it. She just wanted to forget about the whole thing.
“Fuck it,” she growled and stepped to the curb, flagging down a cab.
She'd almost walked the whole way home after meeting Robin, thinking about things. About the past, about the future. Then she'd had to go all the way back and meet Alex. Now all she wanted to do was get home and forget about everything.
A dream that soon disappeared when the cab pulled up in front of her building and she saw Fred loitering around the entrance.




Chapter Eight
Annie slammed the door, leaned back against it and groaned. She'd have screamed if she'd have thought she could get away with it. A nice, long, loud scream. But then she didn't want to be kicked out of her building. Or have the police asking awkward questions.
“Come on, Anne, let me in!” Fred banged on the door.
So much for keeping things quiet. “I've had the worst evening.”
“I've got Thai food.”
She could hear the crinkling of the bag as Fred held it up to the peephole. She sighed and turned around, cracking the door open slightly. “Tod Mun Pla?”
“Have you had a stroke?” hissed Fred.
Annie rolled her eyes. “Tod Mun Pla. Did you bring fish cakes?”
“What do you think I am? Some kind of idiot? Now let me in.”
Fred pushed on the door and Annie gave up, letting her stride into the apartment straight to the kitchen.
“So, I want to hear all about it. Was he hot? No, stupid question.” Fred grabbed plates from the cupboard. “He's an escort. Of course he's hot. Was he nice at least? Did you want to... uh, you know...?” She pulled forks and spoons out of a drawer. “Was he tall? Did he bring the dog?”
“Jesus, Fred, give me a break here.”
Fred picked up everything she'd found and conveyed it all to the dining table in the corner of the large, light living room. “What? I'm just curious is all. This was all my idea, remember? So, what was he like?”
Annie rubbed at her face with her hands and then joined Fred at the table. Might as well get this over with. “He was a she.”
Fred stopped, take out container in one hand, lid in the other. “A transvestite?”
“No, I mean Robin was a woman.”
“I'm confused.”
“So was I. But she was very definitely a woman.”
“Okay.”
“Alex was a man though, if that helps.”
Fred frowned and Annie was beginning to enjoy herself in spite of everything. Seeing Fred's confusion as she tried desperately to work out just what had happened that evening was entertainment enough. She helped herself to some fish cakes while she waited for Fred's head to explode.
“So, Robin was a girl and Alex was a guy,” Fred asked finally.
Annie broke down and started talking.
As she was finishing up her tale and her plate of Pad Thai, Fred pulled out her laptop and brought up the website.
“Huh, well I'll be damned,” she said. “The website is definitely for women, I just had no idea that there were both men and women on the site. Yay, inclusivity!”
“Yeah, except maybe I should have been a bit more careful in my choice,” said Annie.
“You said she was nice.”
“She was. It was weird. Like sitting down with someone you've known for years. Comfortable even. I don't know, it's hard to explain.”
“Coming from you, that's a huge compliment, little Miss Ice Queen.”
“And what's that supposed to mean?”
Fred grinned, taking the sting out of the insult. “Just that you don't generally respond like that to new people is all. You're... shy, I guess. And that means you come off as cold sometimes.”
Annie sighed. “Fair point. I wasn't like that with Robin though.”
“Robin's a girl and Alex is a boy,” Fred said again, shaking her head. “You'd think people would be more careful with names, wouldn't you.”
Annie just stared at her.
“What?”
“Your name is Fred, Fred.”
“Right. Yeah. Got it.” She started stacking plates up. “You know what interests me?”
“Enlighten me.”
Fred sat again and raised an eyebrow. “You met two escorts in one night. I've heard you mention Robin's name a dozen times in the last fifteen minutes. Alex, on the other hand, barely got a look in.”
Annie's eye roll was really getting a workout tonight. “Don't read anything into it,” she said. “I met two people. One of whom was nice and kind and the other was...” She hesitated. Alex had been nice enough and kind too, she supposed. “The other was just... not my kind of person is all.”
“I see.”
Fred's face was always so kind. She'd always tried so hard. She was the one person that Annie knew who hadn't changed her attitude once the money had started coming in. The one person that still treated her exactly the same. Fred wanted to help, but she had to be honest with her.
“I think this whole idea was crazy,” she said. “I'm not going. This is all... it's insane.”
“Is it really?” Fred asked. “Is it really that insane? I mean, you do have confidence problems, even you'll admit that. I know you want to be stronger, more forceful, more able to stand up for yourself. You've said as much to me before. Is it really so crazy to think that going to this reunion would help you with that? That facing the people that destroyed your confidence in the first place, or who at least didn't nurture it, is a bad plan?”
“It's not a bad plan, Fred, it's just that... I don't think I can do it.”
“You can, I know you can.
She stared down at her dirty plate, then handed it over to Fred. “I'm one hundred percent certain that I can't walk into that reunion on Alex's arm.”
Fred looked down at the table, then up at her. “What about walking in on Robin's arm?”
For a second she was floating in mid-air, the floor disappearing out from beneath her. She gripped the edge of the table to bring herself back to earth. “What are you talking about, Fred?”
“Hear me out here,” Fred said. “It's not as terrible an idea as it might seem. You liked Robin, right? You felt comfortable with her, more confident with her, she was good to be around, yeah?”
Annie nodded.
“Well then, what better person to have a new experience with? The reunion is going to be stressful enough as it is. Having someone you like, someone you feel comfortable with by your side would make it better, easier.”
“Fred, as much as I love you, you're forgetting one little thing. I'm not gay.”
“But nobody else knows that,” said Fred, standing up and taking the plates.
Annie followed her to the kitchen. “Have you been drinking already? The last time you came up with this crazy idea you were half-cut on Jack Daniel's.”
“No I have not,” Fred said primly, stacking plates into the dishwasher. “And I don't think it's that crazy. Nobody else knows that you're not gay. And let's face it, you want to walk into this reunion and make a splash. There's no point in going if you're just going to fade into the background. You won't prove any point then, not to yourself and not to anyone else.”
“Speaking of points, I'm assuming that you have one?”
Fred shrugged. “I can't think of a better way of making a splash than walking into that place on the arm of a stunningly hot woman, can you?”
“Jesus, Fred, you're not serious.”
“As a heart attack.”
“But—”
“But nothing. You need this, Annie. You need this confidence shot, this boost. So why not take it? And if you are going to take it, well then, why not spend the weekend with someone whose company you at least enjoy? You could learn from this woman. It'd be like a masterclass. Study her, see how she reacts, how she responds to people, learn to be more like her, emulate her confidence.”
Annie pulled herself up onto a barstool. Either this was actually starting to make a little sense or she was just as crazy as Fred. “I don't know, I'm not totally comfortable with the idea of pretending to be gay.”
“You could be bisexual,” said Fred. “And it doesn't matter. Sexuality is a spectrum, you fall somewhere on it, can you honestly say that there isn't a situation where you could imagine yourself with a woman? What about if you were in prison? Or... Or if all the men in the world died?”
Annie laughed. “Okay, okay. Never say never, I suppose.”
“So, you'll do it?”
The reunion invitation was propped up by the fruit bowl on the counter. For just a second she thought about that little girl, the one that had walked into Briarwood Academy. And then she thought of Adam, her project manager, the idiot that understood nothing about how programming worked. And how much she'd like the confidence to tell him to go to hell.
“I don't know.”
Fred growled in frustration and beckoned for Annie's phone. Annie slid it over the counter.
“What are you doing?”
“Texting this Robin to set up another appointment. The least you can do is consider this. Talk to her about it. If I can't persuade you this is a good idea, maybe she can.”
And she was about to stop her, about to grab her phone back, but then she thought about the way Robin had walked into the coffee shop. The way she'd exuded confidence. The way she'd smiled. And she sat on her hands.
One more meeting couldn't hurt.




Chapter Nine
The text had come as a surprise, she wouldn't deny that. And her first reaction had been to ignore it. Or make up some excuse. But in the end, Robin told herself that curiosity had won out.
Curiosity.
Not the fact that Annie had eyes as blue as the ocean. Not the fact that she so obviously needed protecting from something. And not at all the fact that she'd had an extremely explicit dream featuring someone who looked very much like Annie. Very explicit. Explicit enough that even thinking about it right now was turning her on.
She crossed her legs under the table. This was professional, she reminded herself. This was work. And if Annie needed help, well then, she was perfectly placed to help her. Maybe she hadn't liked Alex and wanted another recommendation. Maybe she wanted a friendly ear to listen to her problems, someone who wouldn't judge and who was a hell of a lot cheaper than a psychotherapist. Or maybe...
Maybe Annie was curious too.
She felt the heat push upwards, her blood starting to run faster.
“Water, ma'am?” The waiter hovered next to the table with the jug.
“Please.”
He filled her glass. “And would you like to order or...” He tailed off.
“I'm still waiting,” she said.
He left her and she checked the time. Still waiting. Annie was all of ten minutes late to lunch. That was all. It was nothing, traffic probably. Got the wrong cab, a subway train that got delayed, something innocuous. She hadn't changed her mind. Surely she hadn't.
But I should, she said to herself. I should get the hell out of here.
A long, long time ago she'd learned to trust her instincts. Learned that if a situation didn't feel right then it probably wasn't. And something here just didn't feel right, though she was damned if she knew what or why.
Annie was lovely, harmless, sweet. So why did she feel so bad for recommending Alex to her? Why did she feel so bad for showing up here, at lunch, when she'd been invited to be here? Why did she have the feeling that she really, really needed to be somewhere else?
“Jesus, I'm sorry, so sorry.”
Annie slid into the seat opposite her, cheeks flushed with color.
“I was in a meeting and it ran over. I'm not usually late.”
Robin arranged her face into a smile. A smile that she hoped reached her eyes because looking at Annie right now had done nothing to dispel the memory of the dream she'd had. Had done nothing to make her forget the way Annie's back had arched, the way...
“Robin?”
“Mmm?”
“Are you okay?”
Deep breath. “Absolutely fine, I'm so sorry. I was off in space a bit there, wasn't I? And don't worry about being late. Neither of us are on the clock.”
“We're not?” Annie asked. “I mean, you're not? I thought...” She let the words hang.
“No, not on the clock,” Robin said. “Your first free appointment was a bit of a screw up, so you definitely deserve a second chance.”
“Are we ready to order?”
The waiter was back to hovering. Robin waited as Annie ordered herself a cheeseburger, then grinned and ordered the same. She'd have ordered more or less the same as her client anyway, all the better to put them at ease. But she'd honestly wanted the cheeseburger, so she was glad that Annie wasn't the kind of woman that stuck to salads to impress with her diet.
“Speaking of second chances,” Annie said. “You're probably wondering why you're here at all.”
Robin leaned on. “It had crossed my mind. Was there a problem with Alex?”
“No,” Annie said, then added: “Yes. Well, not really. I don't know.”
Robin laughed. “Why don't you just tell me what's going on, maybe that's the easiest way of doing things?”
Annie waited, biting her lip. But Robin was patient. Sometimes the simplest things were the hardest to say, and listening was essential. Annie would say what she needed to say when she could. In the meantime, it was hardly a sacrifice to be able to study her a little further. She noticed a tiny, crescent shaped scar on the right side of her forehead. And one blonde eyebrow hair, out of place in the dark arch.
“I, um, I think I want to go to the reunion with you,” Annie said.
Robin blinked. “With me?”
“Maybe.”
Not at all what she'd been expecting. “Do you mind if I ask why?”
Annie took a deep breath and seemed to calm herself a little. “It's going to sound crazy,” she warned.
“Tell me anyway,” Robin said with a grin. “I like crazy.”
She listened intently as Annie outlined her plan. They'd go to the reunion together. Annie would make a big impact coming in with another woman on her arm, a beautiful woman. Something that another woman might find shallow, but Robin had escort-ed long enough to know that sometimes clients needed the confidence rush of having beauty on their arm.
At the same time, Annie would learn from her. She'd pick up tips on how to be more confident, how to make better small-talk, how to be a stronger, more powerful woman. Something Robin could absolutely get behind.
Burgers arrived and Annie dipped a fry into ketchup before eating it and looked like a child. Robin smiled at her. “You sure you want this?” she asked.
“No,” Annie said. “But my friend Fred thinks it's a good idea, and she's usually pretty smart about things. And if I am going to go, and if I need to go with someone, well, I'd rather it was someone like you.”
“Someone like me? An escort, you mean?”
“No,” Annie said. She looked down at her plate. “Someone that makes me feel comfortable. You made me feel at ease from the first time I saw you. I think you could make this experience better, easier for me.”
“I'd certainly try,” Robin said, feeling a wave of protectiveness again.
Annie played with her fries some more, building up to saying something. Again, Robin let her take her time, biting into her burger and finding it delicious.
“If, um, if I decide to go through with this,” Annie said eventually. “How would it work? I mean, um, where would we go from here?”
Robin put her burger down carefully. “Well, I'd recommend that we spend some time together, get to know each other a little better. If I'm going to pretend to be your girlfriend, which is what it sounds like you want, then it's important that we know a certain amount about each other.”
“Okay.”
“So a few meetings, no big thing, we can sit at home and compare notes, ask each other questions, come up with a cover story. Or...” She hesitated here, thinking that maybe she was making another mistake. But she couldn't help but say it. “Or we could do something more fun, go dancing, see movies, whatever you like. That way we could learn about each other in a way that's more like dating.”
“Dating?” Annie said, looking up. “I get what you're saying. But there can't be any misunderstandings here, I don't want...” She couldn't say it.
“You don't want sex,” Robin filled in. “That's absolutely fine. Many of my clients don't. I was just suggesting that we get to know each other, that way we'll be more convincing and less likely to get busted once at your reunion.”
“Right,” Annie said, relief clear on her face.
“We could schedule some appointments now, if you like?” Robin said. “Or if you need a little time to think about all this, then I quite understand. You could call me.”
Annie's burger was still untouched. Robin couldn't help but think that maybe this wasn't the right call. She wanted to help the girl. But pretending to be gay and crashing a high school reunion didn't exactly sound like a sensible way to improve Annie's confidence. She hoped that this friend Fred knew what the hell she was talking about.
“No,” Annie said.
Robin's stomach dropped. She wasn't going to go through with it. Up until just this second she'd thought she'd be relieved if Annie didn't want to do this. She liked the woman, maybe liked her too much to have her as a client. She wasn't sure this was the best thing to do. But with Annie's 'no' ringing in her ears she found that she felt only disappointment, sadness, a strange loneliness.
“No,” Annie said again. “I don't need more time.” She looked up and her chin was determined and her eyes glittered. “I'm sick of being shy and afraid all the time. I want to be like you. I want to do this.”
“You want to do this?” Robin asked, heart beating harder than a drum.
Annie stuck her hand out. “Consider yourself hired.”
A spurt of electricity ran up Robin's arm as she shook hands. She really shouldn't be agreeing to this. But it was too late now.




Chapter Ten
The spring air was fresh and stars were twinkling in the sky as Robin walked home. She often walked from client appointments, liking the chance to clear her head before she got home. Not that tonight's client had been especially difficult.
As with more and more of her client-base these days, Robin had been required to do nothing other than look pretty. An intimate dinner, some good company, and an innocent peck on the cheek as she left the client on her doorstep.
It had been fun, lovely, and she knew she was providing a valuable service, an ear to listen, a shoulder to cry on, a smile to enchant. But she couldn't help but wonder how much her age played into this state of affairs.
Escorts didn't age. Well, they did, but they got out of the game pretty fast as soon as the first wrinkles started to show. And though Robin wasn't quite in wrinkle territory yet, there was a definite creasing in the corner of her eyes that hadn't been there five years ago.
“Thirty three isn't old,” she told herself as she rounded the corner to her block.
It wasn't. Not really. Not in the grand scheme of things. But it was old enough that she needed to give the future some very careful thought.
But what the hell to do if she didn't do her job? Social work or psychology had always appealed. She knew she was good at talking to people, and more importantly good at listening. She'd need to go back to school though, and just how was she supposed to afford that?
She was giving the future such careful thought, in fact, that she almost crashed into Brandyne as she pushed into the building.
“Jesus, Robin, you scared the shit out of me. Again. Why do you always do that? How do you walk so quietly in heels that tall?”
Robin laughed. She recognized the signs of Brandyne being slightly drunk. Not very, just enough to make her talk faster, make her think less about what was coming out of her mouth. She looked her friend up and down and nodded, impressed.
“Another date?”
Brandyne pirouetted in her neat red dress and grinned. “Another date.”
“With Mr. Tinder?”
A bigger grin and a nod, then Brandyne was taking her arm and leading her upstairs. “Come and have a night-cap and I'll tell you all about it.”
Robin let herself be led. She needed a drink. She needed time when she wasn't alone, when she didn't need to think. As if thinking about the future weren't bad enough, since she'd signed the contract with Annie she'd been having some strong second thoughts.
Dangerous waters, her heart kept telling her. Annie sparked feelings in her, feelings that she hadn't had in a long time, and that she certainly shouldn't have about a client. Yet she wanted to help. She should be able to trust herself not to get too involved. But could she really?
“You're lost in thought,” Brandyne said as she unlocked her door. “Sure you're in the mood for a drink?”
Robin took a deep breath and put on a smile. Brandyne deserved some of her time right now. “Try and stop me,” she said.
“So, to sum up, he's cute, he's smart, he's funny, and he's rich,” Robin said with amusement.
“Um, yep, that's pretty much it,” said Brandyne. “But far more importantly...” She leaned forward across the coffee table and topped off her wine. “Far more importantly, I like him.”
“Really like him?”
Brandyne blushed and Robin smiled. Her friend was clearly smitten. This Tony was a lucky, lucky man. “Really like him.”
Robin raised an eyebrow. “Weren't you just telling me the other day that you needed a sugar daddy? Does this Tony not qualify?”
Brandyne rolled her eyes. “Yes, I guess. But it's not like that. Honestly, it's not, Robin. He makes me feel...” She stopped, biting her lip.
“Makes you feel?” prompted Robin.
“It sounds stupid. Sappy. But he makes me feel like I'm the only woman in the world. Like we walk into a restaurant and there are all these stunningly beautiful women, 'cos, you know, this is the city and all, but he doesn't even look. He only has eyes for me. He makes my heart beat too hard and my pulse race too fast and sometimes it's hard to even breathe when I see him. Doesn't that sound like the L word to you?”
“Either that or you've developed some kind of serious heart condition,” Robin said. Then she smiled again. “It sounds amazing. And most importantly, you sound happy.”
“Which is more than you do,” Brandyne said. “I know you well enough to know when something's bothering you. Wanna talk about it?”
She proffered the wine bottle and Robin took  it. “I can't discuss clients, you know that.”
“Aha, so it's a client problem. Clue number one. Alright, you can't discuss clients, I get it. But I don't know any names, so you could give me generalities.”
Robin sighed. “Fine. A client has hired me to pretend to be her girlfriend and go to her high school reunion.”
“That doesn't sound so bad.”
“It's not. Except... well, the client in question is straight.”
“Weird.”
“Right. But she says she feels more comfortable around me than around a male escort and that she wants to learn to be more confident, which she can learn from me.”
“Reasonable, I guess,” Brandyne said. She leaned forward again, studying Robin's face. “But there's more to it than that, isn't there? If you don't want to do it, then don't do it.”
“I want to help her. She seems... like she could use some help.”
“Is she unattractive?”
“God no.” Robin slurped some wine and tried not to think about Annie's cute pixie face.
“Ah,” said Brandyne quietly. “Okay, I get it.”
“Get what? There's nothing to get.”
“You like her,” Brandyne said. “Like her more than you think you should. Does she make your heart beat too hard? Make your pulse race? We've already decided those are definitely signs of too much feeling, right? Well, does she?”
Robin closed her eyes. Her pulse was racing right now just from having this conversation. “Don't be silly,” she said, opening her eyes again. “It's just work. I just... I get a feeling that I'm not doing the right thing is all. And I hate that feeling.”
Brandyne shrugged. “Whatever you say.”
Stretching out her legs, Robin felt a sharp pain on her hip bone. Digging her fingers into the pocket of her tight black pants she retrieved her mobile and put it on the table. “I say that we really shouldn't be discussing this at all. Tell me more about your sugar daddy.”
Brandyne laughed but was happy to change the subject.
Robin heard her phone vibrate on the glass coffee table as she was on her way back from the bathroom. She didn't hurry, it was just a text message. But when she got back to the living room, Brandyne was staring at her, mouth half-open.
“What?” Robin asked.
Brandyne collected herself, closing her mouth. “You, uh, got a text. I wasn't being nosey or anything, I swear. But a name flashed up on your phone screen. It just caught my eye is all.”
Robin frowned. “A name.”
“Annie Holden.”
Crap. A client name. She really needed to be more careful with her phone. Discretion and privacy were exceptionally important to her.
“Is Annie Holden a client?” Brandyne asked. “Is she the client you were talking about?”
Robin pushed her phone back into her pocket. “Bran, I can't talk about that, you know I can't.”
“I know, I know. But you're over here teasing me about my Mr. Tinder sugar daddy, and you, well...”
Another frown was in order, deeper this time. “I, well, what?”
“Annie Holden,” Brandyne said. “I mean, I'm not exactly in a position to cast aspersions, but if you were going for a sugar mommy then you could definitely do a lot worse.”
Robin sat on the floor again, reaching for her wine and drinking it down. “What on earth are you talking about?”
Brandyne's eyes narrowed a little. “You don't know?”
“Don't know what?” asked Robin. “I've got no idea what this conversation is even about and I'm starting to think we really shouldn't have opened another bottle of wine.”
“Annie Holden is worth millions.”
Robin snorted. “Seriously?” Annie didn't look like a millionaire. Not even a little bit. “How would you know that?”
“Because my kids did a project last semester on women in STEM. Annie Holden was one of the posters. She's a coding genius, developed some super-hot and complicated software. She's literally worth millions.”
“It's probably not even the same person,” Robin said.
But Brandyne was already picking up her phone, already typing something in, then turning the screen around, showing it to her. “Is this your Annie Holden?” she asked.
And Robin saw Annie's face staring right back at her.




Chapter Eleven
“I need it in three days.”
The project meeting was almost over and Annie's butt was so numb from sitting on the meeting room chair that she was afraid that she'd fall over when she stood up. And now Adam was staring at her, hands on hips.
“Three days?”
“Are you deaf, or did I stutter?”
She took a deep breath. Everyone in the room had dropped their gaze suddenly finding the tabletop immensely interesting. Her heart was quickening. She looked down at her notes, a long checklist of things that needed to be tweaked and fixed in the code. Then she took a deep breath and looked up.
“This is at least a week of work.”
She sounded calm, controlled, but inside she was screaming and squealing. Half from anger, and half from... From what? Fear? Afraid of making a scene, afraid of people looking at her. Jesus, this was dumb. She needed to learn to stand up for herself.
“You'll have it to me in three days,” Adam said.
He didn't even bother to argue with her, didn't even look at her as he was already turning to someone else, getting ready to pressure them for something unrealistic and crazy.
She didn't need this job, that was the heart of the matter. She didn't need it at all. She could walk out right now and be done with it. Except if she did, everyone would be looking at her and she'd be making a scene.
She wanted the project, absolutely. She'd been head-hunted for this particular role and she had wanted it from the beginning. The code presented some unique problems, things she could really get her teeth into. And when she was at home working, the project was fantastic.
When she was in a meeting room with Adam and everyone else, not so fantastic.
Three days. Ridiculous.
In her mind she stood up, pushing her chair back. “Stop being so damn arrogant,” she shouted. “Stop being an asshole to everyone, and stop demanding the impossible.”
She grinned as everyone began nodding in agreement, felt a wave of support.
“If you didn't ask the impossible you'd get better code and there'd be less problems to fix the next time. But you're such a moron that you don't even understand that.”
More murmurings of agreement from the crowd.
“And another thing, just because I'm a woman doesn't mean you get to glare at my boobs whenever you like. Nor do you get to hold doors open for me or infer that I in any way am incapable of taking care of myself.”
There was a scraping as every chair in the room moved and twelve men stood up to give her a standing ovation and tears came to her eyes and...
And that's the way it could be. If she had the guts. She looked around. While she'd been day-dreaming, the meeting had finished and people were trickling out.
She'd been having her doubts. About many things. But mostly about the stupid agreement she'd made with Robin. The contract was signed, things were agreed, a down payment had been paid. Everything was in order. But she still wished that she felt better about the whole thing. More honest about it.
She wavered, late at night, between wanting to go through with it and wanting to cancel everything. But then things like this happened, the daydreams of standing up to people like Adam, things that would never come true. And then she'd remember the confidence with which Robin strode into that damn coffee shop and become intoxicated with the idea of being able to do that herself.
“Are you waiting for something, ma'am?”
A young girl was waiting at the meeting room door, cloth in hand, cleaning cart beside her. Annie flashed her a smile. “No, not at all.”
She picked up her stuff and the girl started to work and it was all Annie could do not to help her, not to empty the trash cans or grab the glass polish or anything else. Her hands itched to do it and she had to hurry out of the meeting room.
It had always been the same.
Sitting in a brightly lit classroom, sun spiking through the windows and dust motes spinning in the light. The smell of chalk and books. The old wooden desk scratched with the names of a dozen other students. Legs crossed, sitting just so, trying so hard to blend in that she wished she could just disappear.
“And so we solve to find X,” said the math teacher, a young woman with red hair and a bright smile. “Any takers for this one?”
Annie didn't even have to think about the answer. She'd known it for minutes now, following the teacher's hand as she mapped out how to solve the equation on the board. She knew it so well that her hand ached to jump in the air.
At her old school she wouldn't have hesitated.
Here though, here she sat on her fingers until they were numb.
If she put up her hands everyone would look at her. They'd all look at the new kid. And suddenly she wasn't so sure about the answer. What if she was wrong? What if they all laughed at her?
No, it was better to keep quiet. Keep her peace.
“Annie, what about you?”
The teacher's words cut through the air and Annie's heart stopped beating. Suddenly she could feel it, the heat of a dozen gazes on her and she closed her eyes, wanting to sink through the chair. And then she shook her head, said nothing.
“What about someone else then?” asked the teacher.
And the attention should have moved on, but she didn't think it did. She could still feel their eyes on her. Could still feel the entire class staring at the janitor's daughter.
Because she didn't belong.
Her phone rang with a jingling ring-tone that Annie swore she needed to change. She was just thrusting her laptop and papers into her bag, anxious to get out of the work building and back to her own apartment.
“Hey.”
“Hey girl, listen, can we make it seven on Saturday?”
She frowned and put her bag over her shoulder. “Make what seven?”
Fred sighed down the phone and Annie was pretty sure that she could hear an eye roll. “Seven, for drinks? You did say that we could go out this weekend. Try and meet some new people, maybe even a soul mate or two. You know, stop being sad sacks that stay home all the time?”
Annie laughed. “Right, sure. Sorry I spaced on it.”
“Cool, so we can meet at that new place on the corner of fifth at seven?”
She didn't want to. The bar scene wasn't her. But Fred needed this, and Fred was there for her so often that she didn't want to deny the girl a night of fun. “Sure thing. I'll see you there.”
“Awesome. Don't forget your dancing shoes.”
Fred hung up before Annie could say anything about dancing or not dancing, as the case may be.
“Dammit.”
Always like Fred to push things just a step further. She was pretty sure she hadn't agreed to dancing at all. She thumbed open her calendar app to put the time and address in and then remembered. She was supposed to be meeting Robin on Saturday.
Crap.
She hesitated. She really didn't want to let Fred down. On the other hand, meeting Robin was important too.
She let herself out of the glass revolving door of the building and started her walk home. Which to choose? She found that she wanted to please both women.
She definitely needed to start going over some background stuff with Robin. But then... Hadn't Robin said that they could do things informally? That they could go out and get to know each other that way? At the time it had shocked her a little, sounded too much like a date.
But it wasn't going to be a date if Fred was there, was it?
No, that wasn't a date. That was just a girl's night out. Which was fine. Totally above board.
And that way she wouldn't need to let anyone down.
She thought about it for another block and a half, and then stopped, stepping into a doorway and pulling out her phone.
Saturday at seven, new bar on the corner of fifth. Is that okay?
The text whooshed off and she didn't even have time to put her phone back in her pocket before a reply dinged into her inbox.
Sounds like fun. I'll be there.
All business, Annie reminded herself. This was all business, nothing more. And she spent the rest of her walk wondering just what she was going to wear.




