
Chapter One

			“No. No. No.” Annie Jackson burst into Nicole Hart’s office. “This can’t be happening.” Her dark brown hair whipped around as she shook her head. “I can’t believe this.”

			The office was small, but it was all that Annie’s production company could afford. Three small offices, Annie got the only one with a window. The third office was occupied by Lace, her twenty-something, pink-haired, tattooed assistant. They had access to the large conference room down the hall, as long as they booked it at least two weeks in advance.

			“What’s going on?” Nicole asked. She’d only known Annie a few months when she’d hired her to develop the algorithm for her new reality show I Do, I Don’t. Annie was not only the producer, but she was also the director and editor as well.

			“Bride number two backed out.” She pulled the chair in the corner up to the edge of Nicole’s desk and plopped down.

			“What do you mean she backed out? She can’t do that. She signed a contract. All of the pre-wedding interviews have been taped.”

			“Apparently, she got back together with her ex and she is no longer willing to marry a stranger.”

			“Oh shit,” Nicole said.

			“Exactly. The wedding is in less than two weeks. We can’t afford to hold up production. We need to find another bride right away.”

			“Can’t you sue her for breach of contract?”

			“I could, but that wouldn’t solve the immediate problem, not to mention the cost of a lawyer.” Annie ran a hand through her hair, a habit Nicole had come to recognize when Annie was stressed. And this was certainly a stress-invoking development. “I need you to figure out who would be the next best match for bride number one.”

			Nicole had developed the algorithm that matched strangers with their best romantic possibility based on a series of carefully considered criteria, for the first lesbian dating-type show. But there was no dating involved. The two women chosen would meet for the first time at the altar and get married. Legally.

			Annie alone had picked bride number one. Nicole didn’t have access to real names or photos. Annie thought it was best to let her concentrate on the applicants’ personalities, wants, needs, and deal breakers, when she fed the necessary information into the computer. With the first bride chosen, it had been Nicole’s job to find her the best match from the forty or so women who had applied for the show. Hundreds had shown up for the initial call, but most left when they found out it wasn’t exactly a dating show. Apparently, there weren’t that many women willing to marry someone they’d never met. Nicole couldn’t blame them. It was a crazy idea.

			Both Annie’s and Nicole’s professional reputations were on the line. If the show failed, the whole project would be scrapped, not to mention that Annie had much of her life savings tied up in it.

			“I need a list of the top ten matches for bride one. Can you have that on my desk by noon?”

			“I can. I’ll just have to pull the files. Annie, we’ll figure this out.”

			“I’ll have Lace contact the camera people and have them on standby to film the new bride’s interview, along with her family and friends,” Annie said. “We need to be on top of this. It could be a disaster if we aren’t.”

			“I’ll get right on it, Annie. We got this.”

			Annie went to the door and turned back to Nicole. “This could spell the end of our show if we screw it up.” With that, she left, closing the door behind her. Nicole could hear her calling down the hall for Lace.

			Nicole pulled up the compatible matches for bride number one. She removed the woman who was originally the top match, ran a new list, and printed it. There were no names, only numbers corresponding to a list of women that only Annie had access to. The original match, contestant number twelve, was a ninety-five-point match. The next woman in line, contestant number three, was an eighty-nine-point match. The rest of the list looked less than promising. Whoever contestant number three was had better agree to get hitched sight unseen to a stranger or they were screwed. They didn’t have time to put out another call for possible participants.

			Nicole double-checked the list, slipped it into a manilla folder, and trotted down the hall to Annie’s office. Annie was on the phone in a very animated conversation, and Nicole stood in the doorway taking her in. Her wavy hair, several inches above her shoulders, was in disarray, and Nicole could only imagine how many times she must have run her hand through it.

			Nicole had found her to be intelligent, capable, and very cute, with her square jaw, full lips, and dark brown eyes, when they’d met at Nicole’s job interview. The dark-rimmed glasses she sometimes wore pumped up her appeal even more.

			Annie spotted Nicole and wiggled a hooked finger at her. She pointed at the chair across from her desk. Nicole sat and slid the manilla folder across to her. Annie nodded and held up one finger.

			“That was my lawyer,” Annie said after finishing the phone call. “I wanted to keep her updated on the current situation.” She pulled the list of applicants from the folder. Nicole had marked the ten top candidates for bride number one and their compatible traits. She scrutinized it. “It looks like there is only one woman on this list who is even close to being acceptable. Number three.”

			“Yeah. I saw that. If she doesn’t agree to this, is it possible to change out bride one? I mean I know we would be starting from scratch.”

			Annie shook her head. “No. It’s bad enough we have got to scrap all the footage we have on bride two. We don’t have time to do both. Not to mention the fact that I chose her because she is beautiful, has a great personality and tons of charisma. She is the perfect woman to kick off this series. And we have a contract. We could be looking at a lawsuit. We need to do whatever it takes to make sure this woman, number three, agrees to be on the show. We need to get her booked today.”

			“I hear you. Anything I can do to help?” Nicole knew that Annie would handle contacting the candidate herself. She wouldn’t trust anyone else with such an important task. Not to mention the fact that only Annie and the two-person camera crew were the only ones who knew who the brides were.

			“No. I’ve got this.” She shook her head. “Thanks.”

			Hiring Nicole to develop the computer program that matched the candidates for the show was a stroke of luck. Annie had interviewed at least a dozen people, and while some of them might have worked out okay, Nicole was head and shoulders above the rest when it came to her knowledge of what Annie needed. Her laid-back personality made working with her easy. Pleasant. The fact that she was beautiful didn’t hurt. But Annie had put that on a shelf in the back of her mind. Thinking such things about an employee was just plain wrong. She barely noticed the way her long, dark blond hair had a bit of curl to it, or how her deep green eyes lit up when she accomplished some difficult task on the computer. She was off limits.

			She kept her eyes glued to the papers in her hand as Nicole quietly exited her office.

			“Number three,” she said out loud. “Let’s see who you are.” She silently hoped she was good-looking. Like it or not, beautiful people made for better ratings.

			Several keystrokes later, she pulled up the list of names, with corresponding pictures. “What the hell?” She was good-looking all right. Number three was Nicole Hart. She shook her head. Why was Nicole even on the list? This didn’t make sense.

			She called Nicole on her phone. Their budget didn’t allow for intercoms. “Yeah. Can you come back to my office?”

			Seconds later, Nicole appeared. “What’s up? Problem with three?”

			“Sit down, please.”

			Nicole did as she was told. “What is it?”

			Annie turned the laptop toward her. “Number three. How is this possible?”

			“Oh. When I developed the program, I put myself in as a placeholder.”

			“Explain. Please. I don’t understand.”

			“I put my info in and then a couple of fake profiles. One with characteristics of my ideal woman and one with characteristics of someone I would have no interest in. That way I could see if it matched me with the right one. It did. I took out the two fake profiles but must have forgotten to take out mine. No big deal. I can take it out now.”

			Annie shook her head. “Is the information you put in for yourself true?”

			“Yeah. Why?”

			The deep breath Annie took to calm her nerves didn’t help. “You’re the next match,” she stated simply. “And of course, that won’t work.”

			“We’ll just use the next person in line.”

			Annie turned the computer back around and typed. “Jessica Tetley is next in line. She is only a thirty-two-point match. That’s not good enough. We promised our first bride someone who matched what she was looking for. Jessica is not it. What are we going to do? I’m at a complete loss here.”

			Nicole stood. “We’re going to have to put out another call for contestants.”

			“We don’t have time to do that. We need to get the new footage, all the interviews, and the outdated printed matter in the can in the next couple of days. We would need a complete background check on anyone new. And there’s no guarantee we could even find a good enough match. The wedding venue is booked. There is no way they would give us a refund at such a late date. Besides, the first episode has got to be in the network’s hands no later than September first. This could spell disaster for the show.” Her job, Nicole’s job, and quite frankly, a whole lot of money was on the line. She couldn’t afford to shelve this.

			“Um. Hmm. No time for another casting call. Jessica isn’t a good enough match. Let me go back to my office and run the program again. See if there are any other women who would fit the bill.”

			“Are you telling me this list”—Annie held up the papers—“isn’t accurate?”

			“No. It’s accurate.”

			“Then what is running the program again going to do?” Was the room getting hot or was it just Annie? Was it a hot flash? If so, it would be her first and not a normal thing for her to have at the age of thirty-seven. It had to be a panic attack. The fact that she was having trouble catching her breath sealed the deal. It was a panic attack. Darkness seemed to be creeping in from both sides of her vision. She closed her eyes against it and prayed she didn’t pass out. This being her first panic attack, she wasn’t sure how it would go.

			“Are you okay?” Nicole asked. Her voice sounded farther away than across the small room. “Annie?” Nicole was next to her in an instant.

			Annie opened her eyes to a spinning room. “Give me a minute.”

			“What’s going on? Should I call someone? Nine-one-one?” Fear was evident in her voice.

			“No. Just give me a minute,” she repeated. She was sure a panic attack couldn’t kill you. Well, almost sure.

			“Okay,” Nicole said. “Okay. Okay.”

			“What?”

			“Okay. I’ll do it.”

			“Do what?”

			“I’ll be bride number two,” Nicole said.

			So many emotions ran through Annie at once. Relief. Guilt. Fear. The feeling like she was going to throw up. The garbage can was within reach if that last one came to pass. She looked up at Nicole. The room was still spinning, but it was slowing down. “You can’t.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I can’t ask you to do that. It wouldn’t be right. And you work for me. How would that look?”

			“We don’t tell anyone that part. I’ve never seen bride one’s picture. Hell, I don’t even know her name. And I’ve put so many women’s profiles into the computer that they all blur together. I have no idea who she is.”

			It was such a simple solution, and so complicated at the same time. She didn’t want Nicole to do it. Didn’t want her marrying a stranger. She wasn’t exactly sure why. But now was not the time to try to unpack that.

			“What other choice do we have?” she asked. Watching Annie in such a state scared the hell out of Nicole. She would have said just about anything in that moment to get Annie to snap out of it. She didn’t really want to marry a stranger of course. She didn’t want to marry anyone. Relationships had never been her strong suit. Marriage had been out of the question. Up until two minutes ago. She didn’t see another way out of this mess. Her career—her dream job—was on the line, not to mention Annie’s career. And she would do just about anything for Annie.

			“I’ll think of something,” Annie answered.

			“Divorce,” Nicole said.

			“What?”

			“I only need to stay married for four months. Right? That’s the premise of the show. You marry a stranger. Stay together for four months and if it doesn’t work out, you get divorced.”

			“Yes, but why would you get married if divorce is on your mind?”

			“It’s not. It’s just an option.”

			“I don’t want you going into this unless you are really willing to give it your all. It’s not fair to anyone if you don’t.”

			“So, you’ll consider letting me do it?” For you.

			“Nicole, this doesn’t seem right. This isn’t a game. Bride one is a real person looking for her soul mate. You need to really think about this,” Annie said.

			Could she go into this and really give it her all? She let the idea roll around in her mind for a few minutes. The applicants had all become numbers and data to her. But Annie was right. There would be a real live flesh and blood woman she would be marrying. Would it be fair to her if Nicole was her bride? It would be fairer than matching her with Jessica Tutley who wasn’t a match at all. Yes. She could do this. For the sake of the show, bride number one, and of course Annie. She could give it her all. She just had to convince Annie. “I can do this, Annie. Do my best. Really try.”

			Annie seemed to think about it. Just when Nicole was convinced that she was going to say no, she nodded her head. “Okay. I don’t think we have a choice. I’m not certain how else to do this. I’m going to ask you one more time. You’re sure you want to do this?”

			Was she sure? No. Not really. But she was willing and wasn’t that enough? “I can do this.”

			“Okay,” Annie said. “I’ll start making phone calls to get things going. And who knows, it may just work. You wrote the program to match compatibility and you’re a genius. So, if your program says you’re a match it must be true. I think you and Li—umm, I mean bride number one would get along great. Remember, I’ve met her and her family. They’re great. I can almost guarantee you won’t regret this.”

			“Almost?”

			“Is true love ever a sure thing?” Annie asked.

			“I’ve never found true love. I believe in numbers and computer programs.”

			“Exactly. A computer program—your computer program—set this up. It can’t be wrong.”

			Maybe Annie was right. Who knew what could happen? She still didn’t think true love was for her, but she could be wrong. She hoped she was. “June wedding, right? Who hasn’t dreamed about that,” Nicole said with a laugh.

			“It’s not so much the wedding I’m worried about. It’s the marriage part.”

			“Do you think it would be bad for the show if it doesn’t work out?” She hadn’t thought about that. She believed in the algorithm she created. She was determined to prove it worked. She just never thought she would be the one actually demonstrating it.

			“Not at all. Of course, a happy ending would be great. And that still might happen. Don’t count that part out yet. But with reality TV you never know what’s going to happen. That’s what keeps the audience tuned in.” Annie was on her feet in half a second. She wrapped her arms around Nicole. “Thank you.”

			It had been a long time since a female other than her mother or best friend had hugged her. Nicole forgot how nice it could feel. Maybe spending time with someone wouldn’t be so bad after all. Pretending to be married for the cameras—okay actually being married—could be okay. She could think of it as spending time with a friend. Surely, she and this woman—bride number one—could be friends. Maybe more. She wasn’t sure if she hoped for that or not.

			Annie was back in her chair almost as quickly as she had jumped up. She was back in business mode. “You need to get fitted for the wedding dress, set up a time to tell your family and whoever your closest friends are. I’ll have the camera crew ready to film it all.”

			“Wait.” A dress. She hadn’t worn a dress in years. She was pretty sure it was her fifth-grade graduation. That stupid little ceremony where you walk across the stage with your parents looking on, bidding farewell to elementary school before moving on to middle school. Or torture school as Nicole remembered it. “I don’t want to wear a dress.”

			Annie pulled back and looked in Nicole’s eyes. “You don’t have to wear a dress. Sit. Let’s work out the details.”

			Nicole sat.

			“A tux?”

			“What?” Nicole asked.

			“Do you want to wear a tux instead of a dress? We can do that.”

			Nicole hadn’t thought that far ahead. “No. Not a tux. That doesn’t seem right either.”

			“Well, naked would bring better ratings, but I’m not sure it’s really an option.” Annie laughed. She had visibly relaxed. “What do you propose? Propose.” She laughed again. “See what I did there? Propose. It’s a wedding show. Get it?” She was acting downright giddy. Nicole had never seen this side of her before. She wasn’t sure if she liked it or not.

			“We already bought the dress for the bride who backed out.” Annie looked Nicole up and down. “I think you’re about the same size. Maybe you could reconsider the dress idea. But I won’t push. What do you think?”

			Nicole tried to come up with an answer to her question, but her mind was whirling. Only one thought came through clearly. What had she just offered to do?

			




Chapter Ten

			Nicole set her beach chair next to Lisa’s, sat down, and dug her toes into the sand. Warm on the top, but cool underneath. That must be a metaphor for something, but at that moment, Nicole wasn’t sure for what. She looked out at the lake, deep blue and mostly calm with an occasional random wave crashing on the shore. She tugged at the hem of her shorts, adjusting them. Wasting time. Delaying the conversation she knew was inevitable. Sandy had followed them to the beach but was off in search of a bathroom. So, it was now or never.

			“Can we talk?” Nicole asked Lisa.

			“Sure. We should be able to talk about anything. What’s on your mind?”

			Nicole watched the foam at the water’s edge swell up, only to get dragged back into the lake and disappear again. She had rehearsed this conversation repeatedly in her mind over the last several days but wasn’t sure how to start now that the moment of truth was upon her. The moment of truth. It was all about the truth wasn’t it. Not that there had been total truth in their relationship.

			“Nicole?” Lisa took her hand. “Everything okay?”

			Nicole pulled her attention from the lake and her thoughts and looked at Lisa. “That depends on how you are going to take what I’m about to say.”

			“Oookaaay,” Lisa said, stretching the word out.

			“We have just about a month left to go before we have to decide whether to stay together or not.”

			“Yes.”

			“We’ve had three months together. I have enjoyed spending time with you.”

			“Me too.”

			“But, Lisa, I’m just not feeling the things I’m supposed to be feeling.”

			Lisa took several long beats to answer. “I don’t think there are feelings you are supposed to have. You either have them or you don’t. You can’t force them.”

			“I don’t think they’re going to change in the next month. How are you feeling about this? About me?” Nicole was almost afraid to hear the answer. She didn’t want Lisa to be hurt because of her.

			“I like you a lot. Given more time I might fall in love with you. But right now, I’m not. And I won’t let myself if you aren’t in this completely.”

			“Lisa, I’ve tried to be in it completely. To get where I need to be to make this last.”

			“And that’s all I could ever ask of you. You can’t do more than that. I don’t want you to pretend to feel things you don’t.”

			“Where do we go from here? Do we keep pretending for the cameras?”

			“Is that what you’ve been doing? Pretending?”

			Nicole thought about it for a few seconds. Yes, there was some pretending. But pretending under the guise of fake it till you make it. “What I was doing was trying. Trying to make it work. Trying to get the feelings going.”

			Lisa squeezed Nicole’s hand. “I appreciate that you tried.”

			Nicole shook her head. “What the hell is wrong with me? You are so perfect. Any woman would be lucky to have you.”

			Lisa laughed. “I am far from perfect. I’ve just been on my best behavior lately. And I’ll settle for being friends with you. If that’s what you want.”

			“I would like nothing more. I cherish you, Lisa. Please believe that.”

			“The feeling is mutual, Nicole. Don’t feel bad for telling me the truth. I went into this hoping to finding my soul mate. But I also had my eyes wide open and knew that I might not. I’m not giving up on love. My someone is out there. Somewhere. I’ll find her sooner or later.” She paused. “Yours is too. If that’s what you want. You signed up for this just like I did, so I assume you were hoping for love.”

			That was the thing. She didn’t sign up for this hoping for love, not really. She just wanted to save the show and help Annie. But somewhere along the way she started hoping for it. But Lisa wasn’t the person she was hoping to love. Not anymore. Annie’s face floated through her mind. She pushed it to the back of her awareness. She wasn’t planning on leaving her there forever. But she needed to get through this with Lisa first.

			“Come on.” Lisa pulled Nicole to her feet just as Sandy reappeared with her camera. “The water is calling our names.”

			“I didn’t hear anything,” Nicole said.

			“It was sign language.” Lisa ran a bit ahead. Her two-piece bathing suit showing off her perfect body.

			“Yep,” Nicole said under her breath. “I’m an idiot.” An idiot who wanted someone else. Someone who had no idea. Someone who probably didn’t return her feelings. Someone she would have a long talk with as soon as this marriage was over.

			The water was cool against Nicole’s skin, and she dove in as soon as it was thigh high. Lisa, a few feet ahead of her, stopped swimming, turned back to Nicole, and splashed water at her.

			“Hey.”

			Lisa nodded in Sandy’s direction, standing on the shore with her camera aimed at them. “We’re under surveillance again. We should make it good.”

			“Are we fighting or getting along in this scene?” Nicole asked, sure that the sound of the water and wind would make their conversation impossible for the microphone to pick up.

			“Let’s do both. Playful at first and then you can get mad at me for being too rough.”

			“I like the way you think.” Nicole realized that she could stand and touch the bottom. She pulled Lisa into her. Lisa wiggled away and splashed her again. “Oh no, you don’t.” Nicole dived toward her, and Lisa swam out of her reach. Nicole dived again and grabbed her around the waist.

			Lisa planted a hard kiss on her mouth. She was confused for a moment then leaned into the kiss. Pretending. Lisa broke the kiss and somehow positioned herself behind Nicole, leaped onto her back, and pushed her underwater. Nicole came up spitting and sputtering. 

			“Get mad at me and go back to shore,” Lisa whispered in her ear. “Yell at me when you get there.”

			Nicole shook her off and dove toward land. Lisa followed close behind, matching her stroke for stroke. Nicole switched to walking when she was closer to the shore. Sandy was right at the water’s edge.

			“What are you doing?” Lisa called to her.

			Nicole turned around. She smiled, knowing Sandy could only film her from the back. “Why do you have to be so rough?” she yelled as loud as she could.

			“Oh, come on. I was only playing.”

			Nicole steeled her expression and turned away from Lisa and continued back to their chairs. She plopped down in the sand.

			Lisa caught up to her, stood with her hands on her hips, and stared down at Nicole. “I said I was just playing.”

			“I heard you. I don’t like playing like that. Holding my head under water isn’t fun for me.”

			“I didn’t hold your head under. You must have slipped.”

			“Bullshit,” Nicole said. Guess Annie will have to bleep that out.

			Lisa sat in the beach chair. “I’m sorry that you thought I tried to hurt you.”

			“Oh. Sorry about what I thought. Not what you did?”

			“Wow. You are just in a fighting mood today.” Lisa kicked at the sand. “What’s gotten into you?”

			Nicole shook her head.

			“Nicole, what’s wrong? This isn’t like you.”

			“Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do.” Nicole wasn’t sure how long they should keep this up. Or how to start the pretend making up.

			Lisa slipped off her seat and planted her butt in the sand next to Nicole. She took her hand. “I’m sorry. I would never do anything to purposely hurt you. I honestly was just messing around.” She winked.

			“You did hurt me.”

			“I realize that now. I’m sorry.” Lisa was going to come out of this looking good. She made the apology seem sincere. She laid her head on Nicole’s shoulder and looked up at her. “Please forgive me.”

			Nicole almost laughed but managed to stop it from bubbling out. “Are you going to make it worth my while?”

			Lisa sat upright. “What did you have in mind?”

			Nicole leaned over and whispered in her ear. “You are so good at this.”

			“Oh, you sexy little devil,” Lisa said. “You got it. You know I would do anything for you.”

			“Anything?” Nicole said with a smile.

			“Anything.”

			Nicole whispered in her ear again.

			“You got it. Tonight will be a night you’ll never forget.” Oh yeah. Lisa was good at this.

			* * * 

			Annie stopped the footage when she saw Lisa kiss Nicole in the lake.

			“What are you doing?” Lace asked. “We aren’t to the good part yet.”

			“I need a break.” Annie pushed her chair back. There hadn’t been much on-camera affection between Nicole and Lisa, but this seemed different. It was hard for Annie to watch. Whatever the good part was, Annie needed to steel herself before viewing it. “Give me ten minutes.” She was up in an instant and on her way outside.

			This was all about the show, she reminded herself. Just the show. Personal feelings should never play into business. That was surely a recipe for disaster. She sat at the same picnic table she and Nicole had had lunch on several times. Those lunches had surely been a mistake. Getting to know Nicole better was a mistake. It had clouded Annie’s feelings. Invaded her thoughts. She couldn’t have that if she wanted this reality show to work. And she did want it to work. Wasn’t that what her life was all about? The success of the show and Annie’s career?

			Terry would be pissed if she could read Annie’s mind right now. And maybe she had a point. There was more to life than work. There was Nicole. But Nicole seemed to be in love with Lisa. So that put her right back where she started. Work was her life.

			Her only life. She took a few more minutes to clear her head before she made her way back into the building and up to her office. “Come on. Break’s over,” she said to Lace. “Let’s get back to business.”

			Lace hit play on the computer. Annie kept her eyes glued to the screen and her emotions tucked safely away. She was surprised when Lisa’s playfulness led to an argument with Nicole. But she didn’t let it affect her one way or the other. She couldn’t hear what they were saying until they were almost back to shore.

			As quickly as the argument started, they made up, and from the looks of it, they had plans for that night to make up even more. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop her stomach from flipping.

			“You okay?” Lace asked her. “You look white as a ghost.”

			“I think ghosts are actually transparent. Or translucent. I get those two things mixed up.”

			“We got some great footage here,” Lace went on. “Just about the whole scene is usable. I wish Jean had been there to get individual close ups, but we can do that ourselves in editing.”

			“Can you edit this segment?” Annie asked. She’d never let Lace edit by herself before, but she wasn’t sure she could watch it again.

			“Absolutely. I’ve got this.”

			“Good. I doubt it, but see if you can squeak the sound out of the footage when they’re in the water.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“I’m going to call it a day. Feel free to leave once that scene is finished. Upload it to the file for episode thirteen.” Lucky thirteen.

			“You’re leaving while it’s still daylight? That’s a first.”

			“I need a drink and beer isn’t going to cut it.”

			“Good for you. Have a nice time. I’ve got this.”

			Annie drove home and walked the two blocks to the little bar on the corner. She didn’t want to have to worry about how much she drank or how to get home. Getting drunk wasn’t something she had done since she was in her early twenties. Not that she planned on getting drunk now, but it wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility.

			The bar was dimly lit and nearly empty. It was too early for happy hour and the few people that were in there were scattered about. Annie took a seat at the far side of the bar.

			“What can I get you?” the female bartender asked. Her hair was the same color and length as Nicole’s. Great. She was here to forget about Nicole, not be reminded.

			“Rum and Coke.” She slid her credit card across the bar. “Start a tab. Please.”

			Three drinks later, the place was starting to fill in around her. The redhead that had taken the barstool next to her was cute. Late twenties, Annie guessed. At least she didn’t look like you know who.

			“Hello there,” Annie said. “Do you like girls?” She was more than a little tipsy, well on her way to roaring drunk.

			“I like everyone,” the redhead answered. “But women more than girls.”

			“I’m a woman.” Annie did her best not to slur her words. “Let me buy you a drink.” She summoned the bartender over. “I’ll have another one of these.” She held up her glass. “And get whatever this beautiful lady would like.”

			“Gin and tonic. Top shelf.”

			“Oh,” Annie said. “A woman with good taste.”

			“And that taste’s good.”

			Annie wasn’t sure she’d heard her right. Could she possibly be that blatant?

			“Too much, too soon?” The woman laughed.

			“Never,” Annie answered.

			“Good to hear.” The bartender returned with the drinks. “Keep them coming,” Ms. Redhead said to her.

			The bartender placed her attention on Annie and raised her eyebrows with an unspoken question.

			“Sure. Whatever the lady wants,” Annie said. It seemed like it could be her lucky day. A few drinks was a small price to pay.

			“Come here often?” the woman asked. 

			“Nope. You?”

			“First time. I’m visiting from West Virginia. My friend is still at work, so I thought I would see what the night life is like around here.”

			“Not quite night yet.” Very witty. Way to impress the lady. “Do you have a name?” What a stupid way to ask. Annie didn’t know if it was the alcohol or if it was that she was so out of practice that it made her sound like an idiot.

			“I’m pretty sure everyone has a name.”

			“Yes. I’ve heard that rumor too.” She sipped her drink. More liquid courage might help. Picking up women in bars had never been her strong suit. “I have a name.” Was she slurring her words or were her ears deceiving her? 

			“And what would that be?”

			Annie briefly considered making up a name. She had been warned about strangers in bars. She was pretty sure that lecture from her mother when she was fourteen was more about men strangers. “Annie. My name is Annie.”

			“Nice to meet you, Annie.” She held up her drink. “To women who know their own names.” She took a long sip.

			“I’ll drink to that.” Annie let the cool liquid warm her. How ironic she thought, staring into her glass. How did an ice-cold drink feel warm in your stomach? She was more than just a little drunk. She watched—what was her name? Did she say it and Annie had forgotten already? She was having trouble getting her brain to focus. “What do you do in Virginia?” Annie asked, hoping the woman’s name would come to her.

			“West Virginia. Whole different state.”

			“Yes. Yes, it is. You’re right. Sorry.”

			“No problem.”

			“We get that, too. Ya know?”

			“Get what?”

			“New York. Someone asks where you’re from and you say New York.”

			“I don’t get it.” She sipped her drink, eying Annie over the rim of her glass.

			“They assume you are from New York City. Like that is all there is to New York. Like the rest of the state doesn’t exist. But we do you know. Exist.” Was she making any sense?

			“Oh.”

			“Want to get out of here?” Annie could be as blatant as the redhead had been.

			“Now why would we want to do that? The party’s just gotten started.” She finished her drink—that was fast—and ordered another.

			Annie looked down at her near empty glass. Where had her drink gone? One more and she was sure she would go from drunk to shit-faced. Was shit-faced a good idea when she was trying to pick someone up? That begged the question, why was she trying to pick someone up? She had feelings for Nicole. Having sex with some random stranger—even someone as pretty as—what was her name—would only be a Band-Aid that would hurt like hell when it was pulled off. What did that even mean? She didn’t know. She was here to forget about Nicole. Nicole and Lisa sitting in a tree… How did that child’s song go?

			“Another one?” the bartender asked.

			Was she allowed to get another drink? Wasn’t there some law that said they couldn’t serve her more than X number of drinks? What did the X stand for? “Sure,” she heard herself saying. She knew she was going to pay for this in the morning. It probably wasn’t worth it seeing the goal was to forget about Nicole and it wasn’t really working.

			A tall man with a mustache sat down next to the redhead and gave her a kiss. What the hell. “Hey, baby,” he said to her.

			“How was work?” she answered.

			Was this the friend she had mentioned earlier? Why was she kissing her friend on the mouth? What kind of friend was he? Annie’s head was swimming. The choice to take this woman home with her had been taken out of her hands. It was probably for the best anyway. It wouldn’t have taken away her longing.

			“I’m going to get going,” she said to the woman’s back.

			She turned. “Thanks for the drink.” She held up her glass.

			“Do you need me to call you a cab?” the bartender asked. Where had she just come from?

			“Nope. No. Thanks. I live near here. I’m walking.” She left her untouched drink and stood, waiting for the room to stop spinning.

			“I need this signed.” The bartender slid her credit card and receipt toward her. She had forgotten about that.

			The night air was warm against Annie’s hot skin. Drinking always raised her body temperature by a few degrees. Or did it lower it making her feel hotter? She wasn’t sure and she was
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