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Beautiful Things

By Harriet


 


Part I



"I don't want anything expensive," Andy said.



Miranda frowned. She'd already purchased a new Marc Jacobs handbag, a vintage evening dress, two pairs of Christian Louboutins and two pairs of Yves Saint Laurent shoes, a Cartier necklace and earrings and a new laptop. 



It wasn't much; she'd been conservative. She didn't get the Audi, after all. She decided instead to buy it for herself, and would ask Andrea to drive it when they visited the Hamptons this summer. Then Andrea might be willing to use the car in the city, though she rarely needed to drive. She would become the owner by default. Miranda congratulated herself in advance on the strategy.



Miranda imagined sitting next to Andrea as they made the trip to the country house.  She pictured Andrea in large sunglasses, a scarf around her glorious hair, and a smile on her face as she shifted gears and sped them away from New York. It was a fantasy that she would make real. 



Envisioning it was the key. This was how she had achieved all the greatest goals in her life. That included winning Andrea's heart.



When she had first known Andrea, she did not spend any time thinking about her at all. Beyond looking down her nose at her atrocious fashion sense, and questioning her own sanity for hiring her, that is. And one day, Miranda noticed a well-put-together ensemble, topped off by elegant Chanel boots. Shortly thereafter, she realized that Andrea was more than simply intelligent. She was street-smart, and had a common sense that so many people in the city seemed to lack. 



It appealed to her. Not too much, but enough to draw her attention.



And on one of the worst nights of Miranda's life, she understood that Andrea was far more than just smart and pretty. She offered honest compassion to Miranda in a way that no one else had for many, many years. Stephen had abandoned her, Irv was trying to force her out of Runway, and Miranda had been completely isolated. But Andrea was fearless in her sympathy and asked for nothing in return. Not shoes, or skirts, or the best wine or a seat in first class.



Andrea was kind. And remarkably beautiful, Miranda noticed. Dark eyes, so open and warm, pierced her that night; she saw beneath Miranda's façade, and did not turn away.



And the very next day, Andrea left without looking back.  



Miranda had a single dream about her, a few nights after returning from Paris. In it, they made love on the floor of her hotel suite, and the escapade seemed to last for days. The flesh that had seemed so excessive compared to waif thin models was suddenly a banquet of delight under Miranda's dreaming mouth. The sweep of soft hair, the curve of her waist, the heat of her skin was vividly real.



When Miranda awoke, she was mortified. It was disgusting, really, to lust after an ungrateful, irresponsible ex-employee. A female one, at that. But the dream had been intense, and it unfortunately made her wonder if there was far more to know about Andrea Sachs than she'd bothered to explore.



The idea embarrassed her so deeply that Miranda ignored it, and pretended she'd never had a single untoward thought about her former assistant. This will not do, she told herself. 



So, the months passed, and she saw a number of eligible men for drinks, and a dinner or two. Nothing more, though. Miranda was not interested in sex with them. The onset of menopause a few years before had not changed her habits much, other than the fact that she occasionally had night sweats. And if her moods swung higher or lower, no one said a word. But never had she believed that her sex drive was impacted by age, or anything else, until the months following Andrea's departure. It was an unpleasant scare. 



And then one day, as she walked past a newsstand near Ralph Lauren on Madison, she saw a copy of The Mirror, resting limply next to The Daily News, and The Times. Instead of passing by and getting into the car, she stopped to purchase one.



On page three, a single byline stood out. 



Miranda immediately subscribed. For home delivery, of course. No one at the office must know, especially Emily. She read every article Andrea (why on earth she insisted on using the provincial Andy, Miranda would never understand) wrote. One hot summer day, she read the first in a series of articles about New Jersey's Child Protective Services, and Miranda knew Andrea had turned a corner. 



She quietly forwarded the series to a longtime acquaintance, Shannon Bartholemew, at the Livingston Foundation. Miranda had been asked to join that year's panel six months prior, and had no intention of participating beyond reading entries and making selections. But this time, she made an exception.



Eventually, they met again, at the banquet. The way Miranda's heart raced within her chest when she saw her former assistant for the first time that night had awakened Miranda to many truths. 



One, she was apparently attracted to women.



Two, she was particularly attracted to Andrea. How she had not noticed this fact during the course of an entire year of working with her was astonishing.



Three, she was going to have this girl. Because when Miranda set her mind to something, nothing could stop her.



Miranda's sex drive came roaring back. But she would not rush; nor would she demand anything Andrea did not want to offer. She found she felt… tender toward her. She wanted to give her things; beautiful, small gifts that others might not appreciate. 



And when it started between them, Miranda was swept away by the passion, and surprising sweetness, of their affair. Only one thing unnerved her: that she loved the girl, far more than she'd expected to. More than was seemly. More than was safe. But in this single area of her life, she did not have a choice. Andrea had gained the upper hand without even trying, and Miranda did not realize the truth until it was too late. 



Some days, she questioned whether she would have pursued the fantasy had she known Andrea would invade her so completely. But those days were rare. The reality of Andrea, who unerringly gave far more than she took, was enough for Miranda to sacrifice some modicum of control.



But in the case of Andrea's birthday, Miranda wanted to be in charge.



She would not return the gifts, or keep them for another time. Andrea would accept them, and make Miranda promise to spend less next time. Which would not happen, of course.



"I didn't get much," Miranda said. Nine things are not a lot. "But there's something I've been thinking of that would be a gift for the both of us." She held her breath. 



Andrea could hide little from Miranda; her eyes spoke eloquently of her curiosity. "Oh?"



"I want a portrait of you."



Andrea was surprised. "A portrait?"



"Yes."



Andrea considered the idea, her mouth twisting. "Okay, I guess. That might be fun."



Miranda held back a laugh. Fun. "Good."



"When? And what sort of portrait?" 



"I've asked Alfonso when he's free next week."



Dark brown eyes popped open. "Alfonso?" she squeaked. "Alfonso Huayna Vargas?"



"Yes."



"Oh my god!" Andrea was beside herself, and Miranda enjoyed the moment. Even Andrea could not be immune to the attraction of being photographed by one of the most successful, brilliant artists in the world. But soon, her glee faded, replaced by a look of apprehension. "But, uh, isn't he, sort of, um... Doesn't he know everybody?" 



In other words, Won't he tell the world that Miranda Priestly has commissioned a portrait of her much younger, female lover? "He owes me a favor." Or a thousand, Miranda thought. "He'll be discreet." Miranda was also not as concerned as she once had been about their relationship coming to light. She was committed to Andrea, who had installed herself quite firmly in their family. The girls were mad for her, and the feeling appeared to be mutual. "He can come to the townhouse and shoot wherever you like."



"Wow." She blinked. "Wow."



"Think it over. We still have time." Miranda would not push. It was just a picture, one she couldn't display on her desk at the office anyway. But she wanted it regardless. Perhaps for the staircase, or their bedroom. Something beautiful, and sensual, like Andrea. Alfonso would do her justice.



"No, I want to."  Andrea's eyes narrowed. "But I want something in return. My half of the gift."



"Mm?"



"I want you to pose with me. For at least part of it."



Miranda closed her mouth. "No."



"Come on, it will be great! I won't do it otherwise."



"You've already agreed. You can't renege."  Miranda wanted to bite her tongue. She sounded like a petulant child.



"I only will if you will," Andrea said firmly. "That's the deal."



Miranda pursed her lips, but Andrea's expression did not change. 



For a moment, she had one of those pangs of regret. Being unable to control this girl was a problem. 



"Fine," she said.



Andrea tackled her to the couch, and smothered her with kisses. Her regret was instantly forgotten.







Andy eyed the empty glass of wine on the side table, and wondered how much she would have to ply Miranda with to get her to join her. Later, she thought, and tilted her head back as Alfonso moved above her. 



"Beautiful," he said softly, his Peruvian accent faint and charming. He really was the sweetest man. Something about him relaxed her almost instantly. The glass of wine she'd had before his arrival had helped, as did the one she'd just finished. But Alfonso was the key to the whole thing. Somehow, she wound up wearing far less than she'd started with. And she had made the decision herself to strip down to her underwear.



It didn't hurt that she'd spent the day before perusing Alfonso's past work. He made every woman he photographed look beautiful, clothed or not. Soon after they'd begun, he'd told Andy, "Think of Miranda as you look into the camera. See her." 