Chapter Twelve
The bar was busier than Robin had thought it would be. But then it was new, and she was a fashionable ten minutes late. She scanned the room, tall enough in her heels that she could see most tables. And then there was that sharp profile, that wide smile and her heart skipped a beat.
“Stop it,” she hissed at herself. “Just stop.”
This wasn't a date, it was work. She just had to remember that, that was all. She took a deep breath before she walked over to the table though, and refrained from dropping a kiss on Annie's cheek as she would have done with anyone else.
“Hey, Robin, this is Fred.”
Ah, the best friend with the crazy ideas. Robin remembered the name. She remembered a lot of things, having a good memory was essential in this job. She grinned and shook the hand of a woman with a half-shaved head, the other side of her hair dyed vibrant pink.
“I'm surprised you're free on a Saturday night,” Fred said.
“Surprised?”
“Yeah, I'd have thought it was a busy night for women like you.”
Robin raised an eyebrow at Annie, asking permission, just in case.
“It's fine,” Annie said. “Fred knows everything.”
“Well, in that case, haven't you ever heard that Fridays are for mistresses and Saturdays are for wives?” asked Robin.
Fred made a face. “Seriously?”
“Eh, something like that,” Robin said, pulling out a seat. “I generally tend to be busier during the week, especially in the afternoons. Or on Friday nights. Saturdays are usually pretty quiet.”
A waitress appeared and Robin ordered a seltzer water. She tried to drink as little as possible when she was working. Which was what this was supposed to be. But she couldn't help looking at Annie's outfit. Tight blue jeans and an off the shoulder black t-shirt paired with black heels and just a hint of makeup. The woman was stunning, and more so because she obviously didn't think that she was.
“So, uh, I guess I should let you guys get some work done,” Fred said. She was already sliding out of her chair. “Catch you later.”
She disappeared over to the bar and Robin turned to Annie. “Did I say something wrong?”
“No, no, not at all. She's just a little put out that I wanted to work on this, um, this thing with us. She'll get over it when she realizes that she's having fun. She wants to pick up girls anyway, so God knows why she needs me.”
“Moral support?” asked Robin.
“Yeah, maybe.”
Annie was looking into her drink and Robin could see that she was feeling uncomfortable, that she didn't know where to begin. She wanted to put an arm around her, tell her that it was all going to be okay. But she didn't. Instead, she asked: “So why don't we start with the easy stuff. Tell me about your parents.”
“Okay, never knew my dad. My mom raised me herself. She was a janitor. Um, a janitor at the school I went to, I mean. She lives down in Florida now. Retired. I've got no brothers, no sisters, just me and my mom.”
“Right, mom's name?”
“Jen.”
“Got it.”
She was about to ask about something else when Annie broke in.
“What about you? I mean, I need to know about your background too, right?”
Robin nodded. “Um, I've got an older brother, his name's Tom. Grew up in the city. My dad passed four years ago. Mom calls me every Sunday afternoon to check up on me.”
Annie looked into her glass again, then peeked up. “Does she know?”
“Know what?”
“Your mom, does she know what you do?” Annie sat up straighter then. “I mean, if this is the truth. Is it the truth? Or do you have, like, a pre-prepared background for stuff like this? A special story?”
The thought hadn't really crossed Robin's mind. She'd told Annie the truth without thinking. “It's the truth,” she said. “And yes, my mom knows what I do. She's not in love with the idea, but she knows I'm happy and fulfilled and that's what's important.”
“Really?” Doubt was clearly etched on Annie's face.
Robin shrugged. “I know, I'm supposed to have some horrible background, some terrible sob story. But I honestly don't. I started escorting in college to earn some extra cash, and I found that I was good at it and I enjoyed it. That's all. There's no hidden depths, no abusive pimp, I'm a sex worker by choice. And it's not something I regret.”
She was starting to sound defensive, she knew that, but people's assumptions about her and her career bothered her sometimes. The idea that she wasn't in control of her own fate, her own choices, when truly she was.
“Fair enough,” Annie said, and Robin liked the way she didn't question her. “But what about at the reunion, I can hardly tell people you're an escort. Is there a cover job you have in mind?”
Robin blew out a puff of air. She hadn't given it much thought and she should have. “A psychologist maybe,” she threw out. “Or, I don't know, a teacher?”
Annie shifted in her seat. “You don't have to be anything, if that's easier,” she said. She flashed a grin. “I could be your sugar mommy, you could be a kept woman.”
Humor lit up her eyes but Robin couldn't stop the flush of anger crossing her face. “No,” she said sharply.
“Fine,” said Annie. “A psychologist it is then, not a problem.”
They hashed out more details over the next half an hour or so until Fred came back to the table.
“So, you girls all done then?” she asked.
“Not quite,” said Robin.
Fred rolled her eyes. “Easy for you to say, you're the one being paid by the hour.”
Robin was stung by the remark, but she'd heard worse and was willing to let it pass. Annie, surprisingly, was not.
“Fred,” Annie snapped. “Uncalled for.”
“Really?” asked Fred, all innocence.
“This whole thing was your idea,” said Annie. “And now you're acting like a jealous child. If you don't want to be here, then feel free to leave.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and Fred backed off, turning and walking back over to the bar.
“Wow, you've got teeth,” Robin said, impressed. If this was a girl with confidence problems, she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to see Annie with any more confidence.
Annie blushed. “I, uh, wow. I'm sorry, I'm not usually like that. I never... Uh. Crap. Now she's all offended.”
Robin reached out to pat her hand. A thrill went through her at the contact. “Don't worry about it. You defended my honor, it's quite flattering.”
“Really?” Annie smiled back and her face lit up and the crescent-shaped scar on her forehead lifted. “I've never defended anyone's honor before.”
Robin laughed. “I enjoyed it.”
“Want to know something?” Annie leaned forward as Robin nodded. “So did I,” she whispered.
Robin laughed even harder. “There's nothing wrong with making your feelings known from time to time.”
“You're right, I know that,” said Annie, looking down at her drink again. “I just wish I had the balls to do it a bit more often. Yelling at Fred is one thing, doing the same thing to my project manager is another. And I really should go and apologize to Fred. I didn't mean to hurt her feelings.”
“No feelings hurt,” said a voice. Fred banged three shot glasses on the table and grabbed a chair, turning it backward before sitting astride it. “You were totally right and I was being a butt-hurt idiot.”
“What's in there?” Annie asked, looking at the glasses.
“A little vodka by way of apology for being a douche,” said Fred.
She turned to Robin and then pushed a glass toward her. Knowing it was an olive branch, Robin took it.
“Thank you for yelling at me and setting me straight,” Fred said, raising her glass. “It seems like Robin's teaching you some good habits already.”
“I've barely had time to do anything,” Robin said.
“In that case, let's drink to a long and fruitful partnership,” said Fred.
All three clinked their glasses and drank, the sharp liquor burning Robin's throat as it went down.
“Right,” Fred said, banging both palms down on the table. “As the second half of my apology, I'm taking you two out to one of the hottest clubs in town. I've already made a call and we're on the guest list. So let's go.”
“We've still got stuff to cover here,” Annie protested.
Fred grinned at her. “What better place to get to know your new girlfriend than at the best lesbian club in town? Come on, let's make a night of this.”
Annie turned to Robin and Robin knew she should say no. Knew she should get the rest of the information she needed and then leave the two women alone. But... But she didn't want to. She wanted, she realized, to see Annie on the dance floor. Wanted to be in her company. Wanted to have to lean close to hear her over pounding music.
Then the decision was taken out of her hands.
“Alright,” Annie said. “I'd better learn to do this properly, I suppose. Let's go dance.”




Chapter Thirteen
There was nothing to this, she told herself. It was just a night out with the girls, that was all. And when Fred took her hand and pulled her through the crowd to the front of the line, she didn't think anything of it. So why should she think anything of Robin putting a steadying hand on her elbow? Or on the small of her back?
“You guys ready for this?” Fred asked. “It's gonna be wild in there.”
She was practically bouncing with excitement and Annie had to smile. Fred needed this. Fred liked going out like this. And given the amount of time Fred spent looking after her in some way or another, she should spend more time doing what Fred liked to do. It was only fair.
“Ready and dying to get in,” she answered.
“Favorite music?” Robin shot at her.
“Um...”
“No, no thinking, gut answer.” Robin's eyebrow was arched.
“Jesus, then Gorillaz, I guess.”
“Nice answer,” said Robin. “I'm addicted to Christine and the Queens right now.”
“Okay,” Annie said, slowly.
“Which means it's constantly playing around the house. It'd probably be irritating for whoever I lived with. If I lived with anyone.”
Great. She got it. Something to complain about at the reunion, something to make them seem like more of a couple. For the first time, Annie wondered about Robin's private life. She didn't live with anyone, that question had just been answered. But did she have someone? A girlfriend? Boyfriend? It was none of her business, she supposed, but it still grated on her that she didn't know.
“Let's go,” Fred yelled.
She was standing close to the bouncer who was unhooking the rope. Robin took Annie's arm again and it felt warm and oddly nice, so she made sure to walk a half-step too fast, letting Robin fall behind and breaking the touch.
Inside, the music was pounding and Annie could feel it in her chest. Lights flashed and people pushed and tried to talk and Annie remembered why she didn't come to places like this. Fred steered them toward the bar and Robin put a guiding hand on Annie's shoulder and she fought the urge to shrug it off. In the end, she side-stepped to avoid someone and the hand dropped away.
“To us,” Fred  yelled raising up three glasses.
They drank and Fred was in her element, eyeing someone at the end of the bar. After arranging a meet up time and place to ensure they all got home, Fred went off to dance.
“Come on,” Robin said. She leaned in close and her breath touched Annie's ear and made her shake a little inside.
This was a mistake. She knew that now. A mistake to do something that required so much intimacy. She should have stuck with the bar. And Robin with her constant touching. She should have been more clear from the start. This wasn't a date. She wasn't sure what Robin was trying to pull, why she kept touching her, where that warmth was coming from. But she knew that it shouldn't be happening.
Even if you like it? A voice in the back of her head taunted her. She ignored it and followed Robin to a small table in a dark corner where the music seemed a little less loud and Annie could just about hear herself think.
“So, is this your thing?” Robin asked.
It was actually quiet enough to have a conversation. “Not really,” Annie said.
“Thought not.”
“But I do like to dance.”
Robin raised that eyebrow again and smiled, showing her dimples. “I'll have to take you up on that,” she said.
She laid an arm casually on the table, her fingertips just brushing Annie's skin and a shiver of something went up Annie's spine. She pulled away.
“Why do you keep doing that?” Robin asked.
Straight in at the deep end then. Annie took a deep breath, but couldn't answer the question. It was just like it had been in school when the math teacher wanted an equation. She just couldn't  bring herself to speak.
But this time she knew why. She couldn't speak because there was no way in hell she was going to admit the answer.
“You move away every time I touch you,” Robin pushed.
And now Annie did find her tongue. “I, uh, I'm not ready for that part yet,” she managed to stutter.
She didn't say that she had to move. She had to because she didn't want Robin to touch her. Couldn't have Robin touching her. Because... Because you like it too much, said the voice in her head. Because she sends warmth coursing through your veins and makes you catch your breath and... And it was wrong and not who she was and she wouldn't let it happen.
“Annie, if we're going to make a believable couple, we have to touch. I'm not saying we need to make out in front of anyone or anything, but we do need to have some contact. Unless you want everyone to think that your relationship with your girlfriend is going down the tubes and we're about to break up.”
“Are you in a relationship?” The question just came out like that. It was none of her damn business, but she had to know.
Robin hesitated then sighed. “No,” she said. “No, I'm not.”
A little weight lifted off Annie's shoulders. “Okay.”
“I have other clients though,” Robin said carefully.
Annie felt herself being watched and knew that Robin was gauging her reaction to this. She shrugged. “Obviously.” And it was obvious. And it was fine. Clients were clients, business was business. It wasn't the same. Wasn't the same as having true intimacy, true feelings. The thought of Robin with a client didn't bother her. The thought of Robin with a partner did. Unfair, weird, but true.
“What about you?” Robin asked. “You're obviously not with someone right now. But you have been, right?”
“I've had a few boyfriends,” Annie said, eyes looking out over the dance floor. The music was thrumming through her now and the second drink was starting to take hold. Her feet were itching to dance. “Nothing too serious. I've never lived with anyone. Six months tops, that's me. Then things get too serious, too boring, and I back off.”
Robin laughed. “Too boring. Right. I'll remember that.”
“Remember it?”
“Remember never to bore you,” Robin said, laughing again.
Annie smiled and went back to watching the dance floor. Women gyrated and writhed and spun to the rhythm. Clubs weren't her thing, the loudness, the crowds, but dancing really was. And she never minded following Fred to her favorite lesbian haunts. It was less threatening without men around. She felt more a part of things, more comfortable somehow.
Then there was a touch on her hand. She looked down to see Robin's fingers starting to curl around her own and for a heartbeat, two, she steeled to pull herself away. Then she didn't. She let Robin take her hand, let the warmth flow through her, and let Robin pull her toward the dance floor.
Together they made a space for themselves, and then Annie closed her eyes and let the music take over. Robin matched her step for step, their bodies brushing together, sweat trickling down spines, and when Robin's hand reached for hers, or when her hand skimmed Robin's waist, she didn't pull away.
Breathless and sweating, the music pounding, her body energized by the beat, she let herself be pulled into things. And for a few minutes felt as though she was connected to everything, felt as though she didn't have to worry about what anyone thought, or who was watching.
The music slowed. She grabbed a breath. Robin stopped, and so did she. They were inches apart. Less. Robin's lips were curved in the half-light. They were close enough to touch. All breath left her body. Her eyes were starting to close. Her heartbeat rocketed through the roof. She moved a minute amount forward. Robin's long lashes were curling down and her head was tilting to one side and Annie felt a familiar feeling moving hot and liquid through her core. Her lips parted slightly.
And Robin stepped back.
“I need water,” she said. And without waiting for an answer, she turned and left.
Annie stood in the middle of the floor, bodies winding around her.
What had just happened?
The kiss had seemed so natural, so inevitable until it wasn't.
And it wasn't, was it?
Couldn't be.
She wasn't gay. And Robin was being paid to be here.
That did not make for a romantic gesture like a kiss.
She stood, an oasis of stillness in the movement of the dance floor.
The problem was, she would have done it. If Robin hadn't stepped back,  if Robin hadn't taken control, Annie knew damn well that she would have kissed her.
Not that she'd ever admit that to anyone.
And the thought scared the hell out of her.




Chapter Fourteen
The perfect day. The sun was shining, not a cloud in the sky, and it was finally warm enough to be out in shirt sleeves. Really, she couldn't have asked for a better day. A better first date day.
Robin pulled her bag out of the back seat of the cab and paid the driver. “Keep the change.”
Annie's building was tall and silver looking, like a shard of mirror placed in the ground. Annie. She had to breathe twice just to recover from saying the name in her head. This was stupid. Especially after the night in the club.
Three days and it was all she'd thought about. How close she'd come to making a fatal mistake. Another half an inch and their lips would have touched and... And what? She'd have had to walk away from the contract, that was for sure. Annie could have slapped her, she guessed, though Annie didn't look like a slapper. Whatever. It didn't matter. Three things mattered.
Annie was a client.
Annie was straight.
And Robin certainly didn't need a sugar mommy and definitely didn't want to be construed as wanting one.
Though looking up at Annie's building she figured she was in the right place if she ever changed her mind. She rang the bell. The top bell. So Annie had the penthouse. That shouldn't have come as a surprise.
“Be down in a sec.”
She waited, leaning against the cool wall, bag over her shoulder. She was wearing simple jeans and a t-shirt, Converse sneakers, nothing special. And when the door clicked open she saw that Annie had made the same decisions, right down to the sneakers.
“Snap,” Robin said.
Annie grinned and Robin's stomach settled. So they were fine. No lingering problems from the club. Hell, Annie probably hadn't even noticed. She'd seemed okay in the taxi home, and now she was smiling like she didn't have a care in the world.
“So tell me,” Annie said as they started walking. “What's our first date to be?”
“A surprise,” said Robin with a grin. “Just like it should be.” Annie looped her arm through Robin's. There was a second of hesitation before Robin said: “You sure about that?” Annie had been so touchy about being touched.
“Sure,” she said. “You were right. I need to get used to acting like a couple. And since this is supposed to be our first date, I figured I'd get in the mood.”
“It's only a fake first date,” Robin said. “Just for the story.”
“No reason I can't enjoy myself,” Annie said, then she stuck her tongue out and Robin laughed.
They really were going to be fine. Robin let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. It felt like she'd been holding it for three days.
The blanket scratched pleasantly against her skin and Robin allowed Annie to fill her glass again.
“And then my mother locked the door and walked away,” Annie finished.
“Seriously?” asked Robin.
“Seriously. She said that if I was going to shoplift then I had to be prepared to accept the consequences and one of the consequences was going to jail.”
“You were six!”
Annie laughed. “She came back five minutes later, it was fine. And I never shoplifted again.”
Robin smiled. “So, how about this first date then, how's it going?”
“A picnic in the park on the first beautiful day of the year. I'd say it's going pretty well,” Annie said. She shot Robin a glance. “You must be quite something when you're really dating someone.”
“I wouldn't say that. I have my romantic side.”
“So why is such a romantic single then?”
“My job doesn't exactly make for an ideal relationship,” Robin said carefully.
“Bullshit.”
“Huh?”
“Bullshit,” Annie said, turning around to look at her. “I'm sure that's not true. Whatever your job, you're beautiful, smart, funny, and romantic. If you wanted to be in a relationship then you could be,  I'm sure.”
“Maybe,” allowed Robin.
“What are you looking for?”
Annie's eyes were squinting against the sun and Robin desperately and suddenly wanted to say 'someone like you.' But she swallowed the words away. Not helpful. This whole developing crush thing wasn't helpful at all. “I don't know,” she said instead. “Someone nice, kind, the usual. And you're one to talk.”
“I've had my share of boyfriends. I just haven't find the right one yet.”
“And what are you looking for then?”
The smell of grass was sharp and children laughed and played not far away. The day was perfect and still and Robin both wanted to be right where she was and anywhere else at all. So far this afternoon all she'd learned was that the almost accidental kiss at the club hadn't been accidental at all. Try as she might to be reasonable, for some reason she was becoming more and more attracted to Annie.
Annie with her sneakers and her eyes shaded from the sun now. Annie with her sweet smile and her pixie face. Annie who was firmly off limits not just because she was a client but also because she was straight.
“I'm looking for... Someone nice and kind, the usual,” parroted Annie. Then she smiled. “Someone that makes me feel comfortable around them. Someone that when I meet them I feel like we've known each other forever. That kind of person.” She paused and the sun struck her dark hair so that red highlights glowed. “Someone like you, I suppose.”
Robin's heart just about stopped. Her mouth went dry. “Someone like me?”
“Yeah, I guess.” Annie switched positions, lying down with one leg crossed over the other. “Someone that I can talk to like you. You know what I mean. I've met you all of four times now, and yet I'm not shy, I'm not nervous, I just feel like you've always been there. Does that make sense?”
“Uh-huh,” Robin said, unable to speak properly, unable to see where this could be leading and how to stop it going there if she had to.
Someone like her? Was Annie changing her mind? How could she be? Besides, how could she forget that Robin was on the clock, being paid, that this wasn't actually a first date at all, not really. But she knew exactly what Annie was talking about.
It was like they fit perfectly together, two pieces of the same puzzle. Robin had always been good at relating to people, at putting them at ease, making them feel good about themselves. But that didn't mean the feelings were always reciprocal. Or ever really reciprocal.
With Annie though, from time to time she forgot what she was doing. Like that night on the dance floor when she hadn't been working for a few precious minutes, she'd just been herself.
“A male version of you, obviously,” Annie said now.
Robin's heart started beating properly again. “Obviously.”
Yeah. Obviously.
Was it too late to cancel this contract? Too late to walk away and pretend that none of this was happening? It might not be. Maybe that's what she should do. Because these feelings were really getting out of hand. They were unspoken, she had no plans to act on them, but could she guarantee that they'd stay buried?
“I'm glad it's you coming with me to Connecticut though,” Annie said, stretching out a hand and patting Robin's arm. “I'm feeling a lot better about it now that we're spending more time together. And a lot more hopeful.”
“Hopeful?”
Of course she couldn't cancel. Not when Annie needed this so much. Not when she had the chance to help her. She couldn't walk away.
“Hopeful that maybe Fred was right. That maybe this is just what I have to do. Face down the bullies, show how successful I am, not just to them, but to me too. Move my life forward, learn how to be a little more confident from you. This could really be life-changing for me.”
Robin didn't know what to say, so she didn't say anything. The sun was burning orange in the sky and would be setting soon. The light had changed. It was still warm, but a cooler breeze had stirred up. Soon it would be too cold to be sitting outside.
She looked over at Annie lying beside her. If this had been a real first date, she realized, she'd be leaning over to kiss her now. If it had been a real first date, it would have been a successful one. She'd have no fear that she wouldn't be seeing this woman again.
But it wasn't a real first date. Something she really, really needed to remember.
“We should talk about Connecticut,” she said briskly, sitting up and wrapping her arms around her knees. “About logistics. Travel.”
“Okay,” Annie said. “It's all in hand.”
“And, uh, there's another thing.” Awkward this one, no matter how she said it, it was going to sound wrong. “Hotel rooms.”
“Hotel rooms?”
“Yes,” said Robin. “How many are we renting? For show we should technically have one room, but obviously you're going to prefer having two, so we need to decide how we're going to handle that.”
Annie sat up too now. “Right,” she said. “Good point.”
And they were back to business. Escort and client. Just the way it should be.




Chapter Fifteen
Fred kicked off her shoes at the front door. “Not staying,” she said.
“Really? 'Cos you look like you're making yourself at home.” Annie walked back into the living room where her laptop was open and music was playing.
“No,” Fred said following her. “I actually just came to drop off that shirt that I borrowed. All washed and even ironed.”
“Aha,” Annie said, not believing a word.
“And to tell you that I got two numbers on Saturday night.”
“Two,” said Annie, impressed despite herself. “Anyone I know?”
“Nope,” said Fred, sliding over the back of the couch and lying down with her head on the arm. “A blonde and a brunette. So one of each, I guess.”
Annie laughed. “Right, like you're a serial dater. Which one are you going to call?”
“Um, both? Maybe?” Fred grimaced. “I don't know. They were both nice.”
“Anyone make your heart sing?”
“I guess not,” said Fred with a sigh. “I'm trying, I really am. They're both nice women and I'd be glad to go out for a drink with them, check out a movie, or do something fun. But they're not exactly soul mate types.”
“Maybe you gotta stop looking, stop trying so hard,” Annie said, pushing Fred's legs to one side so that she could sit down. “Maybe love finds you instead of you finding it. Know what I mean?”
“I can't just sit and do nothing. I'd feel... helpless. At least when I'm out looking I'm doing something, meeting people.”
“Well, maybe stop meeting people in an attempt to date them and just meet people. No ulterior motives.”
Fred groaned. “Alright, alright.”
Annie patted her leg. “There's someone out there for you, Fred. Don't worry. Someone as giving and loving and kind as you are. Someone with blue hair to match your pink. Someone who likes crunchy fries as much as you like squashy fries so you can trade.”
“You'll always get my crunchy fries,” Fred said with a grin. “And enough about my pathetic love life. What about yours?”
“I don't have one,” Annie said primly. But the thought of Robin popped into her mind anyway.
Robin who was an escort and being paid to spend time with her and who was a woman. So who didn't constitute a love life. Not in the slightest.
“Really?” Fred said. “So what have the two of you been up to then?”
“Just preparing for the reunion.”
“Aha. No more detail than that. How mysterious.”
Annie gave her an eye roll. “We had our first date.”
And now Fred sat up. “Tell me all about it.”
With a sigh, Annie gave in. Fred never  let things lie. She had work to finish and if she didn't break down and give Fred the details she wanted then she'd never be able to get back to it. So she told her everything that she could think of. With the exception of that almost kiss that had almost certainly been an accident and that had almost been a huge mistake. If she didn't think about it too much she could believe that she'd imagined the whole thing. Had to have imagined it.
When she was done, Fred nodded thoughtfully.
“What?” asked Annie. She knew Fred well enough to know when something was on her mind.
“You don't want to hear this,” Fred warned.
“Come on, you don't get to do that. You wanted all the details, you got them. You don't get to be silent now.”
“It's just...” Fred blew out a puff of air. “It's just that I'm not sure you know what's happening here.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
Fred looked at her and her eyes were kind and she was smiling just a little. “Your face when you talk about her,” she said. “You kind of light up.”
“What's that supposed to mean?” Annie asked again, but her pulse was a little faster.
“I mean, are you sure that you're not developing feelings for her?”
“Of course not!”
“It wouldn't be unthinkable,” said Fred reasonably. “You guys are pretending to date, you're pretending to get intimate. It's not such a big stretch to imagine that feelings could start... bubbling.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Why not?” asked Fred.
“For a start, Robin's a woman, in case you hadn't noticed.”
“Oh, I noticed,” Fred said. “But why does that matter?”
“Because... because... you know why.”
It was Fred's turn to roll her eyes. “Calling bullshit on that one. Sexuality is a spectrum as you well know and you can't tell me that you fall in love with a gender rather than a person.”
Annie shifted on the couch. “I guess not.”
“So what's wrong with falling for a woman?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing except that you're not expecting it. Be a little more open-minded, can't you? I don't for a second believe that the Annie I know would turn down a great relationship because someone happened to be... I don't know, Asian or tall or female. You're smarter than that.”
Annie nodded. Fred was right.
“Which means you're using the woman thing as an excuse.”
Crap. Right again. Robin's gender really didn't have anything to do with this, though it was a convenient excuse. “Fine, I can accept that. But what's not an excuse is the fact that Robin's an escort and she's being paid to spend time with me. Being paid to pretend to have feelings for me.”
“She is.”
“And that means...”
She couldn't finish, and Fred took her hand. “That means that you could be reading things wrong and maybe your feelings, these weird, unfamiliar feelings, are coming from the wrong place.”
“Yeah.”
Fred shrugged. “I can't help you with that one. I barely know the woman. She seemed nice enough to me. And to be fair, even escorts have to have a personal life. She might spend time with you even if she weren't being paid.”
“She might,” Annie said. “But none of that matters. Because nothing's going to happen and because—”
“Stop!” Fred gripped her hand. “If you're about to say 'because I'm not interested' then I don't want to hear it. I've known you a long time, Annie. And I'm not going to let you  lie to me or to yourself. You don't have to admit it out loud if you don't want. You don't even have to admit it to yourself right now. But there's something there and you know it as well as I do.”
Annie shook her head. “Fred, it's late, I've got work to do. I really don't want to talk about this. Robin and I... It's business. That's all. Okay?”
For a second it looked like Fred was going to argue. But she didn't. She picked up her bag and stood instead. It was something that Annie liked about her, her ability to walk away from a fight, to just not let it happen, to think ahead and know that fighting wasn't necessary, and that Annie couldn't handle fighting anyway.
“I'll get out of your way,” Fred said, but in a nice way. “Wanna grab dinner tomorrow?”
“Sure,” Annie said with relief. They were fine. Something like this wouldn't come between them. “It's my turn to buy anyway.”
It was after midnight by the time she put her laptop away and crawled into bed. Her head was full of code and she tried desperately not to think about the conversation she'd had with Fred. There was nothing going on. Robin was... a business partner. Maybe a friend. Nothing more.
Her mind was buzzing and though the lights were out she couldn't close her eyes. She tossed and turned under the cool white sheet until she was lying on her back.
There was one thing that could put her to sleep.
She slid a hand down, skirting over the hill of her hipbone, legs parting smoothly as her fingers sought her clit. The first touch made her gasp, and now she did close her eyes.
Rhythmically, softly at first, then harder and faster, hips arching up to meet her hand as her breath came more quickly. Eyes closed so that she could imagine the hand was someone else's. So that she could see Robin's lips coming closer to her, so that she could pretend that it was Robin's long, graceful fingers caressing her. The sheet brushed against her skin and she could almost feel Robin's hair tickling her as she moved her head down further and further. As she parted her lips, as she kissed the soft inside skin of Annie's thighs.
She came with a long, shuddering climax before imaginary Robin's tongue could find her center, unable to hold back, unable to keep silent.
And she didn't fall asleep.
If anything, she was more awake than ever.




Chapter Sixteen
There were feelings. Feelings were bad. Therefore the answer should be simple. She wondered if her contract was legally binding at all. She had instituted contracts for her own protection for longer business relationships. Often just the thought of an agreement was enough to keep clients paying and honest.
Though really, who wanted to be called out for not paying their escort?
She'd used a boiler-plate contract she'd found online, but had never had it challenged. Had never had to challenge one herself.
“Robin.”
She needed to face facts though. She couldn't sleep. She spent far too much time thinking about Annie's eyes, about their accidental touches. She hadn't felt this way for years, maybe not since high school. It had that same intensity, the feeling of an all-encompassing high school crush. Things were unlikely to get better.
But then, Annie needed her.
“Robin!”
She snapped back to attention. Mrs. Richardson had one eyebrow raised and was looking at her with concern. Robin suddenly remembered where she was and who she was and a flood of heat washed over her face.
“I'm so, so sorry,” she said. “I'm so sorry.”
Her stomach quivered. This was inexcusable. This never happened. Her client was paying not just for her time, but for her undivided attention.
“Robin.” Mrs. Richardson's voice was softer now and Robin let herself calm a little.
“I'm sorry,” she said again.
Mrs. Richardson smiled and sat back in her chair, crossing her legs. She was a good looking woman, there was no denying that. With her long legs and her skilfully colored auburn hair. “Do you ever wonder,” she said. “Why I do this? Why we do this?”
“I don't follow,” Robin said cautiously.
“In basic terms,” Mrs. Richardson said. “Do you ever wonder why I keep you around? You were a misguided present from my husband. And though I'll be perfectly honest and say that the sex was good, that the intimacy you brought into my life was exciting and necessary at the time, we haven't been intimate for a long time now. Yet I still keep making appointments with you.”
Robin swallowed. “I think... I think maybe it's because you need someone.”
Mrs. Richardson smiled. “Not someone. A friend. I need a friend. And before you say anything, yes, there are other friends. But the problem with all my other friends is that they know everyone else and gossip gets around. Some of them would like to get their hands on my husband, some on my business reputation. Some are just careless with their tongues. I love them all, quite dearly, but there's no one quite like you.”
Robin allowed herself a smile. She shouldn't have gotten distracted during an appointment. But she had, and at least it had been with someone understanding.
“You're the perfect friend. When I talk to you, it's in isolation. I can tell you anything that's on my mind without judgment. I don't get homework like with my therapist. I just get someone to listen. And you know why I continue to pay you?”
Robin obediently shook her head.
“Because you're worth every penny. Because when you walk out of here I feel a hundred pounds lighter, I feel like I can carry on, that I can face the world again.”
“That's nice of you to say,” Robin began.
“Nice, my ass,” said Mrs. Richardson. “I'm not saying it to be nice. I'm saying it because it's the truth. You and I have built up quite the relationship over the last few years.” She paused, then sighed. “But I'm not foolish enough to believe that it's anything other than one sided.”
“No, no, I—”
“Psh, you care for me, I'm sure you do. Otherwise you wouldn't still be here. But that's not my point. My point is that I get all the benefit here, you just get financial compensation. And there are some things that money just can't buy.” She looked around at the expensively decorated room. “Trust me, I know.”
“I believe you,” Robin said, wondering now where this was going.
“You have a problem, I can see that. Something's worrying you, chewing at you. You're not yourself.”
“I'm sorry, I really am.”
“Don't apologize, dear. In, what, ten years, I've never seen you be anything other than the perfect escort. It's sort of nice to see that you have your human side too.” She smiled kindly. “I'm going to take a stab at things and say that there are affairs of the heart at stake here. Women like you rarely get upset about anything else.”
“Maybe,” Robin said.
“And you won't talk to me about it, of course you won't,” Mrs. Richardson said. “Which is fine and as it should be. But you should talk to someone. Just like I talk to you. It helps.”
“Not when you have a job like mine,” Robin said, without thinking too much. “Not when you need to be discreet.”
Mrs. Richardson's eyebrows raised even further. They were both quiet for a minute. Robin knew she wouldn't be taking Mrs. Richardson's money. Not today. She couldn't.
“I've been in business a long time,” Mrs. Richardson said finally. “And there's no such thing as a clearly delineated relationship. You should know that. I pay you, this should be a professional relationship, yet I think of you as a friend. There are people I've met in my time that I should have pandered too, made happy, done deals with, because such a business relationship would profit me. But I didn't, simply because I didn't like them. The personal got in the way.”
“I see,” said Robin, who didn't.
Mrs. Richardson shook her head. “I'm saying that you can't separate out parts of yourself. You can't make yourself not have feelings one way or another. You can hide those feelings, sure. But you can't not have them.”
“You can deny them.”
“You can,” Mrs. Richardson agreed. “But that invariably ends up with someone being terribly unhappy. You, in this case, I suspect.” She leaned forward. “You're not a robot, Robin. You have feelings. I don't know your situation, and I shouldn't know. But I do know that sometimes you have to take a risk. Sometimes you have to listen to your heart. God knows, I wish I had.”
Robin looked at her.
“Of course, sometimes your heart's an idiot and you should completely ignore it and go take a cruise or something instead,” Mrs. Richardson said with a grin now.
Robin laughed. “Understood.”
“So, I assume you're not about to declare your undying love for me right now?”
“Sadly, no.”
Mrs. Richardson laughed. “Thank God, I've got far too much to do this afternoon to deal with that.”


Talk to someone? Who could she talk to? Brandyne, she supposed. Brandyne was the one person that she truly trusted. It would break her code of silence about her job, but Mrs. Richardson was right, she should discuss this with someone. And Brandyne was the only choice.
She was walking home, the evening warm.
Listen to her heart, or not listen to it, because her heart was an idiot. The personal bled into the professional and vice versa. And now, Annie was affecting her job. Her precious career. And that was unforgivable.
She sighed. Just what the hell was she supposed to do here?
For whatever reason, Annie had struck a chord with her. Something about her, something about their chemistry or biology or something, made her want to take the woman into her arms and... And everything.
But she couldn't.
Because Annie was a client and Annie was straight.
Up ahead a couple were holding hands. The man pulled at the woman, tugging her in closer until their profiles blended into one and they were kissing and Robin was only half paying attention. The woman threw back her head and laughed at something the man was saying and only then did Robin recognize her.
Brandyne. And, presumably, Mr. Tinder. Or Tony, as he was really called.
She didn't mean to spy. But she did slow her step, watching them, seeing how naturally they seemed to fit together. How her hand was there when he reached out for it. How his face turned just as she leaned in so that their lips met.
A bright burning started in Robin's chest. Jealousy. She was jealous. She wanted that. For the first time in so long that she really couldn't remember she wanted someone to be with. She wanted to be loved, not just liked, she wanted to be adored, not just desired.
It was such a new kind of feeling that she had to examine it for a few seconds. Up ahead, Brandyne and Tony walked towards the apartment building. Robin let them go.
There was no need to follow. She didn't need to talk to Brandyne.
She knew what she had to do.
She wanted Annie. Annie didn't want her. And the truth of the matter was that she couldn't deal with being around Annie, couldn't face the pain of seeing her time after time, if Annie didn't want her too.
The contract needed breaking.




Chapter Seventeen
There was the clunk of the ball hitting the lane and then spinning downwards until it hit all ten pins and Robin dusted her hands off on the seat of her jeans.
“Not bad,” Annie said. She was sitting under a neon sign and the colors glowed in her hair. “If I didn't know better, I'd think that I was being scammed. You've bowled before, haven't you?”
Robin grinned. “Took it as my sports credit in college.”
“Really? I thought that only the seriously un-fit had to do that. I had you down as softball and cross country.”
“Eh, I wanted to do something different.”
She leaned over the console, marking in the scores. She didn't really want to look Annie in the eye, didn't know how to start this conversation at all. It needed to be done, for sure. But she hadn't wanted to break the contract over the phone.
It seemed unfair, cowardly, and if there was one thing that Robin prided herself on, it was her sense of honor. Unfortunately, while that sense of honor told her she had to dump Annie as a client face to face, it didn't tell her which words she should be using.
“Nice little factoid to throw into conversation at the reunion,” Annie said.
Robin sat up. “It's your turn,” she said. She sat down on the bench, brushing against Annie as she did so and noting how Annie drew back as though she'd been scalded. She'd thought they were over that. Maybe it was for the best that she was going to end things.
“I got it.”
She struggled to pick up a ball that was too heavy and Robin was so busy watching the way her jeans smoothed over the curve of her behind, thinking about running her hands over those same curves, that she didn't have a chance to warn her.
“Goddammit,” Annie said, as her ball clattered into the gutter. She turned around and pouted. “You know, here's a factoid for you to throw into conversation, I really, really, really hate being bad at things.”
“Doesn't everyone?” Robin said.
“I mean more than everyone. I seriously despise it and it makes me cranky.”
Robin laughed. “It's not that hard.”
“Bullshit.”
She should have thought before she spoke, she should have thought before she stood up, but by the time she thought she was already holding a ball and had already said: “I can show you.”
“I, uh...” stuttered Annie.
But screw it. She was going to end things here. Why not give herself one last happy memory? It was hardly taking advantage of the situation. She maneuvred so that she was standing behind Annie. Fuck. It was taking advantage of the situation. And she was going to do it anyway.
She was already reaching, putting the ball in Annie's hands, stepping in closer. Warmth surged between them and she had to physically stop herself from clutching Annie too close, from pulling her further and further in.
“It's easy,” she said again, voice hoarse, lips closer to Annie's ear than they should be. “Just bend from here.”
Her hands slid down, skimming the curve of Annie's waist, settling on her hipbones and every single atom of Robin's being screamed at her to take what she wanted. Her breath came faster, she smelled Annie's scent, the vanilla and citrus of it, and knew she should stop.
“I, uh, I think I can do it,” Annie said. But she didn't move.
That was the miraculous thing.
She didn't move. For one, long second she stayed just as she was, pushing back against Robin's chest, her hair tickling Robin's nose and Robin thought, really thought...
“I can do it.” She moved now, stepping firmly away.
Robin sagged back onto the bench. Right. Enough was enough. She didn't see as Annie threw the ball, didn't even know how many pins she hit.
“We need to end this contract,” she said, as Annie turned back around. The words were harsh and simple and not the ones she'd have preferred. But at least she'd said what she needed to say. This couldn't continue.
“What? Why?”
Annie just stood there, looking at her, and Robin had a dozen arguments to answer her question. None of them were any good. “I miscalculated. It's just not a good business decision for me to do this. To spend an entire weekend away from my regular clients.”
“I'll double your fee.”
Shit. From the look in her eyes, Annie was serious.
“It's not about the money,” Robin tried. “It's more about the time.”
A shadow passed across Annie's face. Robin couldn't quite recognize what it was, what she was feeling. Anger maybe. Fear perhaps. Anxiety?
“You signed the contract,” Annie said. “You were sure then that you had the time. You had no problems at the beginning. So I don't believe you.”
Robin took a deep breath. This is what she'd been afraid of. In truth, this is what she'd known she'd have to do from the beginning. Be honest. Someone like Annie, someone smart and with confidence problems, wouldn't be fobbed off with excuses. Besides, didn't she deserve the truth?
“Sit down,” Robin said. She pulled the beer pitcher toward her and poured them both a glass. “You have the right to know the truth.”
It took a second, but Annie did sit. Then she just looked at Robin with those clear blue eyes and waited.
“This is, um, embarrassing. It's never happened to me before. I mean, I've never had to have this particular conversation before.”
“I'm listening,” Annie said. She didn't sound angry. More curious.
“I need to end our contract because...” Jesus. Her mouth was so dry she had to take a mouthful of beer. Her heart was pounding so hard she thought she could hear it over the bowling alley's terrible country music. “Because I like you.”
Annie frowned. “Liking me is good, isn't it?” she said. “It's got to be easier to work with women that you like.”
“Not quite what I meant,” said Robin. “Um, I'm starting to develop... feelings for you. Feelings that are inappropriate for a client and escort relationship. It's unprofessional. Therefore I need to withdraw from our agreement.”
Annie sat back. “I don't want you to,” she said. “I need you there. It took me forever to get to this point, but I do need you. Apart from anything else, I don't have time to look for another escort.”
“You don't need anyone to go with you, Annie. You're beautiful and smart and successful. Everyone there will envy you anyway. You have nothing to worry about.”
“I do.”
She looked down and Robin could tell that she was thinking, deciding something. She let Annie think. Either way, she was getting out of this contract, she'd been honest.
“I think I might like you too.”
The words came out of nowhere. It took so long for them to sink in, for Robin to understand what Annie had just said, that Annie had to repeat them.
“I think I might like you too.” Another pause. “I mean, I'm not sure. I've never done this before, but... There are feelings. Maybe.”
Robin's mouth was so dry that this time she sank half a glass of beer. “Maybe?” she croaked.
Annie's clear blue eyes were on her again. “Maybe. I don't know. I do know that I'm kind of confused. Does that count as a feeling?”
“Yes,” Robin said. “Yes, I think it does.” Could Annie really like her back?
“But that doesn't change the fact that I need you to come to this reunion with me,” Annie said. “I won't let you break the contract. You're going to come.”
“But... But it's unprofessional, it's—”
“Bullshit,” said Annie. “Friends and partners and married couples work together all the time. This is no different. I'm sitting here and telling you that I'm having some very confused personal feelings about you. My professional feelings about you, on the other hand, are very clear. And I see no reason why we shouldn't go through with the contract.”
“You're serious, aren't you?” The music changed and something rock-y with a heavy beat started playing.
“Dead serious,” Annie said.
“But what about...”
“The personal stuff we can figure out later. We deal with work first. That's being professional. We fulfill this contract and then we see where we stand. I can't say fairer than that.”
“When did you get so... confident?” Robin asked.
Annie smiled. “I think it's an effect you have on me.”
“I don't know if this is a good idea.”
Annie put her beer down. “You get the choice. Stay and do your job like the professional that you say you are and we'll deal with the other stuff later. Or walk away now and never see me again. You say you have feelings for me. Well, don't those feelings involve wanting me to be happy? Secure? Confident? Because I need you right now, Robin.”
I need you right now. Those words coming out of Annie's mouth made Robin molten inside. And... and she was right. It was a strange argument, but one that Robin could buy into. And... and there was still a chance.
A chance that Annie could like her.
A chance that Robin knew she should walk away from but didn't want to.
“Fine,” she said, with a sigh. “Fine. The contract stands.”




Chapter Eighteen
Annie ran the vacuum over the carpet one last time. Fred squeaked and lifted her feet up.
“Really? This is like the fifth time I've had to move for that stupid machine.”
“Then maybe you shouldn't be here at all,” Annie said, switching off the vacuum.
“I only came to check on you,” Fred said. “I'll be out of your hair before Robin arrives, don't you worry. Besides, I like to see you running around like a chicken with her head cut off. If you vacuum that carpet again I think it might just disappear.”
“Don't exaggerate.”
“You've got it bad, girl, even I can see that.”
“I haven't got anything. I'm just... Happy.”
Happier than she had any right to be. Nervous too. Weirdly awkwardly nervous in a way she couldn't remember ever feeling before. Robin was coming here. They needed to finalize the details of the trip. And... And she couldn't help but think about the bowling alley.
It had all seemed so fast. That switch between 'this can't happen' to 'this could definitely happen.' One minute she was standing there with Robin behind her, hands on her waist, breathing so gently on her neck that Annie could feel the shivers running down her spine. Feeling dirty and ashamed at having fantasized about this, unable to even look Robin in the eye. Knowing that the woman was being paid to do a job and was just doing it.
The next minute Robin was saying that she had feelings. Real feelings.
Half of her still thought that this could be part of the pretense. Part of her still wondered if maybe Robin was just playing her, just trying to get more money, just...
But she wouldn't let that half win. Not the anxious, silly, schoolgirl part. She was instead determined to listen to her grown-up half. Unfortunately, her grown-up half kept telling her to vacuum the rug again and make sure that the towels in the bedroom matched.
“If I leave now are you going to behave yourself?” Fred asked, pulling on her sneakers.
“Scout's honor.”
“Eugh. I really wish you wouldn't. Just for once, I'd like you to be the one with the juicy story at the end of the night,” said Fred, standing up.
“We've got the reunion to get through,” said Annie. “Business before pleasure.”
Fred shook her head. “You know, I don't pretend to really get this. I'm all for grabbing your happiness where you can. Why wait?”
“Because I want to be in a good place. I want to get some closure. I want to deal with this reunion so that I can move on to something better. Something, maybe, perhaps, possibly, with Robin. Maybe.”
“There's a lot of maybes in there,” Fred said.
“There's a lot of confusion in my head.”
Fred took her hands and pulled her into a hug. “You'll figure things out. I want you to be happy, that's all. And if Robin makes you happy, then everything'll be fine. And if she doesn't...” She pulled out of the hug again. “Then I'll kick her ass.”
The doorbell rang.
“That's her,” Annie said, anxiously looking around for anything she'd forgotten to clean.
“I'm going. I'll let her in on my way out,” Fred said. She blew a kiss and waltzed out of the room.
She was brushing some dust off a windowsill when Robin walked in.
“Wow.”
Annie turned around and her heart skipped a little at the sight of Robin in tight black pants and a long white shirt. Her hair was up, baring her elegant neck. And for a moment she couldn't believe that anyone that looked like that could possibly be interested in her.
“This is some place,” Robin said, turning around on the spot to take it all in.
“Uh, yeah, it's... I mean, it's home.” Annie swallowed.
Crap. This wasn't going well at all. She'd been fine before. Before Robin had said she might feel something one of the things that she'd liked most about her was how comfortable she felt. Now though, now she felt like a girl on prom night, all butterflies and shaking hands.
“It's a nice home,” Robin said. “And in a fantastic part of town.”
Annie took a breath. “Yeah. Yeah, I like it here.” The unspoken was more than clear. The apartment had to be expensive.
Robin must have sensed something in her voice, because she turned back, those dark eyes looking like chocolate in the light. “It's okay,” she said.
“What's okay?”
Robin grinned. “I'm not going to lie. I've done my research. I know who you are and what you do. I don't say that I understand all the tech stuff, but I know that you're... Not exactly poor.” She looked around again. “All this, well, let's just say that hiring an escort isn't cheap. Most of my clients are, um, wealthy.”
“I see.” Annie prickled a little at this and didn't understand why.
“I'm just saying, it's not like I'm looking for a sugar mommy or anything.”
And the idea was so stupid that Annie snorted with laughter. “Got it,” she said.
“Really? Because there shouldn't be any misunderstandings here.”
Truthfully, Annie hadn't considered this element of things before. She supposed there were gold-diggers, people that would like her only for her money. But since money wasn't something that she particularly thought about herself, it wasn't something that she just assumed others were interested in. Money was a means to an end, nothing else.
“No misunderstandings,” she said.
Robin nodded. “And no misunderstandings about the other night at the bowling alley? Business is business, personal is personal, right?”
“That's the idea,” said Annie.
An idea that was seeming stupider by the second. Stupider because she seriously wanted to kiss this woman, she realized. Seriously wanted to... do more. To push her back onto the couch, to unbutton that silky shirt, to... She had to swallow again. Her pulse was racing.
“Great,” Robin said with a wide smile. She plonked herself down on the couch and pulled a laptop out of her bag. “Then come sit down. We've got a bunch of things to talk about before the weekend.”
Obediently, Annie went to sit down. She was careful not to touch Robin. Not because she didn't want to. But because she wasn't sure she could control herself if she did.
“Alrighty then,” Robin said, closing down her computer. “It looks like we're pretty much done. Feel like you're ready to pretend to be my girlfriend?”
There was enough teasing inherent in the question that Annie smiled. Dealing with the business side of things had given her time to get comfortable again. Time to step back a little. “Definitely ready.”
“Perfect.”
“I've rented a car already, so I'll pick you up,” Annie said, shifting on the couch so that she was sitting on the edge, preparing to get up. “Just text me the address. Or any meeting place, whatever you like.”
Robin nodded but she wasn't moving. “There is one more thing,” she said. “And it's a delicate matter, but one we need to talk about.”
“Okay.” Annie could sense that this was something important.
“We need to talk about displays of affection. Do you want them? How appropriate are they? Are there any things you don't want to happen, that sort of thing,” Robin said.
“Oh, er, I guess I hadn't really thought...” She was starting to feel butterflies again. It's just business, this is just part of the arrangement, she told herself. “I guess, um, well, what do people normally do?”
Robin laughed, not quite as uncomfortable as Annie was, clearly. “Well, we're supposed to be a couple, so a little affection is necessary if you want to be believable. Hand holding, light touches on the arm or knee, that sort of thing. You know, just what regular couples would do.”
“Right, right,” Annie said. “That sounds fine. I'm fine with that.”
“What about, say, a kiss?” said Robin.
“A kiss?”
Robin shrugged. “Couples kiss. Not necessarily seriously, but a peck on the cheek, on the lips. That sort of thing. If appropriate to the situation.”
“Okay, okay.” She was trying not to think about Robin kissing her and failing miserably. “I guess that's okay.”
Robin was moving now, putting the computer down, moving forward so that they were closer. “Then I think we need to practice that,” she said softly. “It shouldn't come as a shock if it happens, you shouldn't look surprised or... I don't know, freaked out or anything.”
“Yeah.” Her voice was squeaky and unfamiliar. “That makes sense.”
“Annie?” Robin put a finger under her chin. “I'm going to kiss you now.”
This time her voice wouldn't even work at all. She just nodded.
Robin came closer, those plump, pink lips, her eyes started to close, long black lashes, her skin almost perfect. She came closer still and Annie both wanted and didn't want this to happen. She was afraid, nervous, and she didn't even close her eyes.
Then Robin's lips brushed against hers and electricity shot through her and her eyes closed and then she was kissing back and when Robin's tongue parted her lips she didn't pull away.
It could have lasted only five seconds, ten at most.
But when Robin finally pulled back, Annie knew one thing for sure.
She'd made no mistake.
There was no maybe or perhaps or possibly.
She wanted this.
She wanted Robin.




Chapter Nineteen
Robin juggled the two bottles and eventually managed to tap on Brandyne's door with one knuckle. The door flew open and she saw just for a second a light in Brandyne's eyes that faded out when she recognized who was knocking.
“Don't look so pleased to see me.”
Brandyne grinned. “Sorry, babe. I'm that easy to read, huh?”
“I'm guessing that you're expecting someone else?”
“A little later.” Her eyes landed on the bottles Robin was holding. “What's the occasion?”
Robin laughed. “Let me in for a second so I can put these down and I'll tell you. Promise I won't stay long, I've got packing to do.”
Opening the door, Brandyne stood back and let Robin walk through to the kitchen where she deposited the bottles on the table.
“Quick coffee?” Brandyne asked.
“As long as it's a quick one. I really do have packing to do.”
“Ah, right. It's your high school reunion in posh Connecticut with the straight lady whose name I'm absolutely not supposed to know.”
“Half right.”
Brandyne slid a cup of coffee in front of her and Robin sat down. “Only half right?” she asked.
“Um, things have moved on a little since then.”
Brandyne raised a questioning eyebrow and Robin sighed. She really shouldn't talk about this. But Brandyne already knew who Annie was, and not because Robin had told her. And Mrs. Richardson had told her she really should talk to someone. And... and she wanted to, truth be told. She wanted to talk about Annie, wanted to think about her, to imagine her, in all kinds of ways...
“Moved on how?” prompted Brandyne, cupping her hands around her mug.
“Moved on as in, well, she might not be as straight as I thought.”
“She's into you?” Brandyne's mouth hung open.
“Yes. No. I'm really not sure. She says she has feelings. Confusing ones. And I... I have feelings. Confusing ones too, I suppose.”
“The two of you sound like a great match then,” laughed Brandyne.
“Well, for now things are staying fully professional. We've got a contract and the reunion is this weekend and... we'll see where things go after that.”
“Good luck with that,” said Brandyne.
“Meaning?”
She laughed again and shook her head. “Remember Shawn?”
Robin half-closed her eyes in thought. Brandyne definitely dated her fair share of men. “Um, wait, wasn't he the teacher?”
“He was the supply teacher that covered the class next to mine for a month.”
“Right, and you two ended up... involved.”
Brandyne grinned. “Very involved,” she said. “Not my point though. My point is that at the very beginning we both knew that it was a bad idea for colleagues to get involved with each other so we laid down some ground rules. No displays of affection at school, no arriving together, that sort of thing.”
“Sounds sensible enough,” Robin said, sipping her coffee.
“Yeah. Within a week we were going at it in the storage closet after the kids had gone home.”
“Ah.”
“Ah, exactly,” said Brandyne. “Because it's all very well to be professional and have limits and all that other jazz, but when feelings come into the picture, well, it's not always that easy.”
Robin put her cup down. “I'm a grown woman. I'm sure that I can control myself for a weekend.”
“I'm sure you can,” Brandyne said, but she didn't sound sure in the slightest.
“Which reminds me, these are for you,” Robin said, nodding toward the wine bottles. “In pre-emptive thanks for taking care of Schnucks while I'm away.”
“You don't have to do that. Taking care of Schnucks is a reward unto itself. He's my little snuggle buddy.”
“Well, he and I both appreciate the fact that you're here to look after him.”
“Not a problem and you're both very welcome.” Brandyne paused. “Are you really okay with this?”
“With?”
“Whatever is happening here with the client whose name shall not be mentioned? It's just... The last time we talked about this stuff you were telling me that you couldn't have a relationship while you were still working, that your lifestyle wasn't right for involving someone else. And I know most of that is BS. But you seem to have changed your mind awfully fast. You're not being held hostage or anything? You don't have a bomb strapped to your chest?”
“No, nothing like that,” Robin said. “I just... I don't know. It's a strange feeling. It hit me all of a sudden. I like her. I really like her.”
“And what about work?”
“I honestly don't know. Nothing's happened yet.  I suppose we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. If we come to it.”
“I hate to be the adult here, but you really do need to think about the future.”
Robin bit her lip. She knew that Brandyne was trying to help. She also knew that Brandyne was probably right. But she just couldn't think that far ahead. Since she'd agreed to this, since feelings had been mentioned, since that kiss... She was just holding on for the ride. It was the only thing she knew how to do.
This could all be a dreadful mistake. Or it might not. There was only one way to find out. It was unprofessional, it was unlike her, it was something she never imagined might happen. Yet it was happening. And she couldn't shut it down, didn't want to shut it down.
“I know,” she said. “And I know that I might end up getting hurt here. I just can't help myself. I should have walked away a couple of weeks ago and I didn't and now... Now I'm too invested. I need to see what happens.”
“You need to get laid,” Brandyne said.
Robin snorted a laugh. “Really?”
“Yes, really. Get laid, and then you'll be able to think with your brain instead of, well, other parts of your anatomy. That's my advice. Get the physical stuff over and dealt with and you'll have a clearer head.”
“Remind me again how I ended up being the sex worker and you ended up being the teacher?”
Brandyne grinned. “Probably switched at birth.”
“Like your mother wouldn't have noticed a little white girl screaming in her arms.” Robin had met Brandyne's mother who was formidable to say the least.
“As long as you kept your face clean and stayed out of trouble she probably wouldn't have,” Brandyne said. She stretched an arm out across the table so that she could pat Robin's hand. “Be careful this weekend. I know that I don't need to worry about you, but I still do.”
“Annie isn't a threat.”
“She might not be a physical threat. But there are other kinds of threats. Look after yourself, Robin.”
Robin nodded, then pushed her empty cup away. “And I've gotta go get that packing done.”
“Tell Schnucks I'll be up with his dinner later. And maybe a sneaky cuddle or two.”
“Will do.” She was half way to the door when she turned back. “You know, I haven't even asked how you are. I'm sorry, I got kind of self-involved there for a minute. You doing okay?”
“I'm doing great,” Brandyne said, but the word didn't carry the same tone as it usually did. “Working on that text book idea, working in general, and seeing Tony again this afternoon.”
“Busy, busy,” Robin said. “Sure you're great?”
Brandyne rubbed her nose then shrugged. “There's some stuff going on,” she admitted.
“Want to talk about it?” Best not to think about the packing. If Brandyne needed her, then she'd be there. Period.
“No. It'll wait until you get back. You go get your stuff together.”
“Sure?”
“Sure.”
“Sure sure?”
“Robin, it's fine. It'll keep. We'll talk after the weekend.”
Robin hesitated, loathe to leave when something was wrong, or at least not right. But Brandyne seemed certain that it could wait. “I guess I'll go then?” It was a question, not a statement, almost asking for permission.
“You get out of here,” Brandyne said, reaching around her to open the door. “We'll talk after the weekend. And, who knows, you might have some hot gossip to discuss then too.”
The chance would be a fine thing. Whatever Brandyne said about her and her teacher ex, Robin had every intention of behaving herself professionally this weekend. She only had to do it for three more days. Then maybe... But she couldn't think about the maybes. Not about the future. Not yet. Why spoil something that hadn't even happened yet?




Chapter Twenty
“Right, I said right!”
“You said turn left,” said Annie, gritting her teeth and watching out for a place to turn around.
“I said right. And none of this would be a problem if we took the interstate.”
“This way is nicer, prettier. Who wants to sit on the interstate for hours on end? The only thing you see is the back of other people's cars.”
She spotted a small turning and pulled in, making a three point turn so she could go back the way she came. Then she darted a glance over at Robin.
When she'd first picked her up, all had been fine. She knew her way out of the city, there was no need for a map. Robin had seemed... slightly uncomfortable with sitting in the passenger seat, but Annie figured maybe she just didn't like driving with people she didn't know too well. Or maybe she got car sick.
As it turned out, Robin was the worst navigator in the country. Possibly the world.
“Okay, so now you turn right,” Robin said, looking down at the map.
Annie took a deep breath to hold onto her temper. “If I was supposed to turn right when we were going in the opposite direction, then how the hell can I need to turn right now?”
“It says turn right.”
“You're holding the map upside down.”
Robin said nothing but slowly turned the map around. GPS was notoriously spotty in up-state, so Annie had gone old school. In fact, the whole trip was kind of old school. She'd had this vision of a romantic car trip, a picnic in the trunk, small country lanes. A way to... to repay Robin for the dates she'd planned.
The professional dates.
And this was professional.
Because nothing else mattered until the reunion was done.
Every time her mind wandered she thought about that kiss. Her stomach leaped at the thought that maybe, just maybe, Robin would need to kiss her again. Maybe there'd be an opportunity when the time was right that a kiss would be required, necessary to show how close a couple they were.
Then, of course, there'd be after. After the reunion. When some decisions would need to be made. Some avenues pursued.
“Turn left.”
Obediently, Annie turned the wheel and almost immediately saw a sign post for entirely the wrong direction. “Jesus Christ.”
“What?” Robin's voice was starting to rise.
The romantic car trip was turning out to be a disaster and Annie was cursing her decision to even drive. They could have taken the train, flown, hitch-hiked for all she cared. “We're going in the wrong direction.”
Robin slammed the map down. “I told you, I've got the sense of direction of a dead snake.”
“Snakes have a very good sense of direction,” Annie said.
“Dead ones, not so much.”
“Fair point.” Carefully, she pulled the car over to the side of the quiet road and stopped the engine.
“What are you doing?”
“Just get out,” Annie said.
She opened the driver's door, got out, walked around the car, and then stood by the passenger side until Robin got out before climbing in and picking up the map. It took Robin a second before she understood and made her way into the driver's seat.
“I'll drive,” she said, slamming the door.
“And I'll navigate,” Annie said quietly and not without a slight smile.
“There's probably some kind of lesson to be learned here,” Robin said, after a while.
They were traveling sedately through the countryside in precisely the right direction. “Which is?” Annie asked. She yawned, the warmth of the sun through the windows enough to make her drowsy.
“Something about people playing the right role, people doing what they're best at, something like that.”
“You mean because you're a terrible navigator and because not being in control  of the car drives you nuts?” asked Annie.
Robin had the grace to blush. “Yeah, maybe.” She was quiet for a second, then said: “I'm sorry. I was a bit shit, wasn't I?”
“Slightly,” Annie said. “But I get it. You like being in control. And hey, I just learned something new about you. Something to throw into conversation to make it seem like I really know you.”
Robin gave her the side-eye but didn't rise to the bait and Annie knew that she shouldn't have said what she said in that way. The contract was her contract, she'd insisted on keeping to the terms and making the personal stuff wait. All because she wanted to get this stupid high school stuff out of the way first. But then there was that kiss and... She dismissed the thought.
As they got closer and closer to the reunion, she was starting to have her doubts that she should even be going at all, with or without the issue of Robin being involved.
“So, tell me a little more about this place,” Robin said, breaking into her thoughts.
“Briarwood Academy?” asked Annie. “It's a private school, been around for an eternity, prides itself on its traditions. You know the kind of place.”
“You mean the kind of place that gives students an excellent education?”
Annie nodded. “Yes, yes. I get it. I'm being too hard on the place, too judgmental.”
“No, I kind of understand. It must have been hard. A scholarship kid from a single-parent family, her mom working as the janitor. I get that walking into that situation would be tough. Sacrifices had to be made, right? Not just by you, but by your mom too.”
“Of course.”
There was silence before Robin asked: “Was it really bad? The bullying, I mean.”
Annie lay her head back so it was balanced against the head-rest. “I don't know. No one ever hit me or anything.”
“So what was the problem then?”
Robin was prying gently, she wasn't judging. But that didn't mean that this was easy to talk about.
“I was different. That was always clear. They were always better than me. It got to the point where I didn't speak to anyone, not even in class. They judged me all the time. And I always came up wanting.”
“You were an outsider.”
“An outsider. Yes. That's the word.”
The road hummed beneath the tires. She tried so hard not to think about it. It had been months and months before she spoke to anyone in college. Fred had been her saving grace, it had been Fred that showed her that things had changed, that she wasn't the different one anymore.
“Was there anyone in particular?” Robin asked now, eyes firmly on the road. “Anyone I should be on the look-out for?”
The name was right there, but it took a moment before Annie could say it out loud. A name she hadn't heard for years. “Felicity Allington. Flick.”
“She was the head Mean Girl?”
Annie snorted. “She was the head everything. The most popular girl in school, cheerleader, yearbook, prom queen, you know the type.”
“Hot as hell?” Robin said. She risked a quick turn and smile in Annie's direction. “Hey, at least you didn't have to long for her in sexually inappropriate ways whilst trying to hide who you truly were.”
Annie smiled now. “Yeah, thank heavens for small mercies, I guess. I take it that you were in love with the prom queen and in the closet?”
“Ah, it was a long time ago. I always thought I was bi, and probably am. I just lean more toward the female direction is all. My family knew in high school and were supportive, and a couple of close friends knew. But I mostly kept it to myself.”
“Understandable.”
“Not nowadays, I hope,” Robin said. “My best friend is an elementary school teacher and she says that a fifth grader at her school has come out to great support. So things are changing, I think. That makes me happy.”
A best friend. It was the first hint of personal information that Robin had dropped. Annie filed it away. “The world moves on,” she said.
“As it should,” said Robin. “And you'll see for yourself. You'll go to this reunion and people will have changed, things will have moved on, and you'll see that it's all water under the bridge.”
“I hope so. I do need to put this behind me. I need to stand  up for myself better, be more confident. Change myself some.”
“And hey, maybe you'll even get that dance with Tyler Grayson,” Robin said.
Annie giggled. “Chance would be a fine thing, I don't think he even remembers my name.”
“Bet you fifty bucks he does.”
“Bet you a kiss he doesn't.”
The words slipped out before she could stop them. So much for keeping things professional for now. Annie bit her lip and Robin stared out of the windscreen and for a horrible second there was complete silence. Until...
“Deal,” Robin said.




Chapter Twenty One
Annie scanned the card and the door swung open.
“Wow,” said Robin, walking in, bag in hand. “Nice choice.”
“Thanks.”
She'd tried hard. Not, she'd thought, because she wanted to impress Robin, but because comfort was important and because she so rarely got out of the city. So why not turn this into a vacation? Now she was here though, now that she'd heard Robin's 'wow' she knew damn well that she'd chosen the expensive suite to impress her.
Hell, half of her clients must be rich enough to buy the entire hotel. She ignored the voice in her head that told her that she was rich enough to buy the entire hotel. And then she ignored the same voice as it told her that the word 'clients' was something she should really focus on. Robin was an escort. A fact that was getting weirder and weirder every day.
“Nice bed,” Robin said, sitting on it and bouncing up and down.
“Let me try.” She wanted to be free and light-hearted, so she did the same but she was so conscious of Robin beside her that she took no joy in it. So conscious that she was there and they were both there and there was a bed and there was only one bed.
Crap. So much for this not being awkward.
“Mind if I take this dresser over here?” Robin asked.
She was already up and pulling things out of her bag. “No, not at all,” Annie said, scrambling to get to her own bag.
She hurriedly pulled out all her stuff, up-ending the bag on the bed and starting to re-fold things. She shot a glance at Robin who was hanging up a dress bag. Okay, they could do this. She could do this. This was part of the deal. Two nights in a hotel room.
When she'd agreed to this deal, of course, it had been two nights in a hotel room with a woman who made her feel comfortable and who could be a friend. Now it was two nights in a hotel room with a woman whose clothes she kind of wanted to rip off, whose lips she wanted to press to her own, whose legs she wanted to part and...
She caught sight of Robin lifting a handful of the skimpiest, silkiest underwear she'd ever seen out of her bag and gasped. Blood rushed to her face.
Who was she kidding? This weekend was the worst idea she'd ever had. There was no way she could do this. And Robin was being so professional, was fulfilling her side of the bargain and all she could do was stare and gasp and be confused.
“Annie.”
She blinked, swallowed, looked up. “Mmm?” She couldn't even look Robin in the eye right now.
There was the sound of muffled footsteps as Robin came to her, then a hand reached for hers and someone was pulling her down to sit on the bed. She kept her gaze firmly on the floor.
“It's weird, isn't it?” Robin said softly. “Strange. Being in a hotel room with another woman.”
Annie nodded.
“You don't have to feel awkward about it,” she continued soothingly. “It's just me. You know me. It's all going to be fine.”
How many times had Robin had this conversation with other women? How many other clients had needed to be talked down like this? Annie let her breath go.
“It's fine,” she said.
“It's weird,” Robin said again. “We both feel it, but it'll get better. I promise. We'll have a glass of wine or two with dinner and relax, and it'll all be okay.” She bounced a little on the bed. “And this bed is big enough that I'm pretty sure we could sleep in it for a week and never see each other.”
Against her will, Annie laughed. “Right.”
“Remember how important this is for you, Annie. Remember how much you want to go into this reunion and make a splash. How much you want to regain your confidence. How this could make your life better. That's all you have to do. This awkwardness, it's just a small sacrifice, that's all.”
Now Annie did look up and Robin's dark eyes were looking back and she could see the soft down on her cheeks. “Two nights with you, a sacrifice?” she whispered.
Robin laughed this time. “Well, that's a fair point. But you know what I mean.”
Annie nodded. She did. She also knew that all of the things Robin had mentioned were all slowly fading away on her priority list. The reunion, the confidence thing, the closure, all were sliding down the ladder, making way for something far more important.
Her feelings for Robin.
She should be worried about the reunion, she should be anxious about seeing people. But she wasn't. She was terrified. Terrified that she wouldn't be able to sleep in the same bed as Robin without doing something she might regret. Something they hadn't agreed to. Something that she really shouldn't do, not if they were supposed to keep things professional for now.
“I'm going to go down and have a quick swim before dinner,” Robin announced, standing up. “Wanna come?”
Jesus. Robin in a bathing suit. Unlikely to help matters. Annie shook her head.
“Alrighty then, I'll be back in a half hour or so then we can get ready to find some food, okay with you?”
Annie nodded and Robin grabbed her bathing suit and the door softly closed behind her.
“This is a disaster. This is the worst idea I've ever had. This is not going to plan.”
The words sounded strange in the empty room. Until her phone began to ring and cut into the stillness.
“I really gotta change that stupid ring tone,” she muttered as she searched around for the phone, finally finding it next to a pillow. “Hello.”
“Hey there, big shot. It's me.”
“Fred. What's up?”
“Nothing and nothing, I was just calling in to check on my girl to make sure you're okay and that you got there safely.”
“And that I wasn't busy getting myself into trouble.”
“Quite the opposite, I had my fingers crossed that you weren't going to answer the phone you were so busy getting into trouble,” Fred said.
“I'm here. The trip was fine.”
“More details, girl.”
With a sigh, Annie sat down again and told Fred about the trip, which other than fighting over directions and getting lost had been uneventful.
“And what about now?” Fred asked.
“We're at the hotel, Robin's gone for a swim, and I'm thinking about getting in the shower.”
“Uh-huh. So, it's weird then, huh?”
Annie cursed. Fred knew her too well. “Yes, it's weird.”
“Why? I thought the whole reason you took Robin in the first place was that she made you feel comfortable.”
“She did. Right up until...”
“Until the whole 'feelings' thing,” Fred finished. “Fair enough. That's enough to make anyone weird. So, just, you know, um, get to it.”
“Get to what?” Annie asked, dropping back so she was lying on the bed.
“Why don't you guys go ahead and, um, do the deed. Get it out of the way. It's not 1950, you don't need five dates and for her to meet your parents first. If the sexual tension is too much, why not break it? You'll feel more comfortable after.”
“Because...” Annie sighed. “Because we're being professional and putting aside the personal stuff until after the reunion, like I told you before. I want the business out of the way.”
Fred cackled down the other end of the phone.
“What are you laughing at?”
“Well, honey, far be it for me to point out the obvious, but doing the deed is kind of professional. At least for Robin. She's an escort, remember?”
“Fred! I'm not about to pay the woman to sleep with me.”
“Why not?” asked Fred. “It seems reasonable enough to me. Like a test-drive of a car or something. And you said that you're confused about your feelings. So why not cement them a little bit by getting over the physical side of things? There are all kinds of arguments for doing this.”
“And all kinds of arguments for not doing it,” Annie said. “It's a stupid idea.”
“You said the same thing about hiring an escort to go to your reunion with you,” pointed out Fred. “And look at you now.”
“Not helpful.”
Fred sighed loud enough that Annie could hear it. “Listen, Anne, you need to put yourself out there a little more. Get what you want. You're an adult, it's okay to want things and to have them and even to ask for them. It's okay to break the rules sometimes. If this whole weekend is uncomfortable, then do something to change the situation.”
“I can't.”
“If you don't, then there's not much hope for a future together,” Fred said. “An entire weekend of feeling uncomfortable and weird together doesn't exactly bode well for anything to happen after the business part is over, does it?”
“I guess not.”
“Then put on your big girl pants and solve the problem. You want to be in good shape for the reunion tomorrow, and that means sleeping well and feeling comfortable with the person that you're paying a zillion dollars to spend the weekend with. Or why bother?”
“Okay, okay.”
“Just think about it,” Fred said. “And keep me up to date with what's going on.”
Annie heard the call cut off and let the phone drop to the bed. Pay Robin to sleep with her.
What a ridiculous idea.




Chapter Twenty Two
The problem was exceedingly simple.
Sitting next to Annie on the one bed in the room had been hard.
Impossibly hard.
Robin had had to grit her teeth and physically stop herself from reaching for the woman, from stroking her hair, from touching her skin.
“You're not sixteen,” she growled at herself in the bathroom mirror. “You've got some damn self-control.”
The swim had cooled her off slightly, but not enough. Not enough because in just a few short hours she was supposed to lie down on that very same bed and sleep next to Annie. To be inches away from her warm, supple body... Robin gulped.
Brandyne had told her to go for it, to get physical. But that wasn't the deal. The deal was that the reunion was professional. And she could kind of understand that. Not letting personal feelings interfere with something that was so important to Annie. That didn't make it any easier though. That didn't stop her wanting to go next door and throw the woman down on the bed and have her wicked way with her.
The thought of Annie flushed with lust, the thought of her legs falling open, the thought of the glimpse of cleavage under a shirt. Robin's breath came faster.
Jesus, she had it bad.
“Almost ready in there? I'm starving.”
But she had to be professional. Had to get the job done. “Just coming.”
“This place is pretty swank,” Robin said, looking around at the high ceilings and the chandeliers.
“Eh, not my usual style,” Annie said. “But I figured we should get used to living the high life. Why not have a good time while we're here?”
Robin opened up the thick, black menu. “And you're not nervous at all?” she asked.
“Terrified,” Annie said, opening her own menu. “But also hungry.”
Robin laughed. “Are you one of those people that can eat any time, any place?”
“Damn right. I'll be sucking chicken wings on my death bed.”
“I'll be right there with you,” Robin said before she realized what those words actually meant. “I, uh, I mean I love eating too.”
“Rather than that you're going to be holding my hand on my death bed?” Annie asked. “I think I got it, don't worry.”
Robin sipped at some water. It was unlike her to be so clumsy. “So, you're going to be okay? You're going to be able to sleep? It's a big day tomorrow.”
“I know,” Annie said with a sigh. “It just... It doesn't really feel real yet. It's hard to be nervous about something when I'm not even convinced I'm going to  be there. Does that make sense?”
“Complete sense.” Robin reached over. “You will be there. But I'll be there with you. It's all going to be fine.”
Her hand was on top of Annie's hand and the warmth that flowed through them both was tangible. She couldn't pull her hand away. Annie was looking at her, and she was falling into those blue eyes and her body was screaming out for her to do more, to touch more, to say more.
“I'll take the risotto,” Annie said, pulling her hand away as the waiter appeared.
“Same,” Robin managed to croak, her eyes never leaving Annie's face.
“I thought you said you were an eater, like me?” Annie asked. Her plate was clear, her knife and fork placed neatly side by side.
“I am, I guess... I don't know.” Robin stopped toying with her food and put her fork down. “Maybe I wasn't really in the mood for risotto at all.”
Annie laughed. “Then let's order up something chocolate-y for dessert. Lava cake or chocolate mousse, what do you think?”
“Both,” Robin said immediately.
“Alrighty then, let's take one of each and we'll share.”
Robin had to gloss over the rest of the meal in her head. Had to try to forget the chocolate-laden spoon sliding into Annie's intoxicating mouth. Had to ignore the pounding of her heart as Annie dabbed a splash of chocolate from her chin. Had to cling desperately onto the idea that she was a professional and that she could do this.
Only when they were done, when coffee came, did Annie seem to deflate a little. Conversation petered out as they both played with their spoons. The more time passed, the harder it was to get words out.
“We must both be exhausted,” Robin said eventually.
Annie couldn't even look up as she nodded.
Robin was more than aware of what was going on. She'd seen it before. The check got paid, they walked together to the elevator bank, and Annie's steps were getting slower.
She was nervous. Afraid of what was about to happen. Or not happen as the case may be. Robin had seen it a dozen times before with clients. She pressed the button for their floor and the elevator doors slid shut.
“It's going to be fine,” she said, voice a little shaky because she wasn't convinced herself.
Annie nodded, but still didn't look up.
“It's just a hotel room, just a bed,” said Robin. “We've got a contract. I know this is strange, weird, uncomfortable, but it's not so terrible, is it?”
She was trying to persuade herself as much as Annie. Not that it was working. Annie shook her head.
“We're just going to go and sleep and then tomorrow we'll blow this reunion out of the water. That's all.”
The doors slid open again and they both stepped out. The hotel room door was right in front of them and Annie pulled the key card out of her pocket but hesitated. Robin took it from her hand, their fingers brushing.
“What are you so afraid of, Annie?” she asked softly, clicking the door open. “What's wrong? Tell me.”
“I'm afraid,” Annie said, still not looking up as they stepped through the door and into the room.
“Because...?”
“Because I want to do this.”
And then Robin was pushed back against the wall, Annie's lips crushing against hers, their bodies thrust together in a second of absolute heat. Robin responded immediately, her wetness growing, her pulse pounding, her arms reaching around and pulling Annie into her as though she could make them one.
Annie groaned and pushed her hips into Robin's, her fingers scrabbling and then intertwining with Robin's long hair as the kiss went on and on and on.
For a long minute it lasted. Until the last sensible fragment of Robin's brain interrupted things. She didn't want to stop. But she had to be sure. This wasn't the agreement. If the agreement was going to be broken then it had to be verbalized.
She pulled back. Annie's eyes were burning fiercely and it was all Robin could do not to pull her back in again. She cleared her throat.
“Annie, this isn't what we agreed,” she began.
But she didn't get a chance to finish her question, didn't get the chance to explain what she was thinking. Because Annie spoke first.
“I can pay you,” she said.
Robin wasn't exactly sure what happened next. She knew that she pushed Annie away. She knew that she must have opened the door somehow. She knew that she must have run. She knew that she ended up in the hotel bar. But they were just flashes of memory, snapshots, she couldn't put the whole picture together.
She could pay.
The words sounded so dirty, so wrong. It wasn't as though Robin hadn't heard them before. But this was different. This time she'd thought... She'd thought there was something real. Yet there was Annie offering to pay for sex.
There was Annie with her money, her money that could buy anything, trying to buy her. That wasn't the way it was supposed to be.
And it hurt so much more than she could ever have imagined. There was that one millisecond, where things changed from the desperate passionate kiss of a woman who wanted her, to the kiss of a woman that could buy her.
She was used to being bought. Used to her time being bought. She tossed back a whiskey that the bartender provided. She shouldn't let this bother her.
She was the one that assumed the feelings were there. She had feelings. Annie had only ever said that she was confused. Nothing else. And maybe Annie's confusion lay around the fact that she didn't know whether to pay Robin for her body or not. Maybe Annie's confusion had nothing to do with the heart.
“Another?” asked the bartender.
Robin slid her glass across to him. “Make it a double.”
“Make that two.” Annie slid onto the barstool beside her.




Chapter Twenty Three
She'd panicked. That was the long and short of it. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Annie knew that they were wrong. Not just the wrong words, but the wrong thought, the wrong assumption.
And confident she may not be, but she knew that the only thing she could do was try to set things right. It took her fifteen minutes to find Robin sitting at the hotel bar. Fifteen minutes where she cursed herself and Fred for coming up with the idea, where she relived the shame of what she'd said over and over.
When she clambered up onto the barstool beside Robin she had no idea of what she was going to say. Not a clue. But her heart had pulled her here and she had to say something.
“I'm sorry.”
It seemed pathetic and fragile and nothing.
Robin shrugged. “I'm an escort. You'd think I'd be used to this.”
“No,” Annie said. “Take your job out of this for a minute. Forget it. What I said was rude and tactless and stupid. But even without that, what I said wasn't what I wanted to say. I panicked, Robin.”
Robin lifted an eyebrow and two glasses were placed in front of them by a bartender who disappeared. “Panicked?”
Annie felt the blood rush to her face as she nodded. “I panicked. You were there, I was there, we were pressed together, my body was doing things I've never felt before and... and I panicked.”
A deep breath, a sip of whiskey, and a nod. “You panicked. I guess I can understand that. You've never done anything like this before.”
Annie reached out and took Robin's hand and prayed for the woman to look at her. “No, that's not it at all. I panicked because...”
Robin's eyes flashed to her face, chocolate brown with flecks of green. “Because?”
“Because... I didn't want you to stop.” She hung her head now. She'd said the truth and it made her feel strange inside.
“You didn't want me to stop?” Robin took a slug of her drink. “Annie, I've got to admit that I'm confused as hell right now. I'm angry with you, but I get the feeling that maybe I shouldn't be, and I'm not sure where I'm going wrong.”
Annie rubbed at her eyes and then remembered that she was wearing eye makeup for once and that now she was going to look like a raccoon. Perfect. Just what she needed. She took a second to collect herself. She was pretty sure she had one shot at an explanation and she wanted it to be a good one.
“Okay. So, I know we agreed to be professional with the reunion and everything,” she began. “But then, um, then there's the other stuff. The personal stuff.”
“The stuff that you're confused about, understandably so,” Robin said.
“Except I'm not confused,” Annie said, looking up again. “I'm not confused. You kissed me and everything else just went out the window. I want you and I don't know why I didn't tell you except that I was being stubborn about this stupid reunion thing and you'd already agreed to the professional arrangement and I didn't want to run the risk of you walking away because then I'd never see you again and...”
“Take a breath,” Robin said. “Slow down.”
Annie swallowed. “None of this is your fault, it's mine. I was talking to Fred earlier and she said that I should sleep with you, not that it's her fault either. I jumped you. I spent all of dinner watching you and wanting you more and more and when we got into the hotel room I couldn't help myself. I needed to feel you, to have that kiss again. I wanted it more than I've ever wanted anything before.”
Robin stayed silent.
“And then you pulled away from me and I didn't want you to stop. So I said something stupid. I thought maybe if I offered to pay then our professional arrangement wouldn't be broken. That, I don't know, that we wouldn't have to stop. You have to understand, Robin, that at that moment I would have done anything to keep going. Anything. So I panicked and said something dumb.”
There was another long silence and Annie took a sip of her drink, almost choking on the strength of it. Whiskey straight wasn't really her thing. Her explanation was garbled, but she'd done her best.
“You want to take my job out of this,” Robin said finally. “But you have to understand, that that can't happen. I am what I am, whether you like me personally or professionally. I'm an escort.”
Annie nodded. “Okay.”
“And my job does affect every relationship I have. It has to.”
She sounded so sad for a moment that Annie cocked her head to one side. “Have you thought about doing something else?” she asked.
“Social work, psychology, plenty of things. But right now, this is what I am.” Robin looked at her. “I like you, Annie. I like you a lot. What you said cut me to the core. Because I like you personally. You trying to make sex, intimacy between us, a business transaction, I...” She sighed. “I get your explanation. I do. This whole thing is messed up in so many ways.”
Annie swallowed again, taking the tiniest sip of the whiskey that she really wished she hadn't ordered now. “It's messed up,” she agreed. “But does that mean that it can't work?”
Sharp eyes were on her. “You have to understand that this is my job. But also that I'm not looking for a sugar mommy here. I do what I do, and that's separate from my personal life.”
“I think I can work with that. We have a professional arrangement. Why can't we have a personal arrangement as well?” The dim lights of the bar were orange on Robin's skin. A shadow crept down her cleavage making Annie's mouth dry with want.
“Annie...”
“No.” She needed to be decisive. Robin needed to know that she wanted her. And if her words wouldn't work, then maybe her actions would. She pulled bills from her pocket, put them on the bar, and hopped off her stool. “Come with me.”
“Come with you?” Robin hurriedly downed the rest of her drink as Annie pulled at her hand, leading her out of the bar, out towards the elevator bank. “What are you doing?”
Annie's pulse was beating in her chest, in her head, and in other far more important places. She had to do this, she needed this. She couldn't wait. She'd show Robin exactly what she was feeling. The elevator dinged open and she practically pulled Robin inside.
She barely waited for the doors to close before she had Robin pinned against the wall. “I want you,” she whispered, the words barely audible. “You have no idea how much.”
She pushed herself forward, cupped Robin's face with her hand, kissed her and let the world disappear into a cloud of heat and lust. “I need you,” she moaned through the kiss.
Robin moved, whether to push her away or to get more comfortable, she wasn't sure. All she knew was that she'd never felt like this before. That she couldn't not do this. That something had sparked inside her and the feeling of Robin's body pressed against her own was almost more than she could take.
A small hesitation and then an invisible barrier lifted and Robin was pushing back against her. Annie reached down, clutching at Robin's ass, pulling her up so that her legs were wrapped around her waist, back tight against the wall. Robin's heat pressed against her stomach and she could feel the warmth and the wetness even through her shirt.
“Annie,” groaned Robin.
“Please, don't stop me,” whispered Annie. “Please.”
“Never, never.”
The elevator opened again and for a second Annie didn't move, not wanting to break the contact. She was pulsing inside now, sure that she could almost climax just by being there, just by being pushed up against the beautiful woman in front of her. Her breath was gasping.
“Room, bed,” Robin said hoarsely.
“Room, bed,” echoed Annie.
Then the words hit home and she let go, taking Robin's hand and pulling her out of the now closing doors and across the corridor.
Her hand was shaking as she reached for the key-card.
She was nervous. Nervous but so consumed with need that she almost didn't care. For a fleeting moment, she wondered what the hell she was doing, what the hell she was going to do, how she was supposed to know what to do. Then Robin's hand squeezed hers and a shiver went down her spine and she scanned the key-card.
The hotel room door clicked open.




Chapter Twenty Four
She felt the wall beneath her back and dismissed the thought that she'd been in the exact same position just an hour or so before. This was different. She could tell. She could tell by Annie's movements, by the way she'd taken control that this was what she truly wanted.
Was it what she wanted though? It shouldn't be. She shouldn't mix business with pleasure. There was no guarantee that Annie could accept that this was her job, that she could live with what Robin did, despite what she said.
Was it what she wanted? Her mind cautioned her, told her to be careful. But her body was screaming out for Annie's touch.
“Bed,” she said again.
Annie's head shook. Her hands were already reaching for the hem of Robin's dress, and Robin let her. Let her pull the sheath up and off her until she was standing there in her underwear, back against the wall. Annie kissed her again and Robin moaned.
Her fingers were quick, unbuttoning Annie's shirt, wanting the touch of skin against skin. She pulled the shirt off just as Annie's head sank lower and began kissing at her neck.
Jesus, she needed this. It had been a long time. Months. She needed this. Wanted this. Annie's tongue flickered over her skin and she groaned again, not able to stop herself.
This was Annie's first time, the sensible voice in her head said. Robin knew that she should take control, she should help Annie, teach her. But as Annie's hand sneaked up the inside of her thigh, she knew that the woman didn't need teaching.
Her panties were so wet they were sticking to her and Annie's fingers pulled the material away from her. There was the brush of fingertips against her wetness, against her clit, just slightly. Enough to make her legs shake and her breath gasp.
“Annie, please.”
She wasn't sure what she was begging for. Her eyes were closed, her fingers tangled in Annie's hair as she kissed her throat, as Annie's hands struggled to touch her. Then the hands were gone. She whimpered in frustrated desire.
“Bad position,” Annie whispered, her voice growly and rough. “Turn around.”
She didn't understand, not until Annie's hands were physically turning her around so that her cheek was pressed against the cool of the wall. She should stop this.
But she couldn't.
Again, those fingers came. More expert this time, better angled, reaching around from behind. They slipped her panties to one side, they dipped into her dripping wetness and Robin's mouth opened and some kind of sound came out. She didn't even know what it was.
She was throbbing, her need so desperate that she could barely breathe. Annie's fingers pulled upwards, began to circle her clit gently and Robin thrust her hips against the hand, needing the contact, wanting it. Annie obliged, stroking harder and faster as Robin's breath came harder and faster and her hips started moving against the friction.
“Fuck me,” she whispered.
“Again,” said Annie.
“Fuck me,” she said, louder.
Annie's fingers worked faster, her other hand coming upward, sliding beneath the strap of Robin's bra, finding a nipple waiting hard and ready for her touch. She squeezed just a little and a lightning bolt of electricity flashed all the way down to her groin.
“Annie.”
The word was stuttering, unsure, neither loud nor quiet. But she had to say something, she needed something to hold onto, to keep her grounded. Until...
Until it was too late. Her eyes squeezed closed and her body slammed against the wall, trapping Annie's hand and keeping the pressure on as she rode out wave after wave of pulsing orgasm. There were no thoughts, only sensations, only the sparkling blackness of pure ecstasy.
“Jesus.”
She could hear Annie's ragged breathing in her ear, feel her still pressed up against her from behind.
“Jesus,” she said again.
Somehow she found the strength with trembling arms and legs to push herself away from the wall and turn around until she was nose to nose with Annie. Heat flowed between them.
“I thought you'd never done this before,” she whispered.
“Maybe I'm just a natural,” Annie whispered back. Her breath was coming fast and made her sentence sound jumpy.
“Maybe you are,” Robin said. Her hand was already on Annie's hip, was already pulling her closer. “Maybe I should check and find out.”
Annie took one step back. Her blue eyes were clouded, her cheeks pink with desire, her lips swollen. “You don't have to,” she said. “This was about me showing you how much I wanted you. You're not required to do anything in return. If you... uh, if you want to keep things professional until after the reunion, I understand.”
“No.”
Suddenly, her anger, her anxieties were gone. This was right. It had to be right. It felt right. Her clit pulsed once more. It felt more than right.
“This is what I want too,” she said. She held out her hand and Annie took it. “I swear to you. Let me show you. Please.”
“Show me?” Annie asked, smiling a little so that a dimple appeared in one cheek.
Robin didn't answer, just pulled her toward the bed. With gentle fingers, she unbuttoned Annie's pants, slid them down. There was no hurry here. She knew Annie wanted her, could smell her desire. But this was her first time and she deserved for it to be memorable.
She slid down Annie's plain, white panties, revealing a triangle of dark, curly hair. Then she unhooked Annie's bra, releasing her porcelain, pink-tipped breasts.
“Lie down,” she said.
But Annie was already pulling her close. Robin gasped at the feeling of full-body contact, the sheer softness of Annie's skin against her own.
“I want you,” Annie whispered in her ear. “Please don't make me wait.”
Robin pulled away, then pushed Annie backward until she was lying on the bed, crawling up beside her. “Don't make you wait?” she hummed as she took Annie's already hard nipple between her fingers. “Are you sure?”
“Sure.” Annie's eyes were deep and blue and as Robin squeezed her nipple they half-closed. “Sure,” she gasped again. “Please, Robin.”
With deft fingers, Robin traced down Annie's body, between legs that were already parted and waiting. She bent her head and took Annie's nipple into her mouth, circling it with her tongue as her fingers sought wetness beneath the coarse hair. As soon as she dipped into the moisture, Annie moaned and bucked upwards.
The thrill of someone wanting her so much, so badly, was enough to make Robin wet again. She stroked up and found Annie's clit, swollen and hard.
“Do it,” Annie said. “Do it. Now.”
She groaned as Robin's fingers started to move rhythmically, as she began sucking on the nipple in earnest, as she felt Annie pulsing under her fingers, wetness dripping down onto her hand.
“I'm gonna...” Annie began.
But she didn't finish.
With a cry, her hips thrust up so that she was pressed fully against Robin's hand. Robin could feel her clenching on her palm, could feel the pulses of orgasm in her fingers as Annie moaned and writhed on the bed.
For long seconds she held her position, waiting until Annie could breathe, until she relaxed onto the bed, still shaking. Only then did she move, turning until she was lying right next to Annie, their faces an inch or two apart.
“So...” Annie said, looking deep into her eyes.
“So,” Robin said.
“That's what it's like then, sex with a woman?”
“Well, not all the time,” allowed Robin. She grinned a cheeky grin. “Unless you're with me, of course.”
Annie took a breath. “I know that this is complicated... That we should talk about things, that...”
Robin shook her head. “Annie, stop. Just for tonight. Let's stop the talking, shall we? What's done is done. Yes, we'll need to figure some stuff out. But why ruin this perfect moment?”
The other woman bit her lip and Robin wondered if she'd said the wrong thing. Then Annie smiled. “A perfect moment?”
Robin considered this for a second, then shrugged. “Close to perfect.”
Annie propped herself up on one elbow, her breasts brushed against Robin's arm and made her quiver inside. “Close to perfect, huh? And is there something I could do to make it more perfect?”
To hell with it all. The line was already crossed, the limits had already been exceeded, the decisions had already been made.
Robin reached out and took Annie's hand, pulling it toward her, placing it firmly on her own tangle of dark curls, feeling the weight of it and already wanting those fingers inside her.
“There might be something,” she said. “Since you're offering.”




Chapter Twenty Five
The evening was still light but with the harsh nip of cold that said it wasn't quite spring up here just yet. Annie sat on her hands, warming her fingers, stomach rolling over and over. Robin drove, steering the car expertly through the gates of the school and up the drive.
So many years fell away. Annie felt like the little girl that she used to be, felt like the first time her mother had driven her up here. And when the school appeared, looming and grey in the early evening light, her stomach flipped so hard she thought she might throw up.
“It's going to be fine,” Robin said.
Annie glanced at her, then lowered her head. She believed her. Had to believe her, or why the hell would she even get out of the car?
The memories of the night before still tingled in her body. The memories of that morning made her blush a little and she felt a flood of warmth between her legs. She put her hand on top of Robin's.
“Thank you.”
They hadn't talked. Not really. Of course, they'd spoken. They'd spent most of the morning in bed and then had brunch and walked around the small antique shops in the town and held hands and smiled. But they hadn't really talked. Not about what had happened.
The sex had been amazing. More than amazing. Mind-blowing. Funny, sexy, strenuous and lazy, Annie couldn't remember the last time she'd been content to spend hours and hours in bed with someone else.
Life wasn't just about sex though, she reminded herself. Although, as she looked at the deep-cut cleavage of Robin's dark red dress she could be forgiven for thinking otherwise.
“Shall we have a quickie before we go in?” Robin said, noting her glance.
“What? No!” Annie said, shocked.
Robin shrugged and drew the car into a parking space. “It might relax you a little,” she said. “Just offering.” Her grin was wide and wicked and contagious.
“Thank you, but no,” Annie said. Her hand was still on top of Robin's and she squeezed and Robin looked at her.
“Tonight is about tonight, about you,” Robin said. “I know that we need to talk about us, about what happened last night, about today even. But it can wait. I can wait. I know this is important.”
“It is,” Annie said. They'd spent the day in a little bubble of couple-dom, a sweet isolated place where there were no serious conversations, where they just enjoyed each others' company. And it had been wonderful. But unrealistic.
Decisions needed to be made. Feelings needed to be examined. And Annie wasn't at all sure that she was capable of doing those things right now. She darted a look at the school buildings and felt her mouth get dry.
“Annie.” Robin put a finger under her chin and turned her head so that Annie was looking directly into her eyes. “We'll have the serious discussions later,” she said with a small smile. “But there's something you need to hear right now.”
Annie gulped. “What's that?”
“That you're amazing. You're beautiful and smart and rich. I know that coming back here must bring back memories. But you're not that little girl anymore. You're an incredible woman now. And you should have no shame, no anxiety, about walking into that building. You deserve to be there. You belong there. At least for tonight.”
Annie let the seconds tick past. She wanted to believe that. She needed to believe that. She let out a breath and nodded. “Okay, let's go.”
“I'll be there with you every step of the way.”
“Is this your first lesson in how to be confident?” Annie asked, untangling her fingers from Robin's and snapping her seatbelt open.
“No,” Robin said. “My first lesson is fake it. Believe it or not, it's what everyone else does. Everyone is nervous, anxious, afraid of not belonging. But they fake confidence until it becomes true. So all this is just a game of 'let's pretend.' Okay?”
“Okay,” Annie said. But her hands were shaking as she opened the car door.
The plastic badge almost slipped through her sweaty fingers, but Robin took it from her and calmly pinned it to her demure dark blue dress.
“Annie Harland,” Robin said. “Reporting for duty.”
She leaned over and casually pecked Annie on the cheek and Annie's head spun and her heart was beating so hard just from that, that she barely noticed as Robin took her arm and escorted her into the hall.
“Wow,” Robin said. “You actually went to school here?”
“Ate all my meals here,” Annie said. “This is technically the cafeteria.”
A cathedral ceiling and tall windows meant that the hall was airy and open. “Not bad. My school cafeteria smelled like cabbage and had damp under the windows.”
Annie laughed. “Alright, I'm not denying I was lucky to be here.”
“Eh, there are different kinds of lucky,” Robin said.
“Annie? Annie Harland?”
Annie turned to see a tall blonde woman coming toward her, arms outstretched. She frowned and submitted to the air-kisses so that she could sneak a glimpse at the woman's name tag.
“It's Rita Barber, Smythe-Car now though, I got married. I was in your math class?”
Annie had a vague memory of a girl with perfect hair. Someone who she couldn't remember even looking at her. “Ah, yes.”
“I always knew that you'd be the one that came out of that class with a million bucks,” Rita said, grinning. “You were so brilliant at math and I was such an idiot. It's no surprise that you went into computers.”
“Uh, okay...” Annie wasn't really sure what to say.
“You know, I spent a lot of time studying for those damn pop quizzes and wishing I was you,” Rita said, leaning forward. “I'd have given anything for your brain.” She sighed.
Annie flushed and still didn't know what to say.
“I'd best be off to mingle,” said Rita. “It was lovely to see you again. I'm so glad you came.”
And she was gone.
“See?” Robin said. “Was that so bad?”
“I, uh, I don't know?” said Annie. “It was weird. I don't remember things being like that at all.”
“People remember things in different ways,” said Robin. “You don't have the whole story, you don't know how someone else was feeling. You were sitting in that class feeling like you didn't belong, petrified to open your mouth. That woman was sitting in that class wishing that she was you. You might be surprised at what you find out tonight.”
Annie nodded. Apparently, Robin was right.
“Right, confidence training. You need to stand up a little straighter, don't try to hide yourself, there's no point.”
Annie straightened her spine.
“And when someone compliments you, the appropriate thing to do is thank them,” said Robin. “And maybe throw in a compliment for them too. Admiring a dress always goes a long way, if you don't know what else to say.”
“Little Annie Harland, is that you?”
This time the greeter was a man. A portly man with sparkling green eyes and Annie recognized him at once. Peter, his name was, he'd sat beside her in physics.
“Hi?” she ventured.
He pulled her into a rough hug. “I've heard all about you. Quite the success story. I'm at the University of Chicago now.” He let her go and then winked. “But if I'd had your physics grades I'd be at NASA already.”
Annie laughed. “I'm sure you'll get there one day.”
“And who's this?” he asked, eyeing Robin.
“This is my partner.” They'd discussed this already, she knew the word to use. But it still tasted strange and yet felt right.
Within seconds he and Robin were talking easily and Annie watched as Robin charmed him and then dismissed him so that he didn't even know he'd been dismissed.
“He spent that entire conversation looking down the front of your dress,” Annie said when he was gone, surprised at the jealousy she felt.
Robin grinned. “Look but can't touch. It's fine. And you're doing great. Why don't we go and get a drink?”
Annie nodded and they began to navigate the crowd.
This wasn't so bad. Really wasn't so bad. She recognized most of the faces, some smiled at her as she passed. Nobody ignored her. She'd been here all of five minutes and two people had already taken the initiative and spoken to her. What had she been worried about?
Robin handed her a glass of sparkling champagne. “Get this down you, and then you're going to mingle,” she said. “I'll stay in range, don't worry. But you're definitely ready to be left on your own for a little while.”
Annie hesitated, but then, why not? Robin was right. Things were going well. She could fake this confidence thing. Besides, she was starting to wonder if maybe she'd over-estimated things. If perhaps she'd been so shy in high school that she'd just assumed no one liked her.
She sipped at her champagne, feeling the comforting warmth of Robin at her elbow.
Then the crowd parted.
And she saw Felicity.
The most popular girl in school. The most perfect girl in school. The one who made Annie turn and walk the other way when she saw her in the corridor.
Her stomach flipped again.




Chapter Twenty Six
Annie turned back to the bar, Robin beside her.
“What's wrong?”
“That's her, over there. Felicity. Flick, everyone called her. I can't do this.”
There was the weight of a comforting hand on her arm. “Okay.”
“No, don't tell me to fake it or just to do it or anything else.”
“I wasn't going to, Annie.” Robin's eyes were kind, and her arm slipped around Annie's waist. “You've done so much just by being here, by walking through the door, you don't need to face everyone down. You do need to accept that some people just won't like you, whatever you do. But this is your choice. You're not running away. You're deciding not to talk to someone that you don't like. And that's just fine.”
“Really?”
“Really,” Robin said. “Why don't you go off over there and mingle, make some small talk. I'll head off Mean Girl and I'll catch up with you later?”
“Small talk?”
“Just remember FORD. Family, Occupation, Recreation, Dreams. Ask about any of those and you'll be fine.” Robin smiled at her and Annie felt a weight dropping away. “These people have had ten years to grow and change, Annie. Just like you have. Don't write them all off because of things they did a decade ago.”
Annie nodded and nervously walked away from the bar. She headed over to a small group, two men and a woman, all of whom smiled at her and the circle opened up to include her in the conversation.
“We were just discussing the new tech building the school is thinking of building,” the woman said, leaning over. Annie vaguely recognized her name. “It's a large investment.”
“An important one,” Annie said, her interest perked. “It's so important that children learn about tech these days.”
“Exactly what I was saying,” said one of the men that Annie knew had played on the football team. He glanced at her name badge and grinned. “And you'd know of course.”
Just like that, she was a part of the conversation. She looked over and saw Robin chatting with someone else. Her heart beat a little faster. She was so beautiful. And just having her here was enough to... To make everything a little better, a little less scary.
Music started up and Annie saw some of her classmates leak away to the dance-floor. But she was holding her own here.
What, she thought, had she ever worried about? She'd had an amazing opportunity to get an incredible education. One that she normally wouldn't have had. And think what she would about the people around her, she couldn't deny the fact that without Briarwood she wouldn't be the person she was today. Not even close.
Robin was weaving through the crowd but got distracted before she reached Annie. And Annie wondered what it would be like to have her all the time. To always feel like there was someone there, someone to help her, to have her back.
Her confusion was slowly slipping away. There was no going back now, not after last night. Not after this morning. The only thing left to do was to decide just how deep her feelings ran. Robin smiled at something someone said and Annie's heart beat harder.
“Annie Harland, as I live and breathe. Could I have this dance?”
Annie felt a hand on her elbow and turned to see bright blue eyes and a wide smile. Something tugged at her heart and she didn't even need to look at the nametag.
“Tyler Grayson,” she said. His grin widened and she couldn't help but smile back. “I'd like nothing more than to dance with you.”
She caught Robin's eye as he took her hand and led her to the dance-floor. “Fifty bucks,” Robin mouthed at her.
Remembering the bet from the car, Annie laughed and let Tyler pull her the last few feet to the dance-floor.
“So, I should be asking all about your life now,” Tyler said, putting his arms in the appropriate place and taking her hand. “But since this is Annie Harland I'm talking to, I guess I really don't need to.”
Annie was busy trying to deal with the fact that she was in the arms of her high school crush.
“You know, you were on the cover of the alumni magazine twice?” Tyler said.
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.” They danced for a second or two, then Tyler said: “You can relax, you know. I'm not going to bite.”
Annie took a deep breath and over Tyler's shoulder saw the back of Robin's head. Tension dropped from her shoulders.
“That's better,” Tyler said. “I really don't bite.”
FORD, that was what Robin had said. Don't screw this up, Annie, she thought to herself. “So, what do you do now?” she asked as casually as she could.
You're dancing with Tyler Grayson, screamed the voice in her head.
“Well, I'm still pretty involved with the arts,” Tyler said. “I work as a production assistant in the city, so it's pretty hectic.”
“I can imagine,” Annie said. Something was wrong here and she was having trouble putting her finger on it.
“Not nearly enough time to spend with family as I'd like,” Tyler was saying.
His eyes were still blue, his smile was still genuine, his hair was still adorably curled. And yet... And yet there was something missing. It wasn't until they turned and Annie spotted Robin again, her heart speeding up as she saw the curve of Robin's neck, that she realized what it was.
Tyler wasn't making her heart beat fast.
He wasn't making her hands sweat, he wasn't making her mouth dry.
She looked up at him, examining his face.
“Something wrong?” he asked.
Annie grinned at him. “You know, I had the biggest crush on you in high school.”
Tyler laughed. “Really? Well, I'm glad that things worked out for you anyway.”
“Worked out for me?” asked Annie.
They circled again and Robin came into view. Tyler squeezed her hand a little. “You really love her, don't you?” he asked.
If he hadn't been propelling her around the floor she would have stopped dead still. “Love her?” she managed to say. She had to be careful here, she didn't want to blow her cover. But still. She wasn't that good an actress, was she?
“The way you look for her across the room all the time,” Tyler said. “It's cute. I know that feeling.”
He gestured with his elbow towards a sandy-haired man leaning elegantly against a table, drink in his hand, talking to a group of people.
“That's my Mark,” he said. “And I don't know what I'd do without him.”
“Your Mark?” Annie asked, going from confused to more confused.
“We got married two years ago now. We've got a daughter, her name's Hayley. And I tell you, I couldn't be happier. I come back here and I remember, well, you know what it was like, I don't have to tell you.”
They circled again, but Annie was too busy thinking to notice anyone this time. “Tell me what?” she asked.
“What it was like to have to hide yourself, your sexuality, in school. Living a lie every day,” Tyler said. He looked a little sad. “But then, the one good part of that is when you finally do become yourself, every day is lighter, easier, like a gift.”
Annie was slowly starting to take all this in. Tyler was gay. Okay, she hadn't seen that coming, but it wasn't exactly a big deal. He thought she was gay too, well, she was the one that had brought a woman to the reunion, so kind of understandable. But, and here was where she got stuck, he thought she was in love with Robin.
“Even after so long together,” Tyler was saying. “He's still my rock. I don't think I'd be here without him. He told me that I should come, that I had nothing to worry about, that people wouldn't judge me. But I wouldn't have come without him being here too. Just seeing him gives me the confidence I need to be here.”
Jesus. That was exactly how she felt about Robin.
Robin was beautiful and funny and smart and successful in her own way.
She was a woman, but that hardly mattered, did it?
Annie searched her mind, trying to think of the last person that had made her feel this way. The last person that had made her feel safe, secure, loved, sexy, and everything else. And she drew a blank.
There had been no one else that made her feel this way.
“I couldn't live without him,” Tyler said.
The thought of Robin not being there. Not just the thought of her leaving. But the thought of her not being there ten minutes from now, or not being there the next morning or the one after when she woke up. It was physically painful.
Annie was struck by the sudden truth of what Tyler had said. She did love Robin. She loved Robin with all of her heart. Completely and totally and so much that she didn't want to hold it inside anymore, didn't want to bottle it up. She wanted the whole world to know.
But she needed to start with one person.
“Excuse me,” she said, wriggling out of Tyler's arms. “I need to talk to someone.”
She left him standing alone in the middle of the dance-floor.




Chapter Twenty Seven
Robin couldn't imagine going to a school like Briarwood. As comfortable as she was now surrounded by wealth and its trappings, as a kid she'd gone to a regular public school. A school, no, an academy, with its own swimming pool was something she couldn't even fathom.
“And then there's the new technology building,” said the woman, a pleasant red head.
“I didn't see it,” Robin said.
“That's because it's not built yet,” the woman said. “We're not quite fully funded. In fact, you might be able to help us out there a little.”
Robin laughed, there was no point in being anything but honest. “I'm not sure I've got the kind of money that you're looking for.”
“Aren't you Annie Harland's partner?” the woman asked.
“Yes, of course.”
“She was one of my brightest students,” said the woman. “I'm the head of the mathematics department here. Given Annie's strengths in the technology field, and her success, of course, we were rather hoping that she might make a donation.”
Robin looked over to where Annie was dancing with a man that she assumed was the legendary Tyler Grayson. “Perhaps,” she said.
Why did she feel a jab of pain when she watched the couple swirling around the dance-floor? That wasn't right, surely. It shouldn't bother her. Not in the slightest. There was no reason to feel jealous. Yet... Yet, she did. If her heart got to decide she'd be ripping Annie out of that man's arms right this second. Only her sensible head stopped her.
“Maybe you could put a good word in for us?” the woman asked.
“Maybe,” Robin agreed.
She had been so proud of Annie walking in here. So proud of her for standing up to the crappy experiences she must have had in this place. And she'd thought that was just... just the kind of pride she'd have for any friend. The same pride she'd have for Brandyne.
That ignored the fact of last night. And this morning. Something that Robin was beginning to think really couldn't be ignored at all.
Because the way Annie had hurt her last night, the sting of her offering to pay, coupled with the jab of jealousy at seeing Annie dancing with Tyler. It all added up to something that Robin didn't know if she was ready for.
“How long have the two of you been together?” the math teacher asked.
“Three and a half years,” said Robin, the agreed upon answer.
But now that she thought about it, it seemed like longer. It had been two and a half weeks. That was all. But it felt like a lifetime. Like she'd known Annie as long as she'd known herself.
“And do you have a family?”
“No, not yet,” Robin smiled.
Annie with a baby in her arms. The image flashed in front of her eyes and scared the living hell out of her. Scared her because it didn't scare her. Scared her because for a split second her first response had been a swelling of her heart.
She could feel sweat running down her back, her breath coming faster.
“The two of you are a lovely couple,” the math teacher was saying. “And it's obvious that you're deeply in love. It's so nice to see that Annie's happy. I did worry about her for a while there.”
Deeply in love.
It was her job to fake it, her job to make people think that she was intimate with someone she wasn't. But this, this wasn't faking it anymore. She knew that deep down. She'd told Annie to fake confidence until it became true. And she'd just done the same.
She loved Annie Harland.
Her knees felt weak, her legs shaking.
She'd never meant for this to happen, she'd never intended it, planned for it, or even wanted it. But that didn't stop the fact that her feelings were stronger than anything she'd ever felt before. But, of course, that didn't take away the glaring issues either. The problems, problem, that was almost insurmountable. Or did it?
Annie knew what she was, what she did. Hell, Annie had hired her. If Annie returned her feelings, well then, she knew what she was getting into. And obviously it didn't bother her.
Robin's pulse quickened a little. Maybe this could work. Perhaps it would work. She caught sight of Annie pushing through the crowd, coming toward her.
They needed to talk.
Now.
“Please, excuse me,” Robin said to the math teacher. “So nice to meet you.”
She didn't hear any response. She was busy making her way toward Annie.
“We need to talk,” they both said simultaneously as they met.
Annie took Robin's hand and tugged her through the crowd. When they reached a small wooden door close to the stage she looked over both shoulders, saw no one watching and then pulled Robin through the door. They ended up in a tiny room with buckets piled into one corner.
“Janitor's closet,” Annie said.
The room was so small they were pressed up close together and Robin had a flash of memory from the night before, Annie pressing her up against a wall, fingers searching for her wetness, and she felt that same wetness again.
“Annie,” she didn't know where to start, but she knew that something needed to be said.
“No,” Annie said. “Let me talk. I need to say this. If I don't, I might explode. So please just let me say what I need to say.”
Robin nodded, praying and hoping that Annie was feeling the same way.
“I love you,” Annie blurted out.
“Annie, I—”
“No, I'm not done,” said Annie. Her eyes were sparkling and her  lips were swollen like she'd been biting them. “I'm not done. I need to get all of this out there. You give me confidence that I never knew I had. Yes, you're amazing in bed too, but it's more than that. Since the very first time that I saw you I felt like I already knew you. I felt comfortable with you. You have no idea what a big deal that is for me.”
Robin had some idea, but she stayed silent. She was still reveling in what Annie had said. Annie loved her too. What had seemed impossible was suddenly becoming possible. She didn't dare hope, but at the same time she was holding her breath.
“And I was straight, or I thought I was, but you have changed things. Made me realize things. One of those things is that I don't want to be without you, Robin. I know this is fast, but I don't want to lose you. I need to tell you right now how I feel.”
Robin waited, afraid to shatter the moment, afraid to speak.
Annie gave a weak smile. “You can talk now,” she said. “If you want to.”
Robin took a breath. “I knew from the second I saw you that there was something different about you,” she said. “And I tried so hard to be professional, to behave properly, that I couldn't see where all this was heading. Now I see. And it's hard for me. Hard because I've never successfully had a relationship, not a long term one, not something like I'd like to have with you. I'm afraid. But somehow, seeing you, I get less afraid.”
She was speaking her mind, letting the words flow out, not stopping or filtering.
“I want to be with you, Annie. I want to see where this goes. I think I love you too.”
“That's all that matters, isn't it? We can make this work, Robin. I know it's strange and not exactly the first-meeting story we'd like to tell our grandkids. But we can make it work.”
“Do you really believe that?” Robin asked, because there was nothing that she wanted more than to believe it too.
“I do,” Annie said. “I honestly do. We can walk out of here right now and start again. We can be together. You can go back to school, become whatever you want, we can move into my place, or yours, or get somewhere new or...”
“Go back to school?” She wished she could stop talking. Wished that she didn't know what was about to happen. But inside she did. And it hurt.
“You don't need to be an escort anymore,” Annie said.
Robin stepped back as far as she could in the confined space. “I don't need to be an escort anytime,” she spat. “I choose to be one.”
She knew that she was losing it, knew that she should shut up, walk away now. But she couldn't. She'd thought Annie was different. She couldn't believe that she'd thought for just one second that she could have this, that this could really work.
“You choose—”
“I choose to do a job I love,” Robin said. “And you're just like everyone else when it comes down to it. You assume I need rescuing. Assume that if I had any other chance, I'd take it. You don't know me at all. If you did, you'd know that my lifestyle is my choice. And you don't love me either. Because if you did, you wouldn't ask me to give up my job.”
She was reaching behind her, groping for the door handle and finally found it. Annie's face was pale in the gloom, her eyes large.
“I don't need rescuing, Annie. I don't need a sugar mommy. I don't need you. You're no different than anyone else.”
The door was open now and Robin walked through it, striding through the crowd, not caring who saw her or how she appeared. Tears stung her eyes but she didn't let them fall. Not yet.
She'd thought Annie was different.
How could she have been so stupid?




Chapter Twenty Eight
Annie had never felt such hurt. It was an all-encompassing pain that swallowed her up and left her helpless and sobbing. She had no idea how she got outside. Maybe she'd expected to find Robin there. But the parking lot was empty of people and the stairs to the main building were the first place she found.
So she sat and cried in the cool of the night and felt like she might just stay there forever. It was the kind of crying where she couldn't even think, couldn't process anything. Just the idea that she'd opened her heart and now Robin was gone.
“Annie? Is that you?”
She lifted her head, sniffing, catching the bitter scent of cigarette smoke in the breeze. A figure materialized out of the darkness, blonde hair shining.
“Annie?” Felicity said again.
Annie was too drained, too sad to do anything about it. A confrontation with Felicity was the last thing she needed now. But she didn't have the energy to stand up and walk away.
“Oh lord, you're crying. Here.” A hand offered a fluttering white tissue, and Annie took it because what else was she supposed to do?
There was movement, the crunching of gravel, and then the sound of someone sitting down next to her.
“I don't know if you remember me. I'm Felicity? Felicity Allington? Flick?”
Annie coughed a bitter laugh. As if she couldn't remember.
“And you're Annie Harland. I remember you. I'm kind of surprised to see your here.”
“Why?” spat Annie, her mouth suddenly working. “Because I don't deserve to be here? Because I'm just the janitor's daughter? Because you shunned me hard enough in high school that I should know better than to show up at your precious reunion?”
Flick leaned back, mouth open in a small O, eyes wide. “No, no, not at all.”
“Really, Felicity? Because I don't have time for your bullshit right now and I'm really not in the mood for it.”
There was a minute of calm when the wind blew and the cold stung Annie's skin and everything was quiet except for the sound of Felicity breathing next to her.
“Is that really how you see things?” Flick said quietly.
“How else am I meant to see things?” Annie said. “Nobody wanted me here and that was very clear from the start. I was the scholarship girl. The kid no one wanted to be friends with. The one that couldn't speak in class, the one that had to disappear into the background and fade away. The one that cried herself to sleep every night.”
She stopped herself before she got even more personal, before she talked about anything that made her seem even weaker than she already looked. With her hair all ruffled and her makeup streaked with tears, she was sure she looked terrible enough already.
“You were an outsider,” Flick said.
She pulled out a pack of cigarettes and shook one out before offering the pack to Annie who shook her head.
“Disgusting habit,” Flick said. “I wish I'd never started. I stop for months at a time and then there's a night like tonight and I can't help myself. I'll quit again in the morning.”
A click and a fizz and then the scent of smoke was back.
“You were an outsider,” Flick said again. “I'm not denying that. I'm not stupid enough to try and tell you that everyone loved you. But I think you... You see things differently from the way I see things.”
“How?” asked Annie, both curious and suspicious.
“You see yourself as being forced outside,” Flick said, studying the glowing end of her cigarette. “But I don't think that's true. We tried. At the beginning. You don't remember me coming to you on that very first day? Asking if you wanted help with the math assignment?” She chuckled. “How was I supposed to know that you were a math genius?”
Annie was silent. But she did remember, vaguely. A tall, blonde girl had asked if she wanted help and she'd bristled, sure that the girl was telling her she wasn't smart enough to be at Briarwood.
“We invited you places too, I know we did. You always said no though, so we stopped asking,” Flick continued after puffing out a cloud of smoke. “It was like you'd already decided that we were this pack of rich, spoiled bitches, and you wanted nothing to do with us.” She glanced over at Annie, a half-smile on her face, her blue eyes laughing. “You were quite intimidating, you know?”
“Me? Intimidating?” She'd never heard the word applied to herself before.
Felicity patted her knee. “You were. And you were an outsider. But you were an outsider because you didn't want to come in, no matter how many times we opened the door. Not because anyone forced you out there.”
Annie's defenses were low enough that she could believe what Felicity was saying, that she could examine it and think that maybe she was right.
“Why are you crying?”
The question took her by surprise even though it shouldn't have. After all, what was Flick supposed to think? She shrugged and didn't answer.
“Something to do with the woman you came here with?” Felicity asked.
Annie shot her a look.
“I saw her leave. She got into a cab,” admitted Felicity. “I'm not psychic or anything.” She paused. “She looked upset. An argument? Break up?”
“Something like that,” Annie said, unwilling to say more.
Flick dragged at her cigarette and then laughed a little. “You don't have to talk about it if you don't want. But if you do want, well, you won't find anyone better qualified than me.”
“How so?” Once again, Annie's curiosity won out.
“I'm a psycho-therapist, specializing in relationships. A marriage counselor, they used to call us.”
“Ah. I didn't know.”
Felicity winked at her. “It gets better,” she said. “I'm divorced twice and working on my third.”
Annie laughed, a sound so surprising that she almost didn't recognize it. Felicity pouted and then grinned too.
“I'd like to say that I'm improving, but this marriage was shorter than the first two.” Felicity sighed. “I just don't seem to be able to choose them right. What about you, what's your story?”
Annie shook her head. The step was cold and hard under her butt. She was tired from crying and hadn't had time to process anything. “I don't know,” she said honestly. “I just don't. One minute things were fine, the next minute... I said something and it's all over. It was so fast.”
“It could be a flash in the pan. Just a fight. Maybe you two will work something out.”
“I don't think so,” Annie said. There was something in the way Robin had closed that door that had sounded so final.
Felicity patted her knee again. “I'm around if you want to talk about it. And if you don't, why don't you come inside for a drink? Let bygones be bygones. Let the big, evil, Mean Girl buy you a shot.”
“It's an open bar,” Annie said.
“It's the thought that counts,” said Felicity. “And why don't you come inside? People are happy that you're here. You might have hated high school, but that doesn't mean you have to hate us all now. I, for one, am glad to see you here.”
“No, no. I... I kind of just want to go home.”
Felicity fumbled in a pocket of her light jacket and pulled out a business card. “Here, call me if you want. Professionally or otherwise. And if you want some free advice? Some things aren't meant to be. You can't force things. And if it is meant to be, well, then maybe it'll work out in the end.”
Annie took the card, flipping it between her fingers as Flick walked away, her heels loud on the steps.
Not meant to be.
She didn't even know what happened. She loved Robin, she'd told her so, and then... And then Robin was walking away. She'd obviously been upset about the suggestion of a career change. But in Annie's head she was doing everything right. She'd thought that becoming a therapist or social worker or whatever had been a dream. She'd only wanted to make that dream come true.
But maybe it had all been a lie anyway. She thought about the vast amounts of money she'd spent on Robin so far. Maybe that was what it was all about. Just about the money. Just about Robin fooling her so that she spent more and more, like Vegas strippers. But then Robin had been just as insulted at the idea of Annie paying her for sex.
She didn't know what to think.
Her body was heavy and tired and she just wanted to sink into the ground and disappear.
With shaking fingers she unpinned her name-tag and placed it on the stair next to her. Then she found her car keys and stood.
There was nothing else to do. She needed a bed to fall into. The fact that it was the same bed that she'd spent half a day in with Robin couldn't be helped. But it did make things infinitely worse.




Chapter Twenty Nine
The comforter was doing exactly what its name implied. Comforting. Which was why Robin had dragged it from the bed to the couch and curled up in it. The TV was on, some vapid talk show that she wasn't even listening to. She couldn't concentrate for more than three seconds at a time.
She was just so angry. So mad at Annie for assuming what everyone else assumed, and at herself, for thinking that it really was possible for a relationship to happen. She'd let her guard down and look what happened. She'd been run over and hurt and now it was an effort to even keep her eyes open.
“Chill out, Schnucks.”
The cat, who had been sleeping curled in a ball at her side, had stirred, his ears pricked to attention. And then Robin heard the sounds too, a scraping at the door. Her pulse picked up, adrenaline started to flood her system. Then there was the sound of a key sliding into a lock.
Burglars didn't have keys. Not generally, anyway.
“Schnucks, Schnucks, psh, psh, psh...” Brandyne's voice rang from the hallway. “Schnucks!”
The cat jumped down and trotted away. Robin felt strangely betrayed. “In here,” she shouted. Best that Brandyne didn't get a burglar scare as well.
“What are you doing home?” Brandyne said, sticking her head around the door. Then she saw the couch, the comforter, and Robin's face, because she nodded. “Aha. Like that, huh? Are you okay?”
“Obviously,” Robin said.
“Obviously,” echoed Brandyne. “Give me ten minutes. I'll be back up.”
There was the sound of the front door closing and Robin lay back. She needed to snap out of this. Really needed to snap out of this. But all she did was lie and wait until Brandyne came back. This time she was carrying a tray that she set down on the coffee table.
“Sit up,” Brandyne ordered.
Robin obliged and Brandyne placed a steaming mug in her hand and a plate of sandwiches on her lap.
“Drink and eat, and then we can talk,” she said. “You look like you haven't eaten for days.”
“A day and a half, max,” Robin said. She wasn't hungry, but she picked up a sandwich anyway.
She managed half the sandwiches and the full mug of tea before Brandyne was satisfied enough.
“Now, what happened?”
Robin shrugged.
“Let me guess, things didn't work out with Annie as you expected. She's not interested? She really is straight and was just playing you?”
“No, no,” Robin said. For a second she thought about the night they'd spent together. About Annie's naked body next to her own. “Things were going well. Great even.”
“But.”
“But,” agreed Robin.
“Something specific?”
She shrugged again. “Annie turned out to be just like everyone else.”
Brandyne crossed her legs. “And are you going to tell me about it? Because this is like getting water out of a stone. I feel like the FBI interrogating you like this.”
Robin shook her head. “No. It's not your fault, Brandyne. I don't want to talk about it. It involves a client, it involves my job, it's all too complicated and... And it's too new. Too raw still. Is that okay?”
“I bring you my grandmother's secret recipe for feel good tea and the last of my bread for sandwiches and you won't even tell me the gossip?” Brandyne grinned. “Of course it's okay. You know where I am if you change your mind. But if you don't mind me saying something? This Annie, she doesn't know what she's missing.”
Robin smiled. Brandyne had a way of making the world seem just a little bit brighter. “Thanks. But I don't need the ego massage.”
“You're sitting on the couch in your pajamas and I'm pretty sure you haven't taken a shower today.”
“I haven't. But I know how this goes. I'll get over it. It just takes some time, right?” She was anxious to change the subject, then remembered something. “What about you and Tony? There was something going on before I left. You told me we'd talk about it when I got back.”
“Ah, it's nothing.”
“Brandyne...”
“I don't want to add to your troubles. I came here to make you feel better. Actually, shit, I came here to feed Schnucks which I totally haven't done. Give me a second.”
She wasn't getting off that easily though. As soon as Brandyne was back, Robin said: “Things going badly?”
“No, actually, things are going great. He's fantastic, I'm happy, this is the real deal, Robin. I'm sure of it. Absolutely and completely certain.”
“What's the problem then?”
Brandyne sighed. “Tony's a professor. Well, an assistant professor actually. Maybe that's why we get along so well, we're both teachers. I don't know. And he's got a job offer.”
“Aha.” Robin thought she could see where this was going. “Where?”
“Chicago. A full professor-ship, tenure, everything. It's an amazing opportunity for him and one he should definitely take.”
Robin thought about this for a second, studying Brandyne's face, and she knew instinctively that her friend was leaving. “You're going to Chicago.”
“Not a question about it,” Brandyne said, grinning. “I'll be back all the time to visit, and you're welcome to come any time you like. But there's no way in hell that I'm letting Tony slip through my fingers. I can't... I can't imagine the rest of my life without him.”
Not so long ago Robin had let herself believe the same thing. A shard of hurt pierced her but she tried to smile. She needed to be happy for Brandyne. “You deserve it. You deserve him. As long as he makes you happy.”
“He does,” Brandyne said, and the smile on her face was enough to tell Robin that she was telling the truth. “That's not the problem though.”
“What is then?”
“He wants me to give up teaching.”
Robin stared at her, mouth open. Brandyne was a teacher. She lived for her kids, breathed for them, the thought of her not being in a classroom was unthinkable. She couldn't find anything to say. “That... that...” she sputtered.
“Calm down,” Brandyne said. “It's not as bad as it sounds. Tony likes the textbook idea, he's talked to some friends in publishing, and he thinks, we both think, that there's a real gap in the market for some modern elementary school texts. He also thinks that I should take a sabbatical from teaching in order to work on the books.”
Robin relaxed a little. “Okay. I mean, I guess that makes sense. What's stopping you?”
Brandyne smiled. “Me. I'm stopping me.” She sighed again. “I know that this makes sense, in my head, you know? But my heart is stopping me, and that's stupid. I just... I have this idea of myself, and that idea has revolved around me being a teacher for so long that I find it hard to think of my life without that in it.”
“I can see that.”
“I mean, I help kids. I see them every day, I teach them, they drink it in, I can't imagine not being a part of that process.”
“You'd still be a part of the process though, wouldn't you?” Robin asked. “A different part, sure. But you'd still be helping kids. In fact, if your textbooks get published you'd be helping even more kids.”
“I know, I know. It's just hard to think about changing myself.”
“Nothing is static,” Robin said. “You're moving to Chicago.”
Brandyne pulled a face. “I know. You're right. I'm being stupid.” She grinned. “Also, I kinda think part of it is that I don't like a man telling me what to do. Not that he's really doing that, I just... I think it's in my DNA to stomp my foot and play the independence card even if it isn't strictly necessary.”
Robin laughed again. “Maybe you're right. Give it some thought though. I don't think Tony's off base with this. In fact, maybe it's a good thing. And you can always go back to teaching afterward.”
Brandyne got up and collected the plates and mugs. “I'm going to go and get these washed. Schnucks is now fed. You want me to stick around?”
Robin shook her head. She wanted to be alone. Needed to be alone. Needed some time to brood.
“Alrighty. I'm right upstairs if you change your mind.” She walked to the door then gave Robin a sympathetic smile. “Love sucks. But you know, every relationship fails up until you find the one that doesn't.”
Robin rolled her eyes and Brandyne left.
It hurt. It all still hurt and she was angry and ashamed and sad. But she would get over this. She always had before. Granted, it had never been quite as painful before. But that didn't mean she was going to mope around her apartment forever.
She'd been alone before, she'd been single before, nothing had really changed.
Except that every time she closed her eyes she saw Annie's face.




Chapter Thirty
It didn't take three guesses to figure out who was ringing the doorbell. By the sounds of it, Fred had her elbow on the thing, and there was no sign of her letting up. And as much as Annie was in no mood for company, the incessant ringing was about to make her head explode.
Her legs and arms heavy, her head filled with cotton wool, she pressed the 'open door' button on the console by her front door and then dragged herself back to the couch.
It had been a long, long few days. Time stretched out black on either side of her and she had no idea what to do with it. Ironically, it had been easier at the start. At the beginning, when her heart was shattered and the pain was immense, she'd had things to do. She'd needed to pack, to check out of the hotel, to get home, to return the rental car.
Now though, now she had nothing. Just herself and her thoughts and the memory of what had turned out to be a terrible weekend. Even worse than she'd ever imagined. Not that she'd imagined things going this way in the slightest.
She closed her eyes and screwed them shut against the sting of yet more tears. And then the banging began.
At first it was a knock. Then two, then a hammering that made her sigh and eventually get up. Because Fred was nothing if not persistent.
“Go away.” Her voice was croaky from disuse.
The banging stopped. “What?”
“Go away.”
There was a pause. “No.”
“Please?”
“Still no.”
A longer pause and then the banging started again and Annie opened the door so fast that Fred fell into the apartment.
“Finally. Here's me thinking you're hanging from a light fixture or something and you're just...” Fred stopped. Stared. “Jesus. You look awful, Anne.”
“Thanks.” She started her shuffle back to the couch, Fred in tow this time.
When she lay down, Fred picked her feet up and sat, letting her feet land in her lap. “So, you want to tell Auntie Fred all about it?”
Annie shook her head. If she tried really hard she could make the sadness a blanket, something that just existed, rather than something with specific memories attached to it. It was slightly easier that way.
For a long time, they just sat that way, Annie's feet in Fred's lap as the light grew dimmer, the silence comforting. Only when it was dark enough that Annie could barely see Fred's face did Fred move.
“Alrighty, that's enough moping for one afternoon. You've had your ration.” She flicked on a light, picked up her phone and scrolled through it for a minute, then went into the kitchen, coming back with sodas and plates.
“What are you doing?”
“Chinese food is on the way.”
“I'm not hungry.”
“Too bad, I am. And I told you, you've had your daily allotment of moping. Now, are you going to tell me what happened, or should I guess?”
“Fred, I really, really, really don't want to talk about it.”
Fred sat down again. “Annie, keeping things bottled up inside is no good. You'll do more damage that way, believe me. I know it hurts to talk about things, to make them real with words, but that intense pain is the start of healing, it's important. It needs to happen.”
She flipped open a soda and handed the can to Annie. The bite of the bubbles in her throat made her cough. She found she was thirstier than she'd thought and sunk half the can. Once she had, her stomach woke up and growled.
“See?” Fred said, laughing. “Auntie Fred knows best. Now, why don't you tell me everything?”
The words came slowly at first. She started at the beginning, started in the car with the almost-fight and getting lost. Then the words came faster and faster. With every phrase, every sentence, her heart beat harder and her stomach rolled tighter into a ball. Her and Robin. The joy of discovering what had been missing in her life. The thrill of walking into the reunion. And then the end. What had happened afterwards.
The doorbell rang just as she was finishing. Fred left to get the take-out and Annie was glad of the minutes alone to collect herself. It was stupid, she thought, to be this upset. To be so sad about something that had been so short. It was stupid to be so emotional.
“Cry it out, girl,” Fred said, coming back with cartons of food that she emptied onto plates.
“I've done enough crying over the last couple of days to drown myself.”
“Then put words on your feelings,” said Fred, handing her a plate. “How are you feeling?”
“Sad. Lost. Confused. Angry.”
“There's a lot going on in there, huh?”
Annie shrugged and picked up a fork. “I just... I don't know what I did wrong. I know that I'm not exactly experienced. But I don't think I did anything to deserve this.”
“You know, you can do everything right and still lose the game,” Fred said. “That's life. Unfortunate as it is. The child inside us wants things to be fair, to be equal, for good to win and evil to lose. But things rarely happen that way.”
“Not fair.”
Fred laughed. “Indeed it's not. But it is life. And as horrible as it sounds, you will get used to it.”
“What do you think?” Annie asked, twirling noodles around her fork.
“This is your deal, Anne, it's not for me to—”
“No, I need another viewpoint. Please, Fred. Tell me what you think about all this.”
Fred sighed. “I think Robin has issues that she needs to deal with herself. From what you said, the problem was that she got offended, that something you said about her being an escort or not being one, touched a nerve. And if that's the case, well...” She turned both hands up, empty. “You can't always fix what's broken.”
“Should I call her? I've thought about it.” She'd thought about it more than once. She'd spent an entire night with her phone in her hand.
“Would it make a difference?” Fred asked. “If she's angry with you, she'll just get more angry. And she's the one that walked away, if she wants to, she'll call you. But that's just my opinion.”
“An opinion that I trust,” Annie said. The noodles were better than she'd expected. “I know I need to get over this, to move on, but...”
“But this is your first real heartbreak,” Fred said. “And you don't know what to do. There's really only one thing to do, and that's give it time. Wait a couple of weeks, let the rawness of the pain die down a little. Then maybe you can call her, maybe you two can talk.”
“Maybe,” Annie said. But her mind was somewhere else.
“What are you thinking about?” Fred said, mouth half-full.
“Nothing.” Yet another stupid idea.
“No, come on, tell me. I know you well enough to know that you're plotting something, Annie Harland. Tell me what you're thinking about.”
Annie put her plate down and took a deep breath. “Okay, I'm thinking that maybe it's time for a change.”
“A change?” Fred's hair glowed bright pink in the lamplight.
“Yes.”
“What kind of change?”
“An everything kind of change,” Annie said. “All of this, and the reunion too, it just got me thinking. There's a lot to life, a lot that I haven't seen or done for a million reasons. So maybe it's time I... I don't know, time I lived a little. Time I got my heart broken a few more times, so that it hurts less when it happens.”
“It never hurts less, Anne,” said Fred. “If anything, it hurts more the more times it happens. But I'm listening. What are you thinking about doing?”
Annie shrugged and picked up her plate to shovel a pile of noodles into her mouth. “Nothing specific,” she said, after she swallowed.
“It's a good idea to have a little me time after a breakup.”
“Right. Me time. Something different.”
Fred looked over each shoulder, frowning suspiciously. “Who are you? And what have you done with Annie?”
Annie laughed a little, the beginning of a little light starting to enter her life. Fred was good. Fred had always been there. Fred was just what she needed to stay sane.
“I was thinking... maybe I'll quit the project.”
Fred raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”
“And maybe... maybe I'll go traveling or something.”
Fred raised her other eyebrow. “Okay. Impressive. We're talking big things here, big changes.”
Annie sighed. “If I stay here I think that I won't get over this. I think that I'll stay on my couch or in my bed and never leave again. Does that make sense?”
A warm hand crept over and clasped hers. “It makes sense, Anne. You do what you need to do to try and rebuild yourself. You know that I'm here for you whatever you need, right?”
“I know,” Annie said.
She squeezed Fred's hand and felt just a little better. Then she remembered Robin's face, her dimple, the fragrant heat of her skin. And her heart broke all over again.
She could try. She could run away. But she had a feeling that she would never be whole again.




Chapter Thirty One
She hadn't worked for days now. But this was different. She climbed the steps and rang the bell. Mrs. Richardson was different. She needed to be here for this, she couldn't let her down. And to be honest, these appointments had become one of the nicest parts of her week. Calm, quiet, interesting. Something she looked forward to and not like work at all.
Which was why she was here, painted up and dressed properly and with an appropriate smile on her face when the door opened.
“Come in, come in,” Mrs. Richardson said.
She was shown into the private lounge, a drink was poured for her without asking. It was familiar, comforting, nice. Not quite enough to take her mind off things, but enough so that her head wasn't spinning with everything that had gone wrong.
“We need to talk, you and I.”
Robin let herself cock an eyebrow. “That sounds ominous.”
“As it should, my dear. It is time, I fear.”
“Time for what?”
Mrs. Richardson sighed. “Time that we bring this arrangement to an end.”
To her shame, Robin felt her eyes fill with tears. Hell, hadn't she cried them all out already? She'd sobbed enough in the last few days that she was surprised there were any tears at all. Hurriedly, she blinked them back. This was all part of the job. She swallowed down the lump in her throat before she could speak.
“Of course. I understand. Should I leave now, or...?”
She let the question hang in the air. When there was no immediate answer, she stood. Her legs felt weak and wobbly and this was just what she needed. Her first day back on the job and...
“Sit down,” Mrs. Richardson said. “Please, sit down. Hear me out. I want to talk. Really talk. You and I as equals, not you and I as employer and employee.”
Robin's breath caught in her chest, but she sat. She wasn't at all sure she wanted to have this talk. She'd been fired. She wanted to go back home to her couch and her comforter.
“I've done a lot of thinking since the last time we spoke,” Mrs. Richardson said. Her hair was elegantly twisted back into a chignon and she reached forward to pick up a tumbler of liquor. “And this is the decision I've come to.”
“To let me go,” Robin said bitterly.
“To set you free.”
The words sounded so strange that Robin's tears disappeared and she looked up, seeing Mrs. Richardson's eyes twinkling at her.
“Believe you me, I wouldn't be doing this for myself,” the woman said. “If I had my way I'd have you move in with me to listen to my troubles every day of the week. Wouldn't that be cozy now?”
“Then... then I don't really understand.”
Another sigh. “Robin, my dear, I shouldn't interfere. But then you've become so much more than you used to be. I wasn't kidding when I said you were my friend. You are. And sometimes we have to do things we don't like in order to do what's right for those we love.”
“You're doing this for me?”
Mrs. Richardson nodded. “I am. Perhaps you don't want to hear this, Robin, but I'm going to say it anyway because you need to hear it. This life isn't enough for you.”
Robin could feel her anger starting to bubble, could feel the same sick, burning sensation she'd had when Annie, traitorous Annie, had suggested that she give up her career. “I—”
“No, dear. I'm paying for this time, so you'll listen to me.” Mrs. Robinson sent her a stare that was so hard that she shut up. “Now, you need to think of the future.”
“You say that like I don't know it.”
“Robin, I'm not criticizing you. I'm certainly not criticizing your life choices. What kind of person would that make me? Someone who was willing to pay an escort but who looked down on her because of what she chose to do? I hope you know me better than that.”
“You'd be surprised how judgmental people can be,” the bitterness was back in Robin's voice.
Mrs. Richardson laughed. “Let them judge. That's what people do. Do you think I've never been judged? CEO of a Fortune 500 company by the time I was 30? I must have slept my way to the top, I must be a dyke to stand  up to all those men, I must be sterile and not have any children to devote my attentions to. The list goes on. There are always going to be people who judge you. Who judge everyone.”
“I suppose.”
“The trick is in knowing who those people are. And in knowing that not everyone judges you. Those that love you may offer advice, but that's because they can see things objectively. See things that you don't.”
Robin nodded.
“I take no issue with you being an escort, or a sex worker. What I do take issue with is wasted talent.” Mrs. Richardson leaned forward. “My dear, you are so good at drawing out the best in  people, at making people feel better about themselves. You need to be doing more than this. You need to be sharing this gift with those that truly need it. I can't keep you all to myself.”
“I, uh, I have thought about going back to school, about studying psychology or social work maybe.”
Mrs. Richardson slapped her thigh. “Exactly what I'm talking about. So what's stopping you?”
“Money, I suppose. A little. Not that I don't have it, but the thought of not earning while I'm studying.”
“Get a part time job, that's what people do. Next?”
“Um, maybe I'm too old to start something new.”
“Bullshit. You'll do what you have to do, just like you always have. Next?”
Robin closed her eyes, thought of Annie. “The idea that it would be giving up, I suppose. So many people judge me for what I do that I feel like I have to stand up for myself all the time. And when people suggest that I change, that I get a new career, I... I get defensive. There's the assumption that I'm an escort because I have to be. But I'm not, I chose to be.”
“Then you can choose not to be, can't you?”
Robin nodded. “Yes. Yes, I could.”
Mrs. Richardson sat back, crossing her legs. “I've hit a nerve, I see. I'm not the first person to tell you this? You look... upset.”
“Someone else has said more or less the same,” Robin said. “Quite recently.”
“Mmm-hmm. And you're too discreet to talk about clients, I get it.” Mrs. Richardson's eyes were gleaming. “Affairs of the heart are never easy for anyone. And you're upset enough that I assume things are over?”
“Yes.” Over and totally done because she'd gotten defensive and walked out like an idiot. Why had she reacted like that to Annie when she'd just had more or less the same conversation with Mrs. Richardson and been as calm as could be?
“Those we love can hurt us more deeply than anyone else,” Mrs. Richardson said as though mind-reading. “We hold them to higher standards than we do others, so it's a harder hurt when they fail to meet those standards.”
Robin nodded. “I know,” she whispered. “But I've messed things up. I've messed things up so badly.”
“Maybe you have, maybe you haven't. Only time will tell.”
Robin sat up straighter. “I think, if you don't mind, that I'd like to leave now.”
“Of course, my dear. One more thing though... Please don't be a stranger. You have my number, you know where I live. I'd hate to think that I'll never see you again. That's not the purpose of this at all.”
Robin smiled. “I'll call, I promise.”
“In that case,” Mrs. Richardson said. “I'll hear from you soon.”
Robin got up and was almost at the door when Mrs. Richardson called out: “By the door, dear.”
She left the pile of cash sitting on the side table and showed herself out.
She wanted Annie. There. She could be honest about it. She'd been so angry, so defensive, so stupid, that she hadn't been able to see past what Annie had said, what she'd assumed she meant. And now it was too late.
She'd walked out, left Annie all alone at that stupid reunion. She hadn't fulfilled her part of the bargain. She didn't deserve to see Annie again.
Unless... Unless she could change.
The sun shone down as she walked down the sidewalk, spine straight, stride confident again. She needed to change. For herself, for her future. But most of all, to show Annie that she'd been right. She could choose to give up her career for something else. Something better. Just like Brandyne could do with Tony. The similarities weren't lost on her.
Her heart beat faster, her lips twitched into a smile. She didn't have to lose. She didn't have to be alone. She could do this.
But would Annie ever want her back?




Chapter Thirty Two
The idea of changing was all very well. An idea couldn't hurt, couldn't get you lost or broke or injured or anything else. The reality of it was something quite different. Something that made Annie's pulse thready and her knees weak as she waited outside Adam's office door. She was practically wetting herself. In fact, she'd taken two separate trips to the toilet on her way up here just to be sure.
It was only after the second trip that she realized she was terrified.
Of what?
What could Adam do to her that was so awful? The only power he held was that of hiring and firing, meaning logically the worst thing he could do was fire her, and since she was intending to quit anyway, there was really no reason to be scared. Except she was.
She lifted her hand to knock for the third attempt, and then lowered it again. She just couldn't do this.
She swallowed, took a deep breath, and then, for an instant, she was back in the car with Robin. Robin telling her that the secret to confidence was faking it. Faking it until it came true. She steeled herself and knocked before she could change her mind. Fake it. She could do that.
“Come in.” He looked up as she opened the door. “Ah, Anne, good that you're here, I need to speak to you about some of the back-end coding.”
Another deep breath. Fake it. “Actually, it's Annie.” Only those very close to her got to call her Anne.
“Annie, whatever, fine, take a seat.”
She didn't. Her legs were barely holding her up and she didn't want to take another step toward him. She cleared her throat instead. “Actually, I, uh, there's something I need to say.”
He rolled his eyes, his designer stubble just a little too long to be designer. Annie wondered if he was sleeping in the office. He looked rumpled enough that he might be.
“Go on then, speak.”
Fake it. She straightened her spine. Fake it. She took yet another deep breath. Fake it.
“I quit.”
He stared at her for long enough that she thought he hadn't heard her. She was about to speak again when he shook his head.
“Ridiculous. No. You can't. We're behind schedule as is. Inappropriate, Anne.”
“Annie,” she said through gritted teeth.
“I don't give a fuck what your name is,” he exploded. “I care about this project.”
Suddenly she was seeing red, suddenly she wasn't faking it anymore. Suddenly her voice was loud and clear when she said: “If you care so much then you should be the one quitting.”
“What?”
“Your unrealistic demands and too short deadlines mean that we're all cutting corners. And that means more bugs, and that means more debugging and more work. Why can't you see that you're being an idiot? If you really care about this project, then you should damn well let people do their jobs properly without you interfering all the time. Particularly since you don't know the first damn thing about practical programming.”
His mouth hung open and he was speechless and Annie's breath came in ragged gasps. Where the hell had all that come from? She didn't know, but she was definitely taking advantage of it.
“And. I. Quit.” She turned around, stormed out, slamming the door behind her before she could lose her nerve.
She made it down two flights of the emergency stairwell before she lost it, half-laughing, half-crying at the thought of what she'd just done, who she'd just become. It was... liberating. That was the word.
The phone buzzed and began its stupid tinny ringtone and Annie's heart skipped a beat as it had done every time the phone rang for the last two weeks.
It could be Robin. It could always be Robin. She was giving her space. Fred was right, she'd touched a nerve and Robin had things she needed to deal with. Annie knew at the back of her mind that she could apologize. But she couldn't face the thought of Robin turning her away again. It was easier this way, even if it was more painful.
“Hello?”
“Hello, is that Annie Harland?”
Not Robin. But the voice sounded familiar anyway. “It is.”
“This is Camilla Ridgeway from Briarwood Academy.”
Annie struggled for a second to place the name. It was so familiar and yet... Then she had a flash of memory, a young, red-headed math teacher. She smiled. “Ms. Ridgeway, what a surprise.”
“I was hoping to catch up with you at the reunion, but, well, I didn't. So I hope you don't mind that I tracked you down now?”
“Not at all. What can I do for you?” Annie settled back onto the couch.
“Well, I'll just cut straight to the chase here, I'm sure you're busy. The reason I wanted to talk to you at the reunion was about Briarwood's new tech building.”
“Ah, yes, I heard it mentioned.”
Ms. Ridgeway laughed, a pleasant sound. “It's the talk of the academy at the moment. But not to put too fine a point on it, we're a little lacking in funding.”
Annie bit her lip. Money was a touchy subject though she knew it shouldn't be. The tech building was a good idea though, a necessary thing. “And you were hoping I could make a donation?” she said, not entirely coldly.
“Something like that. Or at least be involved. Given who you are and your success, it would be great if you could take part in some way. Maybe come to the opening when the damn thing is finally built. Maybe even step in and do a couple of guest lectures. Anything really. It doesn't have to be a completely financial commitment.”
How odd. A few weeks ago she was dreading going to some stupid reunion and now here she was, being invited back to give guest lectures. Not that she had time for that sort of thing. Just thinking about the reunion gave her shuddering, shaking feelings about Robin.
“I'll talk to my accountant about making a donation,” she said.
“Wonderful. And we would love it, I would love it if you'd consider coming down to the school for a visit, a lecture, whatever.”
Annie shook her head and let out a breath. She hated letting people down. But she'd made her decisions. “Unfortunately, I'm going to be out of the country for a while.”
“Ah, I see. Well, perhaps when you come back then?”
“Perhaps.”
“Great. Well, I'll send you an email about the donation then?”
Annie spouted off her email address, said her goodbyes, and hung up.
Then she lay on the couch and tried to motivate herself to do something. Anything.
The problem was that every time she stopped concentrating on something, thoughts of Robin drifted into her mind. And she didn't want them. Definitely didn't want them.
She'd thought long and hard about what had happened and how she felt about it once she'd finally stopped crying at the drop of a hat.
She understood what Robin had been angry about. She understood that Robin had probably needed to defend her choices for most of her life. She had wanted to help, had wanted to offer Robin another opportunity. And it was fine if she didn't want to take it.
At the end of the day, she'd decided, she could deal with Robin's job. If that's what made Robin happy, if that was her choice, then so be it. She wasn't foolish enough to believe that love and sex were the same thing. She didn't relish the idea of Robin sleeping with other people. But she did want her to be happy. She loved her that much.
What she couldn't deal with was Robin misjudging her so badly. Robin assuming that Annie thought the worst of her. Robin not believing that Annie could want anything but the best for her. She couldn't deal with suspicion and underlying meanings. She couldn't deal with having to walk on eggshells in case she accidentally offended Robin.
And so she needed something to take her mind off everything. So she was going to change. She was going to live her life. She was going to walk into her twenty year reunion with her head high and stories to tell, knowing that she'd accomplished what she could, that she was successful, that she had a life.
A life which really needed to start. As soon as she could persuade herself to get up off the couch.
Idly, she reached down and grabbed her laptop, flipping it open and checking her emails.
If she was going to change, if she was going to live, she needed the confidence to get things started. That was the problem.
Curiously, she opened up a travel website. Buying a ticket. That was the first thing. But where did she want to go?
It was almost dark before she gave up, overwhelmed with all the possibilities. This was stupid. She had no idea where she wanted to be. Except she didn't want to be here.
Not here.
Which meant it didn't matter where she was, right?
She grinned to herself and sat up. It really didn't matter where she went, just that she went. Fingers clacked over keys. A ticket. A ticket to anywhere. That was what she needed.
Every change starts with the first step, and as her fingers hovered over the 'buy' button, Annie knew she was stepping out in style. If she was going to live, she was going to live to the max. She hit the button and the transaction went through.




Chapter Thirty Three
Robin rolled her shoulders and tried her best to relax. She hadn't been this nervous since... since she couldn't even remember when. It was silly, she knew that. She expected nothing. She was going to apologize and then... She sighed.
It was the 'and then' that was the problem. What she hoped was that Annie would forgive all and possibly, maybe want to jump back in bed with her immediately and then spend the rest of their lives together. Okay, maybe that was slightly premature.
Over the last two months, Robin had become certain of only one thing. She wanted to be with Annie. She'd worked her ass off, she'd interviewed and written essays and talked to the bank and done a million other things. All with just one goal in mind. To make herself better. No, not better. More accomplished maybe.
And this morning, standing in the mailroom of her apartment building, she'd found the envelope in her mailbox and her hands had been shaking so badly she couldn't even open it. It had taken a large espresso from the café on the corner before she could bring herself to finally slide her finger under the flap and pull out the letter inside.
When she read what was there she felt simultaneously ecstatic and petrified. But that was what change was all about, wasn't it? Mrs. Richardson, Eleanor as she now called her, had said as much over drinks the night before. Change was scary but necessary. Life moved only forwards, never backward.
Which was why she was here. To move things forward.
She could have called. But she didn't.
Instead, she stood in front of the apartment building and wondered what she would do if Annie didn't answer the bell. What she would do if Annie didn't want to speak to her.
“You'll walk away,” she told herself. “You'll walk calmly away. She has every right not to want to see you.”
After all, Robin had ditched her at the reunion. And had then disappeared for two months. It was a long time, longer now that she thought about it. But it had seemed important. Important that she made the changes she wanted to make alone, before she saw Annie. Important that she did this for herself, not for anyone else.
And now she was officially a college student, though she was a solid fifteen years older than anyone else in her course. She was moving onward, upward, she was changing in a good way. There was room in her life finally for someone else. No, not room. She was willing to open her life finally to someone else.
If she could bring herself to ring the doorbell.
She rolled her shoulders again and took a deep breath and pressed the bell.
This can go badly, she told herself. It probably will go badly. And that's okay. It's okay for things not to work out. But you have to know that you tried. You have to know that you ran away once but you damn well went back.
She was shaking, she realized. The summer sun was hot and dusty, but she was shivering like a leaf.
“Come on up.”
The voice sneaking out of the intercom scared her for a second. The door buzzed and she was frozen for long enough that she almost didn't push it open. Just in time, she managed to slide into the building.
She was still shaking as she took the elevator. And when she got out. And when she stood in front of the door.
More than anything she wanted to see Annie's face. More than anything she wanted to run the hell away again. The empty space inside her called out, reminded her that it needed filling, reminded her that since she'd run from Annie the sun was duller, the world was colder, her life less full.
But before she could decide to knock, the door opened.
“Well, well, look who it is.”
Robin frowned. The shaking stopped. Possibly only for a second, but she'd take what she could. “Fred.”
“Robin.”
“Uh, can I speak to Annie?”
“Why? So you can break her heart again?”
Ouch. Okay, she deserved that. She cleared her throat. “So I can explain,” she said. “I want to explain. I swear. I don't want to hurt her.”
Fred's eyes narrowed. “I'm not at all sure this is a good idea,” she said.
Robin looked down at her feet. “I screwed up,” she said quietly. “I screwed up and I know it and all I'm asking is for a chance to apologize for it. Nothing more. I don't expect anything. I'm here because apologizing is the right thing to do.”
There was a long silence and then Fred swung the door open. “I suppose you'd better come inside.”
The air in the apartment smelled so much like Annie that it took her breath away. She didn't sit down. It didn't seem right.
“You should know right now that Annie isn't here,” Fred said, crossing her arms.
“Where is she?”
“Whether or not I'm going to tell you that rather depends on whether or not I think you deserve to know,” said Fred. She looked around and there was enough clutter that Robin could guess that Fred had been in the apartment for longer than just a weekend. “I'm house-sitting.”
“I see.”
They were both quiet for a moment and Robin hadn't counted on this hurdle. Fred was scowling at her and she felt a spike of irritation.
“Listen, I know you're trying to protect Annie,” she said as patiently as she could. “But I really need to speak to her. I need to apologize, like I said.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
Robin sighed and rubbed at her eyes. “Okay, I was a bitch. Happy? I was a bitch and defensive and I ran away and left her at the reunion she'd dreaded going to and I'm a terrible person for doing it.”
Fred nodded. “Fair enough. At least you've got the basics right. But why now?” She leaned against the couch. “It's been two months. Why suddenly show up now?”
“Because Annie was right and I needed to make some changes,” Robin said. “I sorted myself out. Applied to college. Got myself to a place where I know I can let her into my life if that's where she wants to be. A place where I won't screw up, where there's no maybes. I—” But the tears came then, choking her up so that she couldn't speak.
Fred handed her a tissue. “Do you like her?” she asked quietly.
Robin looked up and Fred was a mosaic of pink hair and flower tattoos through her tear-filled eyes. “No,” she said. “I love her.”
A long second of silence, then Fred nodded again. “Alright. I believe you.”
“Where is she?”
A sigh. “Costa Rica.”
“Costa what?”
“Costa Rica,” said Fred with a shrug. “You're not the only one that can run away, you know.”
“Jesus. How the hell am I supposed to find her there?”
“You're planning on chasing her down?”
It was Robin's turn to shrug. “How else am I going to apologize?”
Fred laughed. “Okay, okay. Come and sit down. I think we can narrow things down a little. Get you at least the name of a town, would that help?”
“Anything would help,” Robin said, taking a seat on the couch.
An hour later she walked back out into the heat of the afternoon with a name written on a scrap of paper. Costa Rica was a long way to go.
It was only as she was unlocking the door to her own apartment building that she realized that she'd never even considered not going. From the second that Fred had told her where Annie was, she'd assumed that she'd be going to Costa Rica.
Her hands were sweaty at the thought of it. Annie might be gone by the time she got there. Annie might not want to talk to her if she did find her.
But there was only one way to find out.
She knocked on Brandyne's door.
“Hey, stranger.”
“Hey yourself,” said Robin. “I've got a favor to ask. Could you look after Schnucks for me for a while?”
“Sure. How long d'ya need me for?”
Robin shrugged. “As long as it takes.”
Brandyne laughed. “You're going after her, aren't you?”
“If something isn't worth chasing, then it's not worth having,” Robin said with a wink, hoping like hell it was true.




Chapter Thirty Four
The sun was so hot it made her skin feel tight and there was sand tickling between her toes. The ocean was deep blue, the beach was bright white, the jungle behind her was dark green. There was even a drink in a coconut by her side.
By all measures, Annie should be pretty happy. Nice weather, beautiful scenery, good food and drink. There was no reason not to be happy. Except, well, except that the longer she lay on the beach, the more she thought it sucked.
Not that the beach was the only thing she'd done. She'd done jungle tours and shopped, seen animals and scuba dived. She was staying in a beautiful bungalow on the edge of the beach with stunning views.
But the longer she traveled alone, the more certain her conclusion became. It sucked.
Not the actual traveling part. That was good. She'd seen some amazing things. It was more the being alone part.
Down the beach she could see a couple hand in hand, the man persuading the woman into the water. Idiot, Annie thought. The ocean was as warm as bath water. But she was jealous. Jealous because the woman was holding hands. Jealous because she'd come so close to having that intimacy.
Time alone meant time with her thoughts, and as entertaining as she could find herself, right now, she had to admit that she wasn't good company. Hadn't been good company for the entire trip. Six weeks of Central America and all she wanted to do was curl up on her couch.
She was supposed to be forgetting about Robin, but she saw her face at every turn, in every sunset, on every bush plane or boat. It was getting ridiculous. Sometimes she thought she might be in a terrible B movie where every actor had turned into Robin, where every face was hers.
“Massage, lady?”
A young man was hovering over her, casting a shadow in the bright sunshine. Annie contemplated saying yes, but then couldn't face having a stranger's hands on her. She shook her head mutely and the man moved on.
Saying yes had been key. She'd needed confidence to travel, to break out of her life. She'd had to fake it, Robin had been right about that. But saying yes to everything, no matter how weird sounding, had kept her going, had forced her to face her fears, had made her more independent. She'd changed in ways she hadn't imagined. With a sad smile, she wondered what Robin would make of that.
Sweat was sliding off her and her skin had started to tingle. Time to go inside. Time to nap, the best part of her day. Standing up she brushed off sand and did a quick scout to make sure she hadn't left anything. Seeing nothing, she stretched and then wandered off down the beach to find her cabin.
People would kill to live like this, she thought, as she walked.
She'd kill to be in a hotel  room in Connecticut. She'd kill to go back to that moment when everything was still okay. When she could decide to handle things differently.
The bar was buzzing, music making the wooden building throb in the night air. Annie took a deep breath before she walked in. Two months ago she wouldn't have considered it. Now, she needed a drink and the place was open.
Besides, she seemed to give off some kind of aura that kept people away. She could count on one hand the number of times she'd been approached by someone who wasn't trying to sell her something.
Sidling up to the bar she found an empty bar stool right in the corner and ordered herself a cold beer. Just what she needed after a big meal. A beer and then bed. Maybe she'd be able to sleep with a little alcohol.
“Hey there.”
The man sitting next to her turned just as her drink was being put in front of her. He was tanned, dark hair tousled, blue eyes twinkling, with a mouth that was generous and a nose that had been broken at least once. Attractive and he knew it, Annie thought. She mentally rolled her eyes.
“Let me guess,” she said. “What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this? Or... What's another cheesy pick up line?”
“Uh, actually, I was just going to ask if you had an extra napkin,” the man said.
Looking down, Annie could see a spreading pool of liquid on the bar in front of him, and a glass that wasn't as full as it should have been. “Jesus, I'm so sorry.” She fumbled around in her bag and came up with a handful of tissues.
“No problem,” he said, accepting the tissues and mopping up the bar. “I'm guessing that you get hit on in bars all the time? Must be tiring.”
“Actually, no, not so much. You'd be surprised. You're the first in, oh, at least a week.”
He grinned and his teeth were shining white. “Joe,” he said, holding out his hand. “And I wasn't hitting on you, remember? I was asking for napkins.”
“Right,” she said, shaking his hand. “I'll remember for next time.”
There was a silence between them that was almost long enough for Annie to turn back to her drink. Then he spoke again.
“So, um, what's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”
She laughed politely. “Not a thing.”
“No, seriously, what are you doing here?” His eyes were frankly curious.
Annie picked up her ice-cold beer bottle. “Trying to forget a broken heart.”
Joe grunted in sympathy. “Is it working?”
“Not so far,” said Annie. “But the night's young.”
She was... not flirting exactly, but not being shy either. She'd watched Fred often enough to know how these conversations went. She'd found it easier after she'd figured out that it was just playing a role, acting, pretending, just like Robin had told her. Not that she wanted conversations with strange men in bars, but Joe seemed nice enough.
“Anything I can do to help?” he asked.
Annie shook her head.
Slowly, delicately, he put a hand on her knee. “Sure?”
She swallowed. For a second she thought about it. Actually thought about going with him, trying to get Robin out of her system for good, having a distraction if nothing else. He was an attractive man, funny, nothing about him gave off strange vibes. She could do whatever she wanted, she had no ties. So why not?
Because she couldn't imagine it. Because she couldn't imagine anything ever being as good as that one night in Connecticut. She groaned in her head. Maybe she was never going to have sex again. Maybe she should just go ahead and become a nun.
She took Joe's hand and placed it back in his own lap. “I'm sure,” she said.
“Wow, this must be some guy you're trying to forget.”
“It's some girl. And yes, she was... something.”
Why even try to explain? She was never going to see this guy again, it was hardly worth it.
“Left you feeling empty and broken, huh? I know the feeling.”
Annie said nothing, and Joe was looking into his drink like he was seeing something in there. Finally, he looked up and clicked his glass against her beer bottle.
“Only one thing to do when you're that broken hearted. Drink.” He drank half his glass in one swallow while Annie sipped her beer. “Course, you could always chase her down,” he said, putting the glass down.
“I don't think that's a good idea.”
“How long's it been?”
“Two months.”
He raised his eyebrow. “If you're still that broken up about things, you might want to consider chasing her down. You sound like you've got unfinished business.”
Annie remembered transferring the money to Robin's account. The last thing she'd done before she left, paying for her services. She drank more of her beer and held up a finger to order another. Maybe Joe was right, maybe drinking was the best option.
“You ever get your heart broken, Joe?”
He shrugged. “Too many times to count. Broke a few myself as well. But if I learned one thing, it's that when something's worth having, it's worth chasing. If this woman is that important to you, put everything else aside. Go find her. Say sorry or whatever you have to say and try again. No point missing out on something great just because you're stubborn.”
Annie smiled. “Maybe you're right.”
Joe snorted. “Maybe I'm drunk,” he said. “But I'm right too. And I gotta hit the can.”
He slid off his stool and headed to the bathrooms.
Two months was a long time. Long enough that she really should be feeling better. Chase down Robin though? Was that a wise plan? Robin hadn't contacted her, so she obviously wanted nothing to do with her. A spark lit in her chest as she thought about finding Robin, even just seeing her for a moment. But it wouldn't be worth the pain. Not if she was going to be turned down.
She blinked and looked around, waiting for Joe to come back and reclaim his glass.
And just for a second she thought she saw Robin's face, her figure standing in the shadows.
She blinked again and it was gone. A figment of her imagination. It was probably time to stop drinking.




Chapter Thirty Five
Annie tried to shake off the feeling that she was being watched. Twice today now she'd had a prickling in the back of her neck, but when she turned around, no one was there. She turned back to the travel agent.
“What about a train or a bus?”
“Ma'am, it's not a good idea. You should wait for the hotel shuttle, or take the flight when it's available.”
Annie gritted her teeth. She was so over the beach. She wanted out, and getting to San Jose was her first step. After that, well, she hadn't quite decided yet. But it didn't look like she was getting out of the resort today, or tomorrow either.
“I have a flight for Panama City, if you're interested?” the travel agent said.
Interest perked, Annie nodded. If her damn cell phone was working, she'd have this all dealt with by now. She went through the process, anxious to go, knowing that she'd need to hit her bungalow and then head straight to the airport. But when she handed over her credit card, the machine beeped.
“I'm sorry, ma'am. Sometimes it does this. Perhaps you'll come back later? Or tomorrow?”
Growling with frustration and feeling like the world was against her, Annie thanked the woman as politely as she could and left. Not a successful day. Outside, the light was orange and it would be dark soon. Another night here. There were worse places, she supposed.
She walked down the street before turning off onto a sandy road. The lack of streetlights meant that shadows were stretching out in front of her. Up ahead she could see the neon lights of the bar she'd visited the night before. She contemplated a drink but persuaded herself it wasn't a good idea.
The last thing she needed now was to become an alcoholic. Though maybe Joe would be there, it'd be someone to talk to at least.
Again, the prickling on the back of her neck. She spun around, but no one was there.
Jesus, she really was losing it.
But looking at the darkening road ahead, she was also starting to lose her nerve. She hurried, not running but walking fast, until she got to the bar.
A drink. One drink. Maybe something to eat. She was spooked, though she'd never felt in danger here before.
She hesitated before she went inside, but then stepped over the threshold anyway.
She found an empty bar stool and claimed it with her backpack before going off to splash her face with cold water and wash her hands. When she came back, a drink was sitting on the bar in front of her.
“Excuse me?”
The bartender turned around. She was an attractive woman, older, with a blue streak running down one side of her hair. “Help you?” American too, by the sound of it.
“Uh, I didn't order this.” Annie pointed to the drink, amber liquid in a thick glass. Jack Daniel's, if she wasn't mistaken. Her drink of choice if she wasn't on beer.
The woman smiled. “Oh, it's a gift. Someone sent it over.”
Crap. It had to be Joe. Who else would it be? She looked around, searching the bar for the dark-haired man and her eyes slid over her once, twice, three times before she snapped her head back around. She wasn't imagining this, was she?
The woman at the other side of the bar lifted her glass and lifted a questioning eyebrow. Every atom inside Annie tingled, it was like the world had stopped turning for a second, like everything had ceased. Slowly, carefully, unable to believe that this was really happening, she nodded.
In the moments that it took Robin to reach her a million thoughts went through her brain and she heard none of them. The only thing that mattered was that Robin was here, that somehow, unbelievably, in a small bar in a small Costa Rican town the only woman she'd ever loved was walking toward her.
“I don't believe we've met,” said a husky voice.
Annie frowned in confusion.
“My name's Robin, and you're just about the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.”
Annie let her hand be taken, let Robin shake it and then decided she'd better play along even though she had no idea what the hell was happening.
“Uh, I'm Annie. Thank you for the drink. Um... Would you like to sit down?”
“There's nothing I'd like more.”
Robin pulled out the barstool next to her and sat down. Then she looked down at her feet, obviously steeling herself, preparing for something. She took a deep breath before she looked back into Annie's eyes.
“I owe you an apology. I was defensive and closed off, I walked out on you when you were in a difficult situation, I was a bitch and I know it. I have no excuse for my actions. I want you to know that I am, most sincerely, incredibly sorry for everything that I did to you.”
It was a short speech, prepared, to the point. Annie smiled a little. Sincerity was obvious in Robin's face. No justifications, no nothing, just a straight up apology. She liked it. Her mouth was dry and it took two attempts before she could say: “Apology accepted.”
Another deep breath and some of the tension in Robin's shoulders relaxed. “That's everything that I came to say and I'm happy to walk away right now if that's what you want. There are no expectations here. Nothing. I needed to apologize to you, and it's done.”
Was that it? Did she want nothing more? Annie's heart started to beat a little faster, her palms started to sweat. She didn't want Robin to go but didn't know what Robin wanted. So she stalled for time.
“What's with the game?” she asked. “Sending a drink over, pretending we were meeting for the first time?”
Robin laughed and Annie wanted to kiss her more than anything in the world.
“Well, we didn't exactly have the greatest first meeting story, what, with you thinking you were hiring a male escort and all. So I thought that I'd give us another one, one that you could tell the grandkids.”
It took a second before Annie's brain caught up with that one.
“Wait, you want, you think, you... You like me still?” It was the best she could do and barely coherent.
“Annie Harland, I more than like you. But like I said, there are no expectations here. It's been two months. Just say the word and I'll turn around and walk away and never bother you again.”
“No!” That at least came out clearly.
A smile that showed the dimple and Annie's hands itched to touch Robin's face.
“And I thought we should meet for the first time again for another reason,” she said, serious this time. “Because I think we've both changed so much over the last couple of months that another first meeting was necessary. I've seen Fred, she explained everything, helped me find you.”
Well, that explained that. Annie toyed with her drink.
“And you've come so far, grown so confident that you can travel all alone. I'm so proud of you.”
“You were right,” Annie said. “I had to fake it.”
“You had to choose to be confident.”
Suddenly, Felicity's words came back to her. “I think you're right,” she said thoughtfully. “I talked to Felicity Allington at the reunion, after you left. She said that I chose to be an outsider at school, and she was right. It's all about what you choose to be, isn't it?”
“More than you'll know,” Robin said.
Her hand reached out and Annie took it and the burst of warmth was so tangible that she was surprised not to see sparks. With a sudden and instant certainty, Annie knew that this was meant to be. The world was right again, a missing piece had been found, a squeaking gear had oil, a cracked window had been mended. There was a comfortable perfection.
“Annie, I've screwed up. I know that. I chose to be who I was, to be an escort, sure. But also, I chose to be alone, because it was easier. I chose to be defensive about my choices, when all you were doing was trying to help. But I'm trying to fix that. I've spent the last couple of months making a whole new set of choices. Ones for the future this time.”
“Like what?” Annie asked, half curious and half distracted by Robin's hand in hers and her realization that this was all that her life had been leading to.
“I start college next semester.”
“Wow, impressive.” She was still distracted by the hand. But she had sense enough to say: “Something's been bothering me.”
“Okay.”
“I don't care if you're an escort, Robin. I don't care what you do as long as you're happy. I didn't mean to imply anything else, I just wanted to help. But there is something I care about. I care that you didn't trust me enough to know I didn't want to hurt you. I care that you think I'm judgemental and just like everyone else.”
“Because you're not just like everyone else,” Robin said.
Her other hand came up and softly stroked Annie's cheek and Annie almost disappeared into a world of bliss.
“I'm not.”
“I know that now. And I'm choosing to trust you. I'm choosing to let you in, if that's what you want. And...” There was a small hesitation and Annie looked into her eyes. “I'm choosing to love you, I think.”
Annie shook her head. “No, love isn't a choice. I should know. I've spent the last two months trying to choose not to love you and it didn't work at all.” She thought about the planes that weren't leaving the resort, the hotel shuttle that had already left when she wanted to take it, the credit card machine that didn't work at the travel agent's. “Some things are just fated.”
“Then I've been fated to love you since the day I was born?” Robin asked, a strange smile on her face.
Annie nodded seriously. “You were. And there's nothing that you could do or say or decide to make it any different.”
“Hmm. I think I might like that idea.”
Annie pulled her closer. “I think that I have a couple of other ideas that you might like more,” she whispered, as her lips hovered over Robin's. “A lot more...”




Epilogue
Eighteen Months Later
The sun hit the windshield as they turned into the driveway and Annie squinted. The buildings of Briarwood were just coming into focus and she was monitoring her reaction. No palpitations, no sweating hands, everything completely under control.
“I can't believe how damn long it took to get here,” Robin said. “We'd have done it in half the time if you'd let me drive.”
“Well, how else are you going to learn to navigate?” asked Annie, smiling sweetly and pulling into a parking spot.
“No point in arguing with her,” piped up Fred from the backseat. “If she wants you to learn something, you will. Better just to relax and let it happen. And thank God it's not midwifery or heart surgery that she thinks you should be learning.”
Robin laughed and unbuckled her seatbelt before reaching across and taking Annie's hand. And as always, Annie felt the familiar thrum of pleasure at her touch. Sometimes, some mornings, she couldn't believe that she got to wake up next to this, couldn't believe she was allowed to touch someone so beautiful, so delicate.
“Are you alright? Not bothering you being here?” Robin asked.
“I'm fine. Absolutely fine. I'm the guest of honor, I don't think I'm allowed not to be here. Besides, the place has grown on me. Finally. Just like mom said it eventually would.”
“Enough of the lovey-dovey stuff,” Fred said, opening her door. “I'm glad you're happy, but today I'm going to find my soul-mate.”
“You say that every time we go someplace,” Robin said.
“Well, one day it's going to be true.”
“I'm not exactly sure that an upper class prep school is going to be quite your scene, Fred,” Annie said as she got out of the car.
“You'd be surprised,” Fred said with a wiggle of her eyebrows.
She started toward the steps and Annie paused for a moment. Briarwood. Who'd have thought it? Off to the right she could see the sun glinting off the new tech building, finally finished and about to be opened. Thanks to a hefty donation from her and her new Women in Tech fund.
“You don't have to do this,” Robin said, catching her up and holding her hand. “I know, I know, guest of honor and all that stuff. But you don't.”
“Have more faith in me, woman,” growled Annie. “I've come a long way. Walking in here is nothing now. And a speech? In front of hundreds of people? Psh. No biggie. I could do it in my sleep.” Her stomach was shaking a little now. She was fine if she didn't think about the speech part. Unfortunately, that was the reason she was here.
Robin turned her around, a hand cupping her face. “I have nothing but faith in you, my love. Just let me know if you need anything, or if it all gets too much.”
Annie nodded and Robin softly kissed her. Suddenly she felt brave all over again. “Let's go.”
The clutching in her stomach had eased. Her palms had dried. A minute in and her pulse had slowed. Five minutes in and she'd half-forgotten about the audience. Ten minutes in and she was almost done, her carefully written speech winding up. And through it all had been Robin's smiling face in the front row. Her rock.
As Annie closed the speech by thanking the school, she saw Robin beaming up at her and knew that she could face anything with her. Knew that whatever needed to be done could get done, simply by having someone so amazing by her side. She was overwhelmed by a wave of gratitude and didn't hear the applause until she saw Robin rise to her feet.
Then she glanced around and her stomach sank again at the sight of all the faces in front of her. But she was done now, she'd done it. She took a breath, smiled politely, and walked off the stage.
“Excellent, excellent,” said a voice.
She had to narrow her eyes to see in the darkness of the wings. Two figures, one short, one tall.
“Annie,” said a familiar voice. Camilla Ridgeway, she identified immediately. “This is Dean Lawrence, the incoming head of Briarwood.”
Her eyes adjusted enough to the dim light to see a lanky man, older than she'd expected, but with a warm smile. “A pleasure to finally meet you,” he said.
“Congratulations on your appointment.” It seemed the right thing to say.
“Jumping straight in, I like that. I've read a lot about you, Ms. Harland.”
Camilla was backing off, sneaking away with a look on her face that said she knew what was about to happen. Annie turned her attention back to the Dean. “You have?”
“I have. And I feel comfortable in saying that you are a very, very good fit for Briarwood.”
She had a flashback of sitting in the old Dean's office as a young child, knowing she didn't belong, knowing she would never fit in. She had to quash down the rising panic she felt. “A good fit? I'm not sure I understand.”
“I understand that you're a busy woman. But we want nothing but the best here at Briarwood,” the Dean said. He was taking her arm and slowly walking her back towards the hall. “Technology, in particular, is a big aim of mine. I want a modern and up-to-date campus to be my legacy to the academy. And that's where you come in.”
“Me?” Annie squeaked as she was propelled back to the party.
“I'd like you to act as a consultant to the tech center,” he said. “A job which shouldn't be too demanding on your time.”
She was already mentoring and working with Fred on the Women in Tech fund as well as freelancing. But consulting, that was something she could do. “Sounds... interesting,” she said,
“That's only part one,” he said with a grin. “I would also like you to consider taking up a part time teaching role here.” He coughed as Annie sputtered. “An offer that might seem to come out of the blue. But I can think of no one better. You have experience, you know everything about the latest developments, I think we can work something out here.”
She untangled herself from his arm, but was still gaping, unsure of what to say.
“I'll let you think about things,” he said, still grinning. “I'll get back to you later. Enjoy the party. And again, excellent speech.”
He was disappearing off into the crowd, leaving Annie open-mouthed.
“You were brilliant,” Robin said, rushing up to hug her.
“Yep, top notch,” said Fred, joining her. “And who was the red-head?”
“Uh, Ms. Ridgeway,” Annie managed to say. “Math teacher.”
Fred pulled at her suit jacket, straightening it. “Well then. I'm off to try my luck.”
She was off before Annie could stop her.
“That might end in disaster,” Robin said.
“With Fred involved? Very probably. I don't even think Ms. Ridgeway is gay.”
Robin laughed then came in closer. “You were wonderful,” she said. “Commanding, confident, you were perfect.” Annie smiled but Robin leaned in with a frown. “Are you alright? Who was that man?”
Quickly, Annie told her everything. And she saw Robin's face start to change.
“I'm in school,” Robin said. Her tone was snappy.
Annie took a step back and a deep breath. “Okay, darling, I know that.”
“You'd just drag me away in the middle of the school year?”
She knew Robin got defensive. She knew that Robin knew she got defensive. And she knew that eventually things would be fine. But dealing with things in the heat of the moment was still something she found so hard.
“I would never make a decision without you,” she said. “Never.” She could see Robin trying to pull herself back, trying to calm herself.
“Right, right. I know that.” Robin stroked her arm. “Defensive again, huh?”
“Yep.”
“Mission accomplished,” Fred came waltzing over.
“You had a mission?” Annie asked, glad for the distraction.
“I did. And it has been accomplished. Camilla and I have a date for next weekend. I have a date.” Fred was grinning so wide her face was almost split in half.
“You have a date in Connecticut,” Robin said.
Fred's face dropped a little. “Ah, yeah. Crap. I didn't think that through, did I?” She looked around hopefully. “Fancy driving up here with me next weekend?”
“Next weekend we're in Chicago for Brandyne's wedding,” Annie reminded her.
Fred's face fell even further.
“There's a train though,” Robin put in.
Fred grinned again. “Perfect. And what are you two love birds arguing about over here?”
“Nothing,” Annie said immediately.
Fred rolled her eyes. “Seriously? I've known you long enough to know when you're getting into it. What's the deal?”
“I've been offered a job here,” Annie said. “But Robin's still in school in the city. And... and I've got no idea if I want to do this or not anyway, so it's really not such a big deal.”
“Robin can always transfer her credits up here,” Fred said reasonably. “There's plenty of great schools here. And a change of pace might be nice. There's nothing really keeping either of you in the city.”
“You're just angling for a free place to stay so that you can date in Connecticut every weekend,” Annie teased.
Fred shrugged. “Maybe. But it's still a pretty good idea. You guys should think about it.”
A fork hit a glass and the Dean came onto the stage. Annie took a breath, she couldn't think about all this now. She turned her attention to the speech, glad that her own was taken care of.
It was a warm night, stars prickling in the sky, and Annie took filling breaths of the clean air. Not so long ago she'd sat on this very same step, crying her eyes out and wishing she could change herself and the things she'd said. Now she was happy. Happier than she had ever been before.
“Penny for your thoughts?”
Robin sat down beside her, snuggling up so that they were touching as much as possible.
“I was just thinking about how much has changed in the last year and a half,” Annie said.
“Change is good. Moving forward is good.”
“We've changed, haven't we?”
“For the better,” Robin said. “Though we're still working on a few things. I'm sorry I snapped earlier. I shouldn't have. I know you have my best interests at heart.”
“I do.”
“And I have yours. Which is why I think you should take the job.”
Annie drew back so that she could look into Robin's eyes. “You do?”
Robin nodded. “For all kinds of reasons. But mostly because I think it'll do you good to stand up in front of those kids a couple of times a week, it'll improve your confidence.”
“I'm not sure I'm ready for that,” Annie said, feeling shaky at the thought of it.
“You're ready. You're very ready,” Robin said. “And because maybe it's time for us to move forward a little more. Fred's right, I can transfer to a school up here, not a problem. Maybe we could, you know, buy a little house or something. Get a dog.”
“A dog?”
Robin shrugged. “Why not? There are things I'll miss about the city for sure, but there's plenty up here to keep us both occupied. And we'll go back all the time, to visit Fred if nothing else.”
“Unless she ends up marrying my old math teacher.”
That laugh, that beautiful tinkling laugh. “Indeed.”
For a while Annie just sat there, letting the night bathe her, letting Robin keep her warm. She didn't know what she wanted. The idea of changing so much scared her. But she'd learned not to let fear get in her way.
“I'll think about it,” she said eventually.
Robin snuggled even closer. “Take your time. It's a big decision.”
“I've made plenty of big decisions,” Annie said. She wrapped her arm around Robin pulling her as close as she could get. “But the best one was deciding to hire an escort.”
Robin laughed. “I hope to God you're talking about me.”
“Oh, I am,” Annie said earnestly. “Never before has a wrong date turned out quite so well.”
Robin lifted her head to be kissed. “I love you,” she murmured.
Annie didn't answer. She was too busy kissing the woman that she loved.
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Everything We Never Wanted
Chapter One
Alex rummaged through a box and pulled out a pink, wispy piece of material. “What about this?”
Libby shook her head and made a moue of disgust, so Alex went back to the box. She really didn't need this. She could feel the crusty spikes of sleep still in her eyes and her hands were shaking for want of some serious caffeine. Maybe she should put her foot down, but the ground was shaky enough that she didn't know if it was safe. Better to postpone the morning coffee than to risk another meltdown.
“This one!” Libby shrieked. She held up a yellow, frilly dress that Alex was fairly certain was supposed to be for parties or weddings or something.
“You sure?” she asked, doubtfully.
“Yip.”
And Libby was so happy, beaming and bouncing around her new bedroom, that Alex almost let it go. There was a lot to be said for taking the easy road. Especially at seven in the morning when she'd just about kill to get back under her comforter. But... But she had responsibilities.
Even the word weighed on her, made her feel black and heavy and bleh.
“Man, you really think that's for school?”
Libby shrugged. “It's a special day dress. And the first day of second grade's a special day. Isn't it?”
The first day in second grade, first day in a new school, first day in public school for that matter. Alex scratched her nose. “Um, yeah,” she agreed. “But then, what will the other kids be wearing? I mean, what if you wear a yellow dress and everyone else is in jeans or shorts?”
Libby pouted and Alex could feel a meltdown shimmering in the air. “I like this one,” she said.
Christ, she needed coffee. She pushed back her short, dark hair, long enough now that it dangled in her eyes when she bent over the packing boxes. “Okay,” she said. “I mean, I guess. If it's what you want.”
“It is,” Libby said.
Her little white teeth were like pearls, her arms were tanned from the summer sun and plump with childish dimples, and her smile was bright enough to light up the whole house. Alex couldn't help herself. She pulled the kid into a hug, squashing her tight until Libby wriggled and protested. Sometimes it hurt so bad to love her so much.
“Alright, alright,” Alex said, freeing her finally. “I'm going to get breakfast started or you'll starve on your first day of school. Put that dress on and come down when you're done, 'kay?”
“Yes.”
“Straight down when you're done. No time for playing or reading or anything else.”
“Okay.”
She'd learned pretty fast that when giving a seven year old instructions it was best to seal every possible loophole and foresee every contingency. Libby was pulling the dress over her dark curls as Alex left her to it.
In the kitchen, she contemplated eggs but seriously couldn't stomach the smell of cooking that early in the morning. She flipped the switch on the coffee machine and pulled out bowls and a battered cereal box instead. At least there was fresh milk.
The morning sun was bright and yellow, it was going to be another beautiful day. The back lawn was crisp and brown in patches after a summer of similar beautiful days. Her back lawn. Her house. Responsibilities again. She shuddered. The idea of it, of owning something so permanent made her feel queasy. But it had been the right thing to do.
The right thing to do.
Her stupid life at the moment was full of right things and wrong things and somehow they never seemed to match up to things she wanted and things she didn't. Things had been so much easier before.
She pulled her mobile out of the pocket of her shorts, scrolling through her messages as the coffee machine bleeped and buzzed and hissed and eventually began to flow.
Wish you were here?
The text wasn't signed, but it didn't have to be. The accompanying picture showed a small cove, ocean turquoise and mirror-still, sand so white it was dazzling, and a palm bent over far enough that the woman in the picture could use it as a bench.
Wish you were here.
Alex couldn't think of anywhere she'd rather be. A whirling started in her stomach, her eyes stung with tears of unfairness. The coffee machine beeped again and little feet pounded on the stairs. For a moment there she'd almost heard the ocean, the hushing of waves, almost smelled the salt tang of it. Stupid Evie. Even though it wasn't really her fault. Even though the understanding had been there, unspoken, but still there, that Alex would be back. That she'd return. After it was all over.
“Yay! Cereal!”
Blinking back the tears, Alex sniffed. “Seriously kid? It's just cereal.”
“Yeah, but Anna never let me have cereal. She said that I had to have good nutritiousness before school.”
“Good nutrition,” Alex corrected unconsciously. “Did she? And I suppose she'd have let you wear a yellow princess dress to school too, huh?”
Libby laughed like tinkling bells. “My old school had a uniform, silly. And Anna hanged it on my bedroom door every night at bedtime.”
“Hung it,” corrected Alex again. “I bet she did.”
She grabbed the cool container of milk out of the fridge. Anna, Libby's nanny, had been perfect, as far as Alex could tell. She'd also been far from pleased at being fired. But then, paying someone a monthly salary that was more than what Alex generally made in a year to look after a kid that was in school for eight hours a day seemed a little much. As had paying school fees that could have funded the debt of a small nation.
So things had changed.
She'd done the right thing.
Sometimes she needed to repeat that to herself like a mantra that kept her breathing.
“Alex... A-lex...”
She shook herself out of it and turned to pour milk onto Libby's cereal. “Eat up, kiddo. The school bus will be here soon.”
“I can't believe I get to go to school on a bus,” Libby said, grasping her spoon. “And by myself. This place is the greatest.”
The school bus had been the talking point of the weekend and Alex had no clue why the girl was so obsessed with being able to take it. But since it had seemed to take the sting out of starting at a whole new school where Libby knew nobody, she hadn't really questioned it. And she guessed that independence had been in short supply when Libby had been chauffeured around by a nanny.
“It's yellow, you know. The bus, I mean. Like your dress.”
Libby rolled her eyes. “Like I wouldn't know that. Everyone knows that school buses are yellow. And even they're magic sometimes.”
“Magic?” Alex frowned. She poured her much-needed coffee. It seemed like Libby might be in for an unpleasant surprise in the bus department.
“Yeah, like on TV, there's this show called The Magic School Bus and...”
Alex tuned out as she sipped her coffee. If she closed her eyes she could almost imagine she was on the beach with Evie. Almost.
The development smelled like fresh cut grass and somewhere a sprinkler jetted and splattered. So suburban that it could have been a painting. But the right thing, the right choice, Alex reminded herself yet again.
“It's here! It's here!”
A yellow bus chugged around the corner and Alex barely held on to Libby's hand. “You gonna be okay, kid?” she asked, suddenly wondering if maybe she should have driven her.
“Yes, yes, let me go, Alex.”
She was shaking her hand to break free as the bus pulled to a halt. Alex stooped down, clasping the hot, wriggling body to her one more time. “Just tell the teacher to call me if you need me,” she said. “For anything. Anytime you like. Promise?”
“Promise,” Libby said, finally pulling out of Alex's arms. “Bye!” And she was bounding off to the bus.
Alex sighed as she watched her go. It was a weird feeling. Relief at finally having her sense of responsibility lifted for a few hours. And... Well, loneliness, she supposed. She'd gotten used to having Libby and her chattering around. Fear too maybe. She hoped that Libby would be okay, that strangers would take care of her, that children would like her. There was a fierce desire to protect the child that she hadn't really counted on.
“Cute kid.”
She turned around and saw a half-naked man jogging up the driveway of the house next door. He wiped sweat from his brow, stopped, and grinned at her.
“I'm Doug, and you're the new neighbor,” he said. “And your kid, she's super cute.”
Alex almost said thank you. But then she didn't. She'd done enough of the right thing in the last few weeks, months even. So she didn't thank Doug.
Instead she said: “Oh, she's not mine.”
And watched as Doug's face fell into a picture of worried concern.




Chapter Two
“This was a terrible idea.”
Fran just laughed and picked up the pace. Kat gritted her teeth and pushed herself a little harder, managing to match the other woman but only barely.
The trail was soft underfoot, each footstep launching a cloud of dust as they ran. The early morning sun dappled through the trees and it was almost beautiful. Right up until Kat took into account the fact that her legs were on fire and her lungs might well be about to explode.
“Here.”
Fran stopped at a crossroads in the trail, passing over a water-bottle that Kat took gratefully. She glugged a few mouthfuls before she caught her breath enough to say again: “This was a terrible idea.”
“This was a fantastic idea,” Fran said, her face wrinkling into a smile as she took the water back and had a mouthful herself. She started walking, slower now, her blonde ponytail bobbing.
“In what kind of sick world was this a fantastic idea?” Kat asked, able to talk now they were walking.
“In the kind of world where this is the first day of school.”
“Which is why I should still be sleeping before getting up to have a decent breakfast and a calm and leisurely drive to work.”
“Psh.” Fran tossed the water-bottle from one hand to another. “First of all, you've been in school all week preparing for those kids, so if it's not done now it's not going to get done. Second of all, you're going to start the year feeling high and full of energy and good thoughts after your morning run. And third of all, don't tell me that you slept last night.”
Kat shrugged.
“I could hear you tossing and turning through the wall,” said Fran. “Worried about your first day back, huh?”
“I just—I haven't slept well since... well, since.”
“Since bitch number one left you for bitch number two?” Fran asked.
“Fran!” But Kat was grinning. Sometimes it was nice to have someone as completely on her side as Fran was. Someone who put a roof over her head when she had nowhere to stay. Someone who let her cry. Someone who pushed her to go running on the first day of school.
“Sorry, babe. But it's true.”
“It's not. Jen's not a bitch. She's my wife.”
“Ex-wife.”
“Whatever.” Signing the paper hadn't been the greatest moment of her life. “It's... a combination of everything, I suppose.”
A year ago today she'd had everything. A job she loved, a house she adored, a wife she doted on. The only thing missing had been a child of her very own. But they'd been working on it. Discussing it. Yet here she was, wandering through the woods, lost and broke and sleeping in her best friend's spare room. From perfect to shattered in the space of three hundred and sixty five days.
Fran clutched her arm. “You're going to be fine, Kat. You know you are. It's getting a little bit better every day, isn't it?”
“Sure,” Kat said, but she didn't know who needed to hear that more, herself or Fran.
“And don't tell me that your life isn't going to get insanely better the second that you see all those shining little faces lining up and waiting for the greatest second grade teacher in the world.”
“Greatest?” Kat said as they rounded the trail and Fran's car came into view, sparkling and shiny clean and new.
“Greatest,” Fran said, giving Kat's arm another squeeze. “You're amazing at your job and you know you are. There's no point denying every good thing about yourself.” She pulled her car key out of her arm-band pocket. “I know the divorce was hard on you, Kat. But this is a big day.”
“It is?” It didn't feel like a big day. It felt like a sad day. A heart-breaking day. Yet another milestone passing by that could have, should have, been shared with her loving wife.
“It is,” Fran said defiantly. “This is a new start. A clean start. Today is the first day of the rest of your life.”
Even Kat laughed at that. Americans were always so robustly optimistic about everything, and it was a character trait that she loved. She'd lived in the country since she was fifteen, brought from Germany by her parents, and she'd never, ever regretted the move.
“I mean it, Kat. First day of the rest of your life. Get used to it. Things will change from today, mark my words.”
“Fine, fine,” Kat said, still smiling.
The car beeped as Fran unlocked the doors and Kat climbed in. The first day of the rest of her life. A nice idea. But unlikely to be true. Fran was adjusting the rear-view mirror, her profile regular, the morning sun catching the down on her cheeks. They'd been friends for years now, Fran was the sister she'd never had. But she hadn't had the heart to tell her.
To tell her that this could be the very last first day of school. That the financial situation was wobbly enough that it was starting to topple. That Kat just couldn't afford to do the job she loved for much longer.
Fran would be almost as destroyed by the idea as Kat was. That was how close they were.
“Sing along,” Fran ordered as she turned up the radio.
An old Abba song blared out. The first day of the rest of her life. She wished it to be true. As she started to sing with Fran, she let herself believe it. Just for a little while.
The car drew into the parking space with a groan and a clank and seemed to sigh with relief when Kat switched off the engine. For a second she thought about the soft humming of Fran's new car and was jealous. A car that ran and didn't slurp down oil and gas like they were smoothies would be nice.
But well out of her price range.
As was a new outfit for the first day of school.
She got out of the car, smoothing down her pencil skirt and straightening her blouse. She'd tried to jazz the outfit up with some red beads but she wasn't entirely sure that the effort had been worth it. She pulled her bag out of the passenger seat and slammed the door.
Deep breath. First day. She could do this. She had had butterflies in her stomach on the first day of school for, Jesus, twenty eight years now, from the first day of kindergarten, through elementary and high school, college, teacher training, and now teaching. Everything had always turned out just fine, and there was no reason that it wouldn't today.
Today is not a special day, she told herself as she walked through the parking lot. Today is just another day. It's not the first day of the rest of your life, it's not your last first day of school, it's just a day. The butterflies fluttered a little harder.
Her classroom was pristine, the walls already covered with posters and bright pictures. Her name was written in big letters on the whiteboard, Ms. Stein. She just hoped that all the new kids she was getting would be able to read it.
A peek out of the window showed children already playing in the playground, shrieking and laughing as they saw friends. Some of the quieter ones stood back by the fence. New kids, she guessed. But they'd be incorporated soon enough. At this age kids didn't remain loners for long.
As she watched, another school bus came and disgorged its load at the front gates. One by one the kids hopped off, tanned faces shining like berries. Her heart filled up just seeing them, her new charges, children that she'd help to shape and grow. People she could have a lasting impact on.
A little girl was the last one off the bus, waving a cheerful goodbye to the driver as she jumped down the last step. Kat sighed. Honestly, some parents were beyond her. Who the hell sent a kid to school on her first day in a bright yellow princess dress?
“Ready for the hordes?”
She turned around to see Trisha Benson, the third grade teacher that occupied the class next to hers, popping her head around the door.
“Ready as I'll ever be,” she grinned.
Trisha glanced down at her watch. “Then you'd better start your countdown. You're on your last minute of freedom. Last chance to change your mind.”
Kat laughed. “I can't run away now, where would I go?”
“Tahiti,” Trisha said immediately. She was still laughing as she walked away.
Tahiti. As if. Like she'd ever do anything even vaguely as exciting and exotic as that. Plain Kat, boring Kat, dependable Kat.
The bell rang, a startling tinny noise. Kat took a deep breath and moved to the door. Time to welcome in her brand new second grade class. Time for a brand new start. Her butterflies fluttered one last time and disappeared into the ether as a herd of footsteps clattered along the hallway.
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