Not fifteen minutes later, she offered to pose in the first pair of underwear Miranda ever bought her. Her brain couldn't quite come to terms with the fact that she was now lying on the floor of the townhouse, lights illuminating her from multiple directions, posing for an image that her parents would blush to see. She wasn't showing anything too dramatic, carefully blocking her bare breasts with one arm. But aside from the strip of lace and silk covering her other essentials, she was naked. And enjoying every second of it. 



She stroked her neck and thought of Miranda, and Alfonso cooed. "Oh, yes," he said. "Miranda will be very pleased."



Andy smiled into the lens as he snapped another picture.



An hour later, Andy was redressed and ready for Miranda's arrival. She'd insisted that she first work with Alfonso alone, ignoring Miranda's vociferous protestations. It was her birthday, after all, and she was going to make this as stress-free as possible for herself. Which meant no Miranda. 



She heard the key in the lock and leapt up from the sofa in the study, which had been converted into a studio. She had chosen the location herself, with Alfonso's approval. As much as she'd wanted to pose on the rug, he did take over the art direction, draping the entire space in white. It was unrecognizable now, but Andy knew the significance. So would Miranda. 



"She's here."



Alfonso nodded, and the makeup artist cleared her throat. Andy had warned her that Miranda might be in a sour mood, or would resist attention. And when Miranda met Andy in the foyer, there was a storm across her face that made Andy's heart fall. "Let's make this quick," she said brusquely, tossing her bag and coat in the direction of the closet. They landed on the floor.



"Wait," Andy said. "Come with me." She grabbed Miranda's arm and dragged her into the kitchen. Before Miranda could complain, Andy stuck a glass of red wine in her hand. "Drink." Miranda's mouth tightened. "Please," Andy said desperately. Miranda complied. Next was an hors d'oeuvre, held directly in front of her mouth. "Eat this."



Miranda shook her head. "Andrea, I really don't have time--"



"This is my birthday present. You could at least pretend to enjoy yourself. For me."



Andy had prepared that line far in advance, anticipating Miranda's unhappiness. It would be the one thing that might turn the tide in her favor. And slowly, the frown line across Miranda's forehead became less pronounced, and Miranda opened her mouth. Andy grinned as she fed her the caviar and toast, and exhaled. She fed Miranda two more delicious canapés left by Carina just for this event, and got a half glass of wine down her throat before moving in for a brief kiss. Miranda blanched at first, unwilling to indulge with people so nearby.



"They know, Miranda, and no one looked at me sideways. They're in fashion. Besides, they're all gay anyway."



That much was true. The makeup artist and the two lighting assistants were obviously queer, and they seemed overwhelmed by the idea of being in Miranda Priestly's house. And they'd noisily conveyed their admiration for Andy's photos. Andy had not looked at them yet. She didn't want to know what she looked like, instead imagining herself as a brunette Marilyn Monroe. Regardless, she was certain Alfonso would retouch everything nicely.



"Okay. Ready?"



Miranda sighed through her nose. "All right. But I can't stay all afternoon. I'm seeing the team from Armani for dinner at La Cirque."



"It won't take an hour. You'll be back at the office by 4."



Miranda sighed again. "Fine."



She'd kept Alfonso waiting ten minutes, which was only half the time she'd guessed it would take. Alfonso embraced Miranda, who gave a small smile and only looked uncomfortable rather than completely miserable. 



Giving Gina the eye, she motioned with her head toward her lover. Gina stood, holding her case of makeup and supplies, and Miranda held one eyebrow aloft. "You have five minutes," she said regally.



Gina glowed, and Alfonso nodded in approval. He caught Andy's eye. Maybe he was surprised by Miranda's pliancy, but Andy had thought out every contingency in advance. Miranda refusing to pose. Miranda rejecting the art direction. Miranda storming out of the house, or rolling calls before, during and after the shoot. She decided her best defense would be a good offense, which included wine, food and kisses. Thank god it worked. 



Andy waited patiently beside Joe, the lighting designer. He nudged her with one leg. She looked at him from the corner of her eye, suppressing a laugh. He was nearly vibrating with excitement. He and Andy had made fast friends, especially after his first comment at her disrobing. "Damn girl, why do you even get dressed in the mornings? You should go to work just like that. You'd make the whole world a better place."



More than five minutes passed as Gina worked her magic, but Miranda seemed to have developed an atypical level of patience. Andy decided it was her choice of music for the second half of the afternoon: an iTunes mix of Rachmaninoff, Beethoven and Bach. Miranda looked almost relaxed when Gina finished. Perhaps she enjoyed being pampered as much as Andy had.



"Don't touch the hair," Alfonso insisted, when Denise, the stylist, moved close. "It's perfect."



Miranda preened, and Andy hid her grin.



Andy seated herself next to Miranda on the sofa, uncertain where to begin. But as he had before, Alfonso did all the work. His direction was clear and precise. "Tilt your head. Andy, move in, yes, like that." They shifted position repeatedly, in small increments, with Andy close enough to kiss Miranda's pale throat if she wanted. She didn't though. 



Miranda was stiff for a while. She "hmmed" in dissatisfaction for the first few minutes, but Andy was patient. She focused on the lens, expressing everything she felt for Miranda. As Miranda's gentle perfume surrounded her, love filled her heart, so much so that it hurt. She dipped her head, tucking into Miranda's neck without direction.



Alfonso whispered, "Yes, lovely." She nuzzled warm skin, and felt Miranda's hand come to rest on the back of her head. Finally, Miranda was with her, present in both body and spirit. She looked at the camera, and gave her most blissful smile. 







Miranda watched the back of Roy's neck with impatience. Alfonso was waiting for her; he had the contact sheets, and Miranda could simply not wait to get her hands on them. "Can't you email them?" she'd asked him. 



"No. Come here. Besides, you may not want some of these to leave my studio."



She had no idea why. And the not knowing flared her impatience.



"What is the delay? Has there been some devastating traffic incident? Because that's the only excuse I'll accept."



"We'll be there in five minutes, Ms. Priestly. Not to worry."



Ridiculous, Miranda thought. As though he had any idea what she worried about.



Finally, they pulled up, and Miranda was out of the car and in Alfonso's office in a flash. "Hello, darling," she said to him as they kissed cheeks.



"Wonderful to see you again. I won't make you wait any longer," Alfonso said, ushering her into his office. "They're here."



The lightbox was on, and the magnifying glass was ready for Miranda. She sat on the stool and steadied herself in anticipation before leaning over. The first page was of Andy, alone, in a medium close-up. Her shoulders were smooth, and her skin as pale and pristine as snow. But in almost every shot, her doe eyes drew Miranda in. They were a deep well from which Miranda could find no escape. Not that she wanted to.



"My," she breathed. Each shot seemed more beautiful than the last. "You are a genius, my friend."



"I had a generous canvas to shoot, Miranda." He paused, gazing at her. "I liked Andrea when we met, and I believed she cared for you. But when I took her photograph, she came alive. Do you know I told her to think of you when she looked into the camera?"



Miranda swallowed. "No," she said, trailing off.



"It's true. That awakened everything." He slid another contact sheet onto the light box.



Miranda leaned over, and her mouth dropped open.



On this sheet, Andrea was clothed in nothing but La Perla panties. And Miranda knew exactly which pair they were. Andrea's breasts were covered for the most part, but the generous curves could not be denied. Her expression, so openly sensual, stole Miranda's breath. "What is this?" she whispered.



"It was her suggestion," Alfonso said, and Miranda sat up.



"You're not serious."



"Absolutely. You know as well as I that we did not intend to shoot anything other than the first set, and the set of the two of you. But Andrea was adamant, and who was I to deny her?"



"I find it hard to believe that she… stripped down to her underwear of her own volition."



"Then perhaps you do not know her as well as you thought."



Miranda considered it. The girl was unpredictable; often Miranda would anticipate one reaction, but would be completely off base. As much as it sent her off balance, it kept her interested. Fascinated, even. And this… well, this fascinated her. She took the glass again and hovered over the images, some innocent, others blatantly sexual. There were a hundred images, and Miranda was going to have an incredibly difficult time choosing. But after a few minutes, she circled her three favorites. In one, Andrea was laughing; it reminded Miranda of their lovemaking. Her lighthearted manner during sex had once concerned Miranda, though she'd grown used to it. But in a Pavlovian reaction, that same laugh had begun to engender a sexual response during some extremely inopportune moments.



The second image was simpler, with Andrea gazing lovingly into the camera, her body supple and beautiful in the soft light. But the third was the one Miranda was most pleased with. Andrea had turned over, with only her back and her hair visible. The muscles and sinews seemed to move, stretching luxuriously across the floor. The sweet indentations at the base of her spine were in the shot, and Miranda recalled nuzzling that most erogenous zone only a few days before. 



"And this one," she said finally. "Black and white?" she asked.



"Mm, yes. You can put it anywhere," Alfonso said approvingly.



Miranda had already decided exactly where to hang it in her office.  







Andy was on her own tonight; Miranda had plans with a new designer uptown, and the girls were both working on projects. Without Andy's help. She no longer served as tutor, and this would be no exception. Miranda's decision to have the girls handle their own homework had settled in, and Andy was relieved.



Originally, she'd planned on a night alone at her apartment, but a phone call from Nigel had changed her tune. 



"Hey kid, want to come out to Brite with me tonight? Facebook told me it's almost your birthday. You'll be surrounded by gorgeous young men, so there will be plenty of eye candy, not to mention my sparkling wit to keep you entertained. What do you say?"



"Sure, I'd love it!" She so rarely went out to bars anymore, and certainly wasn't frequenting gay hangouts in her down time. 



"We'll be there at 9:30. Look hot."



"'We'?" Andy teased.



"Yes, James will be there. Don't even say it."



"Can I bring someone?"



"A boyfriend?" Nigel asked.



"A boy who's a friend. A gay boy who's single."



"Oh. Well then, yes, of course."



Doug was on his way to her apartment to pick her up, and they were going to take the train to Chelsea. She wondered how it would be to see Nigel again. They'd emailed sporadically after the incident at James' home, which had inadvertently spurred on her and Miranda's first kiss. For that, she was thankful, but Nigel's attitude about Miranda irritated her after the fact. 



She knew she should be more understanding; Miranda had betrayed their friendship, which still grated on Andy. But Miranda had quietly assisted in correcting the situation (something Andy learned from Miranda in confidence,) and Nigel didn't know it. Nor would he ever. But it still surprised her that Nigel had been so certain about Miranda's inability to love. It made her wonder how much of Nigel's affection for Miranda was just for show.



The doorbell rang, and Andy grabbed her tiny Vuitton bag, a two-month anniversary gift from Miranda. She had her phone, lipstick, keys and cash. That should do it.



"Hey gorgeous," she said when she saw Doug. "You clean up good!"

"Thanks. You too. Who are you wearing tonight?"



"Chloe. Do you think it's too much? I don't want to raise any red flags." Miranda had been supplementing her wardrobe, not that she had anywhere to wear the pieces. They were not at the "dining publicly" stage. Yet. 



"It's fantastic."



"I hope Nigel doesn't ask how I can afford it."



"Who cares? He won't guess. If he bugs you about it, tell him you went on some wild spending spree for your birthday."



"Good idea."



The train ride was quick, and the bar already had the requisite line out front when they arrived. She approached the velvet rope and batted her eyes. "I think we're on the list?"



"Name?" 



"Andy Sachs, here with James Holt."



"Of course. Come right in."



She grinned back at Doug, who was holding in his mirth. "I love that you know people," he muttered quietly.



"It's the good life," she replied.



Nigel and James were holding court, surrounded by handsome men and impossibly beautiful women. "Hey, wow, that's some dress," Nigel said as he stood, admiring the cut of the shiny garment. "Nice choice. Chloe?"



"Right, as always."



Before Nigel could ask anything else, Doug said, "Andy was depressed about her birthday. We went shopping over the weekend, and this thing just threw itself at her."



"It suits you. Really well. I'm impressed."



"Thanks," Andy said cheerily, relieved at Doug's forethought. He was the only one who knew about Miranda, and he'd sworn to take it to the grave. Their friendship had deepened immeasurably since she'd told him about the affair, and she trusted him implicitly. And though he and Miranda had yet to meet, Doug was coming for dinner next week. She hoped beyond belief that it went well. "Hi James. This is Doug, my best mate."



Doug introduced himself, while James waved over a waiter. They both ordered fruity martinis and joined the conversation sporadically. There was much fashion talk, and Andy enjoyed hearing about it from a perspective other than Miranda's. She also found out that Nigel and James were moving forward with their first menswear designs, and planning to show at Bryant Park. 



"I'm terrified, but thrilled," James said. "Nigel has been just the right addition, after last year."



"Oh yeah? What happened?" Doug asked.



"Well, let's just say that Jacqueline Follet and I didn't get along as well as I'd hoped."



Andy knew that. She also knew that Miranda had systematically pushed Irv to the brink over the course of the year to send Jacqueline back to Europe. "The list" Miranda began when she'd first discovered the plan to oust her as the editor of Runway had grown in length and influence. Irv was enraged, but his hands were tied. So he'd thrown a pile of money at Jacqueline to take over Runway Italia, and though she had balked, he'd insisted, threatening the future of Holt's company if she did not relent. 



Andy was worried that Miranda had gone too far, putting herself and her career in danger. Especially now. If Irv found out about the two of them, there would be hell to pay. 



But not tonight, Andy thought as she sipped her pomegranate martini.

When she finished her first drink, Nigel sidled up to her. "So, how's life, Andy? It's been a while since I saw you."



She shrugged. "I can't complain. The job's good. I've been helping Dixon a lot in editorial, and I think he may be considering making me a department editor."



"After only a year? That's great."



"Thanks. It's not a done deal, but I like him a lot. He's been a real mentor to me, which was exactly what I needed."



"Unlike me," he said, frowning. "I'm wounded."



"Very funny," she said. "You know you saved my life at Runway. I never would have survived. You were my Henry Higgins."



"And you've taken my lessons to heart, even now. I feel like a proud father. I mean brother." He sat back against the leather seat. "But how's the rest of it?"



Andy took a calming breath. "Good. I'm uh, seeing someone."



"Oh really? Do tell."



"Not much to tell. Someone I've worked with for a while." Keep it vague.



"What's his name?"



"Oh Nigel, I don't kiss and tell."



He leaned closer. "You know last time we spoke… About Miranda, I mean." Andy nodded. "I felt terrible afterwards. I just didn't want to see you get your heart broken. Better to nip it in the bud before you got your ass handed to you. I hope you know that."



"I do." And I know how wrong you were. "You were only looking out for me. And believe me, what you said helped tremendously." It sent me right into Miranda's arms, she thought. She smiled inadvertently, recalling that first, luscious kiss against the door at the newsroom. Even the memory gave her goosebumps.



"Well, you look happy now, which is exactly what I wanted. Will I get to meet him soon?"



"I hope so," she said. 



"He's always welcome. Please bring him next time."



"I'll think about it." 



Just then, her cell vibrated in her purse. When she checked the caller ID, a tiny image of Humphrey Bogart appeared on the display. Nigel looked over her shoulder and laughed. "Handsome bloke," he said.



She opened the phone. "Hi Steve," Andy said. She'd stolen the name from a Bogart film for whenever Miranda called while she was in public. Miranda professed to hate it, but Andy was convinced otherwise.



"Don't call me that."



"That's what you always say. What's up?"



"I just left a dinner during which I had to listen to the inane chattering of Harris Brinkman's wife for 45 minutes. Honestly, do these women take classes on how to bore the general populace? Perhaps they could achieve fulfilling careers in curing insomnia for the afflicted."



Andy snickered. "That sucks."



"It does. Where are you?"



"It's called Brite, in Chelsea."



"Chelsea?"



"Yeah, I brought Doug out to see some friends from my old job… You know, from when I worked at the magazine?"



"Mm. And who, pray tell, are these friends?"



"Nigel and James."



"Ah," Miranda said, and Andy was reminded that Miranda still smarted at Nigel's comments. Andy had not told her everything he'd said about her, but she'd gotten the gist. "And how is Nigel?"



"Very well… It's been nice."



"But not too nice."



Andy grinned. "Nope." Not without you.



"Andrea," Miranda began, before hesitating. "I visited our friend Alfonso this afternoon. He showed me some photographs that interested me… greatly."



Standing up, Andy pointed to a corner of the bar near the bathroom that wasn't so populated and moved toward it. Nigel waved her away. "Oh really," she said slyly.



"Whatever possessed you to drop trou?"



Andy's happiness wilted. "Didn't you like the pictures?"



There was a long pause. "That's not what I said. I merely asked what possessed you."



All of a sudden Andy questioned her decision. "I don't know… I was thinking about you, and Alfonso was so nice, and I remembered seeing that gallery he took of Catherine Zeta-Jones, and… it seemed like a good idea at the time. I hoped you'd be pleased."



Andy heard Miranda sigh into the phone. "I am well pleased, Andrea. In fact, I very much regret the fact that you are spending tonight at your own apartment."



Andy's breath caught. "If I leave right now I can be there in half an hour."



"No, no," Miranda said quickly. "But as of tomorrow night, you're mine for the weekend. I'll expect you at 6. Sharp." There was a click, and the line went dead.



Swallowing, Andy waited for the waves of heat that coursed down her thighs to recede. Sometimes it frightened her how much Miranda turned her on. It was like the flick of a switch. Andy licked her lips. Approaching the bar, she ordered another drink, as well as some water. She drained the water quickly and pressed the icy glass to the side of her neck. Finally, she returned to her seat.



"So it's pretty hot and heavy then?" Nigel smirked. 



Andy looked at him, confused.



Nigel laughed. "If you could see your face, you'd know what I mean." He waited, staring at her. "Lust, Andy. Get it?"



Andy chuckled weakly. "Yeah. You could say that." 



She took a generous slug of the martini. 







Miranda watched the clock from the study. She left the office early for a Friday, at 4:45, to check on the arrangements for Andrea's birthday. All of which she made herself. 



When she'd first phoned Smith and Wollensky early in the week, they'd hung up on her. "No, this is the Miranda Priestly," she'd said when she'd called back. "No, this is not a prank. Yes, I'm calling on my own behalf. Would it be preferable if I misrepresented myself as Emily?" That got their attention. "No, not my regular order. I want the split pea soup, lobster cocktail, mixed greens for two, Cajun filet mignon, the wasabi lime wild salmon, a lemon pepper chicken, steamed vegetables, and," Miranda heaved a sigh, "the truffled macaroni and cheese." Andrea would eat the entire portion of that, which was fine with her. How she could endure the stuff, Miranda could not discern.



"Very well. What time shall we have it ready for you?"



"7:30pm Friday evening, at my home."



There was a pause, and a shuffle of paper on the other end of the line. "Of course Ms. Priestly, we'd be delighted to deliver."



"Good."



Carina would cook for the four of them Saturday, but tonight, the house would be empty. The girls were going to a sleepover in Tribeca, and Miranda had insisted if they needed to come home that they call at least thirty minutes ahead.



"Gross, Mom," Cassidy had said. "Like we wouldn't anyhow."



Her children were growing up far too quickly for her comfort. "Don't take that tone with me, young lady."



"Sorry."



She ignored the inference that Cassidy knew exactly why she wanted to be warned. They'd discussed sex in the past, out of necessity, but Miranda hadn't had the "big talk" yet. She wondered if Andrea would take over that job. Perhaps she could engineer that somehow. Yes, that was definitely an option. Andrea would do a far better job of it, and the twins would probably be grateful till the end of time.



But no matter. It had been three long days since Andrea spent the night, and Miranda planned to make the most of her evening. The presents were wrapped and hidden around the house in special locations, so all Miranda had to do was wait for Andrea to arrive.



And Miranda hated waiting. She rarely waited for anything, or anyone. It was unpleasant. She'd had enough anticipation. She wanted Andrea to come home, now.



She considered calling Andrea and demanding that she leave work early. But Andrea would never agree to that. She imagined showing up at the newsroom and demanding that Andrea cover… something related to Runway. No, too bizarre. She thought about sending a messenger to retrieve her. Andrea might see that as romantic, but by the time someone got there, it would probably be a moot point.



As she sat, Miranda wondered. Would Andrea arrive on time? At one point in their relationship, she would have done so without a doubt. When Miranda wanted something, Andrea had jumped for it, no matter how high. But that was before… this thing between them. Back then, Andrea had been paid, not very handsomely, to do exactly what Miranda demanded.



Now, Andrea was under no obligation to do Miranda's bidding. She did as she pleased; she was her own woman. And even though almost all the time, she also did as Miranda wanted, there was the chance that she would refuse. Miranda was so careful, trying not to ask too much. Like with Alfonso. Did Miranda request that she pose au natural? No. Well, not that she didn't enjoy the result, but that was beside the point. She would never have asked for something such as that. Because to be turned down by Andrea would be too much. To be disappointed, denied… Even the thought of it sent Miranda's mood spiraling downward.



She glanced at the clock. 5:43. 



She drifted into an unpleasant daydream, one in which she waited, and waited, and waited. The food would arrive, but Andrea would not. It would grow cold, and Miranda would throw the lot of it out into the street, because what else would she do with it? She would never eat at Smith and Wollensky again. 



When she refocused, the clock read 5:55. 



The doorbell did not ring. No key turned in the lock.



Andrea had yet to disappoint her, but this would be the first time. Her heart began to hammer within her chest. Things would fall apart, surely; they always did. Miranda could plan ahead, be so sure about it all, schedule her life into oblivion, but she could not really control anything. Especially not Andrea. Andrea, who would one day leave. They always did. Even before Jeremy, she'd been left by men, and women, friends, who eventually grew tired of her brusque manner, her imperfections. Miranda could not change; she had tried, and failed. And now, Andrea would be the latest in a long line of loved ones to walk out the door. Why on earth did Miranda insist on opening herself up to feel this way? 



6:03. As she stared at the phone, sitting only inches from her hand on the desk, it rang. She grabbed it. "Yes," she said flatly.



"Hey—are you okay?" It was Andrea. 



"Where are you?"



"I'm running late--"



Miranda clapped the phone shut. I knew it.



Seconds later, it rang again. She turned off the ringer, and shut the phone down.



She climbed the stairs and stood in her bedroom for a few minutes, a well of misery growing deeper with every moment. Finally she sat on the bed and gazed at the wall. She suddenly understood how Stephen had felt, all those nights, waiting for someone who would never arrive.



Some time later, heavy footsteps pounded on the stairs. Andrea burst into the room. "Miranda!" she yelped. "Are you all right?"



Miranda looked at her uncertainly. She was confused. Andrea had said she was going to be late, hadn't she? That's what she said over the phone. But the clock on the bedside table read 6:12. "What?" she said, her throat scratchy.



Andrea fell to her knees next to the bed, right at Miranda's feet. "My god, you sounded so upset, and then the line went dead and it kept going straight to voicemail. I was scared. What's happening?"



She stared into Andrea's eyes, so filled with concern and unhappiness, and shook her head. "I don't know."



"Miranda, please. Start at the beginning. I called you. Did you hang up?"



Miranda nodded.



"Why?"



"You said you were going to be late, and I told you to be here at 6. On the dot."



"Ten minutes! You were upset about ten minutes?"



"I thought…" Miranda began, but found herself unable to continue. Her throat was closing. "I thought perhaps you wouldn't come."



"You mean tonight?"



"Yes."



"Why on earth would you think that?"



Miranda wouldn't tell her. She couldn't. I know you'll leave me one day. Why not today?



Andy climbed onto the bed next to her. Her lips trembled in a way that told Miranda that tears were not far behind. "I can't stand not knowing what's wrong." She took Miranda's hand. "Please talk to me."



Miranda finally found enough breath to speak. "This can't last," she said. It felt as though the words were torn from her chest.



"What?" Andy cried. "How did you go from ten minutes late to breaking up?"



Miranda lifted her shoulders in defeat. "It's inevitable." 



Andy looked away, staring at the floor. "Okay, we need to rewind, right fucking now." She turned to Miranda. "Where is this coming from? Because last night, I was ready to come over here and make love to you till the sun rose, but instead, I went home and slept in my lonely little bed, tossing and turning and dreaming about you. I told myself that anticipation was good, that waiting would make it better. Because that's what you wanted, Miranda. You said, 'Be here at 6, sharp.' But on my way here, the stupid train stopped in the middle of the tunnel, and then the lights went out, so my plan to get here 15 minutes early was blown. I didn't have reception till I got out of the tunnel, and I called you right from the stairs. And then, bam, you hung up. 



"I ran here, Miranda. I didn't know what happened to you, and I was afraid. And now you're saying, 'This can't last.'" Her devastation was readily apparent. "I don't understand. Everything's been so good. Wonderful, even. You're the best thing that's ever happened to me. Why are you so convinced it has to end?"



Miranda realized at that moment that she had sabotaged herself, quite plainly. She'd derailed an unbelievably successful romance in fifteen unhappy minutes, for absolutely no reason at all. Her former therapist would be shaking her head in disapproval.



There had to be a way to fix it. And she had no idea how. 



She heaved forward, grabbing at Andrea in desperation. To her immense relief, Andrea's arms came around her waist, so tightly that Miranda felt short of breath. She would not cry, she told herself, crushing her eyes shut. Her body shook uncontrollably as she pulled Andrea near. Closer, come closer, she thought, don't leave me. She pushed her nose against Andrea's neck, inhaling her scent, and gasped at the want that swept over her. Her mouth opened and she bit down, hard, reveling in the jolt it caused in her lover. She turned it to a kiss, soothing, laving at the red mark, but she did it again, this time on the muscle bunched at her shoulder. She wanted to devour Andrea, tear her apart and put her back together again, making it so she could never walk away. 



Blindly she ripped at Andrea's blouse, needing to feel her, feel the young heart pounding inside her chest. And her heart was pounding; Miranda could see the pulse fluttering wildly at her throat. Her cheeks were flushed, and dark eyes were already darker with desire. In a flash she joined in Miranda's efforts, wrestling with her trousers and underwear as Miranda pulled her own blouse off, to be joined on the floor by the rest of her clothes in only seconds. Then she was on Andrea, groaning in pleasure at the feeling of that scalding flesh under hers. Though she tried to gentle her touch, it was so, so difficult not to dig her fingernails in. She bit once more, sucking Andrea's breast deep into her mouth, thrilling at Andrea's harsh cry. This was ecstasy, this girl in her arms, forever. How could she live without it, now that she'd tasted, and touched so much goodness?



She pressed two fingers inside her, and then three, listening to the moans and whimpers that left Andrea's throat. The sounds drove her on until finally Andrea emitted an unmistakable shriek that matched the throbbing grip of Andrea's body around her fingers. It was so tight it almost hurt, and Miranda reveled in it. 



As Miranda watched, Andrea's eyes flew open, and she shifted until she could reach between Miranda's legs to find her center, flowing with liquid and heat. Fingers shoved into her unmercifully, and Miranda bucked against them. She covered that hand with her own, pressing down as she jerked and thrust. It was over in seconds, and she saw colors behind her eyes when she came, crying out in pain and rapture as her body shuddered violently.



She collapsed atop Andrea, shivering and exhausted. There was no way to know how long she lay there, and eventually she lifted her head. Only then did she realize her face was damp with tears. She touched her own cheek and looked at Andrea, who had tears leaking from the corners of her eyes as well. "Miranda," she said, seeking an answer.



Miranda swallowed. "Andrea," she said, her voice still rough. "I love you so much it terrifies me."



Andrea sobbed, and pulled Miranda down into her arms. She cried in earnest then, and Miranda heard her whisper, "God, I love you, Miranda. I love you too."







Andy held Miranda for a while, allowing Miranda to cling to her blindly. Nothing like this had happened before; Miranda had never been so wild, so completely unlike herself. Soon Andy turned on her side and slid behind Miranda, pressing her breasts against the damp skin of her back. She nuzzled behind one ear, and kissed her neck, tasting salt. 



Miranda loved her. She'd known, or hoped, but hearing it was reassuring. But the sudden burst of honesty was itching at Andy. How long would she have to wait to discover the rest?



She cupped Miranda's breast in one hand, smiling when it pebbled beneath her palm. Her body was so beautiful, so responsive. Miranda was not as free about sex as Andy was, but she was loosening up. Andy had plans to help her along, one of which she'd decided to put into effect this weekend. There was a box in her backpack that she'd been saving, but it might have to wait. She sighed. There were more important things at hand. 



"Miranda," she whispered. "Are you all right?"



Miranda turned back toward her. She nodded. Her eyes were a little bloodshot, and the contrast made the blue stand out vibrantly. 



"Something's been on your mind," Andy said. "About us. Right?"



Miranda sighed, but she did not respond.



"You're worried I'll leave," Andy prodded.



The tilt of Miranda's head confirmed nothing.



"Why?"



After a swallow that looked as though it took quite a bit of effort, Miranda said, "You've left me before."



Andy blinked. "When?"



"In Paris, of course."



"But we weren't together then."



One eyebrow arched in disbelief. "What does that have to do with anything?"



Oh boy. "Miranda, I worked for you. And it's a good thing I left when I did, because I'd have ended up either hating you or going off the deep end. And besides, we wouldn't be together if I was still at Runway."



"Why?"



"I don't think it's smart to be involved with someone from the work place."



Miranda shifted and rested her head on a pillow. "I suppose." Andy waited.  "You still left."



"And look what happened?" Andy said. "I came back. I'm here right now. And I don't have any intention of leaving again." 



"Today, you don't. But you will." 



Andy's frustrations were escalating. "Why?" she repeated.



"Because--" The words seemed to catch in Miranda's throat. "Because that's what happens." And then in a quieter voice, "I drive people away. You must know that by now.



Andy thought that over, trying to be honest with herself. She could not reassure Miranda that they would stay together forever; the age difference was daunting, and the whole "coming out" thing was still in front of them. God knew how they, not to mention Cassidy and Caroline, would deal with the aftermath of that. But she loved Miranda. She loved her eyes, and her mouth, her soft voice and softer skin. She loved her romantic streak, and the way her face changed when Andy came in the room. But there was more to it than that. Miranda touched something inside her, somewhere deeper than her heart. Andy yearned to put a name to it, believing that would make it more real, but the word remained elusive.



She decided to start with the practical, since Miranda had to listen to reason. She hoped. "Well, I've seen you at your worst. And I'm still here."



Miranda snorted. "My worst? Oh Andrea, you have no idea."



Andy had at least a little ammunition to back that one up. "Uh, remember Florida? And the hurricane, and you ruining a night with my dad because you just had to get back to New York to see some show or another that you wouldn't remember even if you'd been there?"



Silence. "Hmm," Miranda said.



"That may not have been your worst, but you made me cry. I was humiliated. But I still came back for more. Besides, I have two words for you: Harry Potter. And that whole thing wasn't even my fault." The twins were going to pay for that someday. Andy was waiting till just the right moment to spring it on them.



"Hmm," Miranda said again.



"I never knew anyone so vindictive. But who got you the manuscript? Who took every bit of punishment you dished out? Me. You tortured me, Miranda. You called me fat. You took over my life. And you know what's really pathetic?" Miranda shook her head. "Look at me," Andy said, and Miranda glanced over her shoulder once more. "I loved it. You got so far under my skin I couldn't even think straight. If you'd been someone else, anyone else, I'd have walked after a month. But there was just something… inescapable about you. I couldn't stop myself." Miranda blinked at her, and Andy thought she might be getting through. "We've talked about when I left in Paris. But if you want the truth, I'm glad I did it. Because the path I took led right back to you." Andy stroked the side of Miranda's face, brushing the pale white hair at her temple. "And now I'm here, in your bed. In your life. And it's amazing." She smiled. "You might be difficult, Miranda, but I'm up for the challenge. I always was. But unlike before, now I get to enjoy the spoils of war."



That drew a snort from Miranda. "Spoils of war?"



"Uh huh." She leaned down and kissed Miranda, searching out her tongue gently. Miranda opened to her, accepting everything she gave and asking for more. It went on, soft and tender, far different from the frantic kisses they'd shared earlier. Murmuring against Miranda's mouth, she said the words again, those she'd longed to say. "I love you."



Miranda exhaled warm breath onto Andy's cheek. "I want to believe you."



"Don't worry. I'll convince you. We have lots of time." Andy backed away briefly, wanting to make one other thing clear. "But listen, if I'm late, it's got nothing to do with love. Okay?"



Miranda pursed her lips. 



"Seriously. Sometimes stuff's going to go wrong. You know that as well as I do. I don't care if you complain about it, but for both our sakes, let's not do this again. If you're worried, tell me. I can promise you, I will always, always tell you the truth." That was a vow she didn't expect Miranda to return; as much as she knew about her, Miranda was still half hidden in shadow. She was a mystery Andy would never unravel, even over a lifetime.



And that was fine with her.



"So you'll talk to me next time you… get this way?" Miranda nodded. "Promise," Andy demanded.



Miranda rolled her eyes. "Fine," she said. Andy lifted an eyebrow. With a sigh, Miranda added, "I promise."



Andy was satisfied with that. "Good." They kissed, and Miranda rolled them over so she could be on top. When Andy's shoulder hit the duvet, she hissed in pain.



"What?" Miranda said, looking for the source. "Oh god," she said, touching Andy's shoulder gently. "I'm so sorry."



Andy couldn't see the mark. "You got me good. The skin's not broken, is it?"



Miranda shook her head, but her face was still and frightened. 



"You're freaking out," Andy said. 



"I… injured you."



Andy shrugged. "It didn't bother me at the time." Miranda's eyes searched hers for any trace of a lie. Andy relived the memory, and the thrill it brought. Yes, it had hurt, but the other pleasures, tinged with the fears Miranda's behavior had brought out, mixed everything up in her mind. She rubbed her sticky thighs together. Sex with Miranda in all its forms… she couldn't seem to get enough. "I swear," she said, embarrassed at the tone her voice took on. Her breasts ached to be touched; she wondered if Miranda would be alarmed. "Maybe we could, uh, have another go?" Andy said, trying not to cringe. 



Miranda didn't seem to comprehend her. "What?"



"It's okay if you don't want to," Andy said, wiggling a little. "I understand."



"You want to make love again?"



Andy nodded.



Miranda's head dropped forward, and she rested on Andy's sternum. That lasted only for a second, until she lifted up and kissed Andy voraciously. A thigh landed between Andy's legs, and she jerked at the sensation. Round two, Andy thought. Goody.







Miranda came up for air from between Andrea's legs, wiping her chin. Her tongue was strangely numb, but Andrea was right on the edge, and she would finish what she started. Miranda was nothing if not thorough. She pushed her fingers inside once more, stretching Andrea wide. "Oh god, Miranda," Andrea begged. Miranda had drawn it out for a long time, making her wait, and wait, to the point of desperation.



Miranda's heart had settled down as they'd made love; she was no longer afraid. Andrea's words had soothed her, not entirely, but enough. Andrea loved her. She would stay. And Miranda would reward her affection.  "Tell me what you want," Miranda ordered.



Andrea hummed in frustration.



"Tell me," Miranda said again, more softly this time.



"I want you to fuck me, fuck me please," she finally whimpered, and Miranda complied. She thrust hard with her hand, working her thumb on Andrea's clit purposefully. No more teasing. This would end it, and it would be delicious. 



Only a few seconds later, Andrea sat up, her stomach muscles bunching as her mouth opened in a silent "O." The throb was strong, crushing, and Miranda lit up inside as Andrea wailed her pleasure. Her body thrashed uncontrollably on the bed, and it lasted far longer than usual. Miranda flushed with pride and arousal, ready to allow herself a similar release, until she caught a glimpse of the clock.



It read 7:28. She looked at it in disbelief.



A moment later, the doorbell rang.



"Well, hmm," she said, and grabbed her trousers from the floor. 



Andrea watched her in horror. "You're expecting someone?"



Miranda's blouse was somewhere across the room, rumpled beyond recognition. Andrea's, also on the floor, was missing buttons, so she simply pulled on her suit jacket and buttoned it. Brushing her hair back, she was mortified to realize that it was more than damp with sweat. "How do I look?" Miranda asked, adjusting the jacket and slipping on her shoes.



"Like you've just been fucked within an inch of your life," Andrea replied, laughing. "And I think there's a hickey on your neck."



Perfect. The delivery people would be getting an extra large tip this evening. "Don't come downstairs under any circumstances."



As she left the room, Andrea called out, "Keep that top button fastened or you'll give whoever it is a free show."



At the bottom of the steps, she raised her voice toward the door. "I'll be right there." When she turned on the light, she was unhappy to realize Andrea had not lied in her assessment. Her eyes were fever-bright, and her cheeks were still pink, though the color wasn't as obvious as it might have been. Upon closer inspection, the hickey was actually a set of scratch marks. She sighed as she retrieved a hundred dollar bill from the hall table drawer.



"Come in," she said as she opened the door. Two men nodded at her, and they appeared focused on hauling in the load of food, all housed in portable ovens. She pointed to the dining room, and they plated and covered everything in a whirlwind of activity. The taller one's eyes widened when he caught sight of the deep vee at Miranda's breast, and she felt a twinge of pride when he stole a quick second glance. When they were finished, they both snapped to attention.



"Thank you. That's all," she said, and handed the first server the cash. 



"Thank you very much, Ms. Priestly. Enjoy your evening."



"I will," she said under her breath, relieved when the door closed behind them. 



She looked over the spread with approval and retrieved the bottle of wine she'd bought for this occasion. It was a 1981 Charles Krug Cabernet Sauvignon, and although Miranda had blanched when the year of Andrea's birth smacked her in the face, she'd purchased an entire case regardless. She did not reflect too much on the fact that she'd bought so many bottles, and surreptitiously stashed the rest in the basement wine cellar. No one had to know.



"Andrea," she called, and waited.



A minute later Andrea crept down the steps. "Is the coast clear?"



"Come down here," Miranda said, eyes widening when she noticed Andrea's ensemble. It was a little burgundy silk top and boy shorts, lacy and clingy. "That's new," she croaked, recalling what she'd been up to before the doorbell rang.



"Happy birthday to me," Andrea said cheerily. "You like it?"



Miranda wiped at her mouth unconsciously. "Yes," she said, eyes never straying from Andrea's body even as she came closer.



"Lose the shoes," she said, yanking Miranda by the pants and pushing her against the foyer wall. 



"Pardon?" said Miranda, kicking off the heels without a second thought.



"The coat can stay," Andrea said. "Very sexy," she said as she unbuttoned it. "You should wear this at the office." Her pants hit the floor soon after, and Andrea's hand buried itself between Miranda's legs. "This should work just fine."



Miranda hunched forward, and the line she'd been walking for the past half hour came surging back. She was at the edge very quickly, dripping down her thighs, and she welcomed Andrea's long fingers inside. They seemed to gravitate toward her very root with unerring ease, caressing in a way that made Miranda lose track of time, and herself. Good, she thought, unable to form another coherent word. So good.



She moved her hips in counterpoint to the rhythm, as Andrea searched out her mouth with her own. They kissed, until Miranda started to feel dizzy as her orgasm approached. She pulled back, holding onto Andrea's shoulders when the wave began, and she moaned noisily as it crashed over her. The sound echoed in the hall, inordinately loud in her ears. Andrea drew it out, buried deep until Miranda sagged against the wall and let out a breath of satisfaction.



"Oh boy," Andrea said. She slowly removed her hand, and through narrowed eyes Miranda watched her lick her fingers carefully. Six months ago, it would not have occurred to Miranda that such an act would drive her to instigate a kiss, but she did. It was intimate, and strange. But she enjoyed it, and Andrea responded enthusiastically. She felt Andrea's arms slide around her back, down to cup her rear where it rested against the wall. "That was fun," she said with glee. "But I smell food. What'd you get?"



If Miranda hadn't been starving as well, she'd have been insulted. "Dinner. A lot of it."



"Come on then," Andrea insisted, pulling Miranda by the lapel. Miranda felt foolish walking around her home in a Versace suit jacket and nothing else, but if it made Andrea happy, she would do it. I'll just keep it buttoned, she thought. And never wear it in public again.



"Wow!" Andrea said as she lifted the first silver cover. At the second, she squealed. "Oh my god, is that the mac and cheese I tried last month?"



Miranda smiled.



They spent the better part of an hour devouring various dishes, and Miranda even tried Andrea's favorite part of the meal. It was edible, but she could not comprehend the draw of elbow macaroni and cheese, even with the truffle oil. The wine was delicious, and Andrea got tears in her eyes when she saw the vintage. "I love it," she said, and hugged Miranda close. "God, Miranda, if anyone else knew the real you, I'd be fighting them off with a stick."



The real me, thought Miranda. Maybe this was real. Maybe they deserved each other, and to be happy for as long as they could. 



She held on a little tighter, inhaling the sweet scent of Andrea's hair.







Andy traced shapes on Miranda's back with one hand as they lay in bed. It was only seven in the morning, but she was wide awake. She licked raspberry jam out of the center of a very large donut, and hummed in delirious contentment. Everyone should start their birthday with a donut, Andy thought. 



The night had corrected itself rather admirably, once they'd gotten past the hard part. Though the breakdown was a unique event thus far, she was well acquainted with Miranda's moods. Andy had learned not to react; if there was no mirror to reflect the irritation back at her, Miranda evened out. Only once had Andy responded negatively, and it had resulted in the mother of all arguments. Andy had stormed out of the townhouse in tears, and two hours later had accepted Miranda's apologetic phone call while waiting, bereft but hopeful, in a café only four blocks away. She'd prayed that night that they would work it out. When they had, she decided to try some tactics that she'd adopted when working for Miranda. Thing one: never look nervous. Thing two: act as if everything would be fine, no matter what. 



The next time Miranda cast horrible, unwarranted glances in Andy's direction after a long day at the office, Andy had simply smiled and ignored her. Less than an hour later, Miranda had expended all her misery, and she'd joined Andy on the study sofa for a fantastic make-out session. Andy had learned her lesson. 



Miranda was a moody woman; not at all a surprise. That she was also fearful and uncertain was something Andy would have to get used to. But she could manage.



From her cushioned position on the bed, she admired her feet, cradled in the loveliest Louboutins of the season. They really were spectacular, even if she had no place to wear them. They matched her new silky lingerie, and Miranda was sure to approve when she awoke and saw them. 



Andy wasn't surprised she was still asleep. They'd made love again after dinner, and ended the evening half-watching an old movie in the twins' Lair, finishing up the bottle of red Miranda had so slyly presented. Even now Andy's toes curled at the thought of the vintage. "I am so lucky," she murmured, and Miranda stirred under her touch. 



The sleek back stretched, arching luxuriously. Andy admired the lines of her body, kept toned by pilates and yoga. Andy didn't know where she found the time, but then again, Miranda made her own hours. If she disappeared three times a week for sessions, she had no one to answer to but herself. The magazine certainly didn't suffer for it. 



Finally, Miranda's head lifted and blue-grey eyes opened blearily. For some reason, the sight of Miranda's pale lashes, cleansed of mascara, made Andy's heart clench painfully within her chest. She looked so vulnerable in the mornings, and Andy loved it. Grinning blissfully, she ate another bite of her donut.



Miranda blinked as though she could not quite comprehend what she saw. "What is that?" she said, her voice rough with sleep.



"What does it look like?" Andy replied, enjoying the way the flaky sugar melted in her mouth.



Pursing her lips, Miranda lifted her head and scooted up. "Not a jelly donut," she groaned.



"It's jam. And I'm allowed. No fat comments from the peanut gallery, please."



At that, Miranda looked surprised. "Fat," Miranda retorted. "I think we've both come to realize that I see a woman's body in a slightly different light than I did some time ago, Andrea." A hand landed on Andy's hip, traveling to the slope of her belly. 



Andy stopped, donut halfway to her mouth. "Are you saying that you don't think I'm fat?"



Now Miranda appeared fully awake. "No, I don't think you're fat," she said firmly. "You're the way you should be. The way I like you."



The donut hovered near Andrea's lips. "So I shouldn't drop a few pounds?"



"If you lose a single ounce, I will be very, very disappointed, Andrea," Miranda said. "And you know how I hate to be disappointed." Miranda coiled her way up Andy's body like a snake. Her hot mouth covered Andy's. 



"Breakfast of champions," Andy mumbled, nibbling Miranda's upper lip. 



"Raspberry filling?" Miranda asked.



"I'm impressed," Andy replied with a nod. "I thought I'd make a Starbucks run before the girls come home so we can be ready for anything."



"That would be lovely," Miranda said. Glancing down, she added, "Don't wear those shoes though. Is that your ensemble for the day?"



Andy grinned. "It might be."



Miranda leaned her head on one hand. "I hope the girls slept. For a few hours at least."



"I never did," Andy said. "Maybe they'll take a nap later."



"And maybe the moon is made of green cheese," Miranda said. "You are going to eat something other than that for breakfast, aren't you?"



"I suppose. Is there mac and cheese left?"



Miranda groaned again.



Soon Andy trailed around the house, searching out anything suspicious from the previous evening. As she passed through the foyer, she exhaled in relief after finding Miranda's trousers in a pile next to the hall table. Between herself, Miranda and the two girls, she couldn't decide who would have been more mortified. The empty bottle of wine stood on the kitchen counter, and Andy took it, wanting to bring it home. She was not one to hang on to inanimate objects for sentimental reasons, but this one felt special. She adored her shoes, and the bag, and of course the new Mac, but this was more. It felt like love, made real in her hands. After rinsing it out, she ferreted it away in her overnight bag, wrapped protectively in an extra pair of jeans.



"Andrea," Miranda called from the bathroom. "Would you bring me the dry cleaning? Emily left it in the closet."



"Sure." She clambered down the steps and opened the door, only to find what appeared to be a wrapped present suspended on a hanger. "Oh, no," Andy whined. "I thought I was done!"



"Your birthday's only just begun, darling," Miranda said, watching from above with arms resting on the banister. 



"I told you--nothing expensive."



Miranda descended the stairs, her eyes never leaving Andy. "Andrea, please let me do this," she said. "It's what I want. I never give out of a sense of obligation." She came closer, but didn't touch. "Allow me to use the means at my disposal to offer beautiful things to the one I love."



Andy felt a flutter in her chest. "Cheater," she whispered.



"You could say that," Miranda said, her mouth crooking upward in a half smile. "Open it."



Andy pulled the hanger out of the closet, and after a deep breath, she tore down the gold paper. Underneath it was a stunning, full length black gown, and she found herself speechless. 



"Put it on," Miranda said, taking the dress from her hands. She unbuttoned the dozen or more buttons and carefully helped Andy maneuver into it. The complex design made it difficult, but once she'd fastened everything, she faced the hall mirror. Andy gaped at herself as Miranda stood behind her. The heavy fabric clung in all the right places, and the strapless cut was faultless. "I knew it," Miranda said. "It was made for you."



"Who is it?" Andy asked, shocked at the fit. "I didn't see a tag."



"Dior. 1950." Andy's mouth dropped open. "He would have adored your figure."



"Miranda," Andy breathed. "This is…"



"Something special," Miranda finished for her. She watched Andy in the mirror and leaned in, pressing her lips to Andy's ear. "You'll wear it one day, Andrea, and the world will fall at your feet."



Andy blinked at her reflection, not recognizing herself. It was perfect. She hoped the day she wore it that Miranda would be by her side.



And judging by the look on her face, Miranda felt the same way.







Miranda watched as the girls hovered around Andrea, ooh-ing and ahh-ing over her pile of gifts. They had each purchased a few small things they thought she might like; CDs, books, and for some reason Miranda could not fathom, the original Star Wars trilogy on DVD. Andrea had never expressed any interest in science fiction, but her children's choices were so often a mystery to her. Andrea seemed thrilled with it all, including the films, and said they would watch at least one of them tonight, to much cheering. Miranda simply sat quietly. If Andrea wanted to watch it, she would indulge her. This time.



Tucked upstairs under Andrea's pillow was the last of the gifts. Miranda's pulse thrummed at the thought of them there, and she enjoyed the anticipation, tinged with nervous energy. Jewelry had been on her list of items to purchase, but for almost two weeks she searched without success. Tiffany had an assortment of lovely things, all of which would have been acceptable, as did Harry Winston. But in Cartier, her choice crystallized in an instant.



As she'd laid down her credit card, Miranda had suddenly felt reticent. Was she revealing too much in the gift? Was she laying her heart too bare? 



Would Andrea even see the meaning?



Miranda had pushed those thoughts down then, as she did now. She would have to trust, something that did not come naturally. But Miranda would not make the same error in judgment as she had the night before. 



She would make this work. If she was lucky, Andrea would remain here, with her, indefinitely. And if it ended, then she would deal with it. She had lots of practice. 



Miranda made a mental note to get back in touch with Dr. Golden. His referral for someone to work with the girls had certainly turned out well. Therapy again, she thought with a sigh. Oh well. 



But Miranda had another, more immediate concern, one she wasn't sure would go over well with her young lover. She had been considering a celebratory dinner, not at home, but out in public. One with the four of them in attendance. 



They had enjoyed their little insular life for quite a while, but Miranda thought perhaps it was time to branch out. See the world. And let the world see them, and believe what it would. Better to reveal one's self than have Rupert Murdoch's lackeys take the reins. It would happen, Miranda knew. Someone would observe Andrea using her townhouse key late on a Friday night, or notice one too many phone calls exchanged. She was actually surprised that Emily had not mentioned a single word since she and Andrea had become involved. Jocelyn had been back at work for almost 8 weeks now. Surely she would realize that Miranda was not grooming Andrea for anything related to Runway. Emily could be slow, but she wasn't that thick.



No matter. This could be a first step, a nudge out of a closet Miranda was surprised to find herself in. She had never lived privately, nor would she continue to do so. But a conversation with Andrea to set some ground rules and expectations might be in order.



"Girls," Miranda said, and they instantly recognized her tone. "See what Carina left you for lunch."



Cassidy rolled her eyes, and in the expression, Miranda saw herself. She briefly sympathized with her mother, as she had so often in the past dozen years.



"Don't touch the mac and cheese in the fridge," Andrea added as they scuttled from the room.



"I'm amazed there's any left," Miranda said. "How many meals do you plan on making of it?"



"At least one more midnight snack," Andrea replied with a smile. "What's up?"



Miranda inhaled. "I had… planned to have your birthday supper here, with the girls."



"Okay," Andrea said, waiting.



"But I thought perhaps… an evening out would be nice."



Andrea's eyebrow perked up. "Out?" she said. 



"Out."



Andrea narrowed her eyes. "Really?"



"If you approve."



At that, Andrea stood from the couch, and walked to the window to gaze at the small, enclosed back yard. She had put her fingerprint on the formerly plain rock garden, planting flowers and shrubs that would thrive in the winter. Miranda had never bothered much with it before that, preferring to let gardeners handle everything, but she enjoyed seeing the green flourish in the otherwise unexceptional space. 



Finally, Andrea turned to her. "People might talk," she said. "They might get the wrong idea. Or rather, the right idea. I don't know. Maybe they'll think I'm just a friend." She pursed her lips. "Are you okay with that?"



"Thinking you're just a friend, or otherwise?"



"Yes," Andrea replied, to Miranda's amusement.



"I believe I am," Miranda replied.



"You're okay with people getting the right idea, you mean," Andrea said. It was not a question.



"Yes."



"Um, wow. Seriously?" 



"Yes," Miranda repeated.



Andrea seated herself once more at the other end of the sofa. "I don't know why I'm so surprised."



"I understand if you're not prepared," Miranda said, entirely ready to put an end to the discussion.



"No, that's not it. I am prepared. I just didn't think you were."



"Oh?"



"Yeah." Crossing her legs, Andrea leaned against the arm of the couch. "I'd be proud to be seen on your arm, Miranda. Gay, dyke, lesbian, whatever they call me. Whatever I call myself. I love you." She laughed. "My god, I'll be the envy of the entire industry."



"I wouldn't go that far," Miranda said imperiously. The idea was ridiculous.



"Come on. Gay men and straight women everywhere lust after you, Miranda. You've got something that everyone loves, or wants to emulate."



"And you? Is that what you want?"



"Hell no," Andrea said with a grin. "If we were more alike I think we'd kill each other."



"But you know that I see parts of myself in you, Andrea. I still do."



"Sure you do. Ambition. Curiosity. Intelligence. A stunning, rare beauty," Andrea added cheekily. "But in other areas, we are complete opposites, and I like it that way. We're like two pieces of a puzzle that fit together. Light and dark. Yin and yang."



"Don't get too metaphysical, darling," Miranda said, her heart warming at Andrea's assessment. She didn't want to get too ahead of herself. "The point is… I don't know what the point is." Flustered, irritation flared up inside Miranda. "What do you want to do?"



"Go out." Andrea smiled widely. "Absolutely."



With a great sigh, Miranda felt both relieved and anxious. One step forward; now, another. "Where?"



They spent a good bit of time discussing options, including where to go and the implications of each, and nixed them all. Eventually they called Caroline and Cassidy back and asked their opinions.



"Serafina," Caroline declared with gusto.



"Yes!" Cassidy echoed. "We should go there."



"Never been," Andrea said.



"It's Italian. And Georgette saw Vanessa Hudgens there last week. We have to go." Caroline was adamant.



So, the decision was made, and Miranda accepted it. She met Andy's eyes, and watched her shrug amiably. "Sounds good to me."



"I'll make the reservation," Cassidy said, and hurried out of the room. Caroline followed, squealing.



Andrea sat back. "So I guess they're not worried," she said.



"No," Miranda said. This would impact them, if anyone assumed that she and Andrea were together. But Miranda had become aware, over the past few weeks, that the girls were growing impatient with her secrecy. They had asked more than once when they could say something to Jeremy, but Miranda was hesitant. As smoothly as her relationship was going with her ex-husband, Miranda was concerned that Andrea was about to become a giant wrench in the machinery.



"Are you? Worried, I mean."



Miranda waved a hand. "Of course. But I've been through worse." Probably. This couldn't rival the first divorce. Could it?



"I might, uh, have to make a phone call today though. Just in case the story gets picked up."



"Your parents," Miranda said.



"Yeah."



Miranda glanced out the window. "I suppose I should contact my mother as well. In case."



At that, Andrea began to giggle, then to laugh outright. She tipped herself back over the arm of the sofa, and actually fell backward over it. 



Miranda rolled her eyes.







Andy paced the bedroom, cellphone in hand. She was surprised that she hadn't had a call from her folks yet, but she assumed they were letting her celebrate her birthday on her own time. 



A few minutes passed, and as she was about to dial, the phone vibrated in her hand.



"Hello?" she shouted into the handset.



"Happy birthday, baby girl!" her mom shouted across the line, followed by a dual rendition of "Happy Birthday," sung by both mother and father.



Andy laughed uneasily, waiting until they finished. "Thanks guys. That was stellar, as usual."



"How's your birthday so far?" her mother asked.



"It's great," she replied. The best ever. "Really fun."



"You're not at work, are you?" 



"Not a chance. I told Dixon I was off no matter what till Monday morning."



"Way to lay down the law, Andy," her father added. "What are you up to?"



Andy quailed. She didn't really have to say anything if she didn't want to. The whole thing was a non-story; Miranda Priestly and ex-assistant have dinner with two adorable children. Full stop. There would be no hand-holding, no hugging, no anything. Not much of a headline. Lindsay and Paris's antics were far more drool-worthy. "Oh, you know. This and that."



"Andy," her mother said. "I think you're old enough to tell us the truth now."



"Huh?"



"'This and that,'" she repeated. "Be honest. What are you doing for your birthday?"



"Um," Andy said.



"It's okay, honey," said her dad. 



Andy's heart was about to pound out of her chest. "Well…  I guess I'm having dinner with my girlfriend." Her legs went numb.



There was a brief pause, and she heard her mother let out a raucous whoop. "I told you, Richard! You're cooking for the next week."



"Damn, Andy, I thought you were dating some famous movie star or something, the way you clammed up a few months ago."



Andy was struck dumb. "What?"



"Your mother figured it out first," Dad said.



"How?"



Her mom clucked her tongue. "A mother knows her child, honey. I could just tell. And you know you have nothing to be ashamed of. Your aunt Judy will be overjoyed to have another lesbian in the family."



Well, this wasn't really what I expected. "That's nice. I think." Maybe I've entered some bizarre alternate universe. "Um. So, you're not angry?"



"How could we be angry with you, sweetheart? You're following your dream, and it sounds like you're happier than ever. Is that about right?" said her mom.



"Well, yeah. I thought you might be at least a little weirded out."



"As long as you're happy, we're happy," her father replied.



"Well, that's great!" Andy said, feeling far more chipper. "I don't know what to say, other than thank you," she said, meaning it. Almost six months of loving Miranda had pushed this scenario into her mind more than once, but her imaginings had not led in this direction. Her fantasies included much hand-wringing, and a few arguments, and various pleas to change her mind. But never this complete acceptance, and almost pleasure at the revelation. It was plain odd. "I love you guys so much. I really am happy. God, I'm so relieved!"



Her folks laughed, and Andy settled on the bed. "So, tell us about her," her mom said.



Andy steeled herself; the ordeal was only half over. "Well," Andy said, hesitantly. "You sort of know her."



A few seconds passed. "Lily?" her father asked.



"No," Andy replied. "Remember when I won that award a while back?" 



"Sure," they said simultaneously.



"I, uh, saw an old friend at the party." Andy's stomach twisted unpleasantly. "Miranda. You know, Miranda Priestly, from Runway."



"Okay," her dad said. "And she introduced you to someone?"



"Well, no," Andy said. "It's actually Miranda."



A stunned silence met her ears. "Miranda Priestly?" her father asked, emphasizing the last name as though calling out the anti-Christ.



"Yes?" Andy said uncertainly.



"What?" her mother shrieked. "Oh my god!" There was another shout of dismay, and her parents started talking so quickly to each other that Andy couldn't even discern what they were saying. She did pick up, "She's twice your age!" and "She made your life a living hell!", and Andy's personal favorite, "She's a raving lunatic!"



She realized she'd have to wait for them to calm down before she could explain anything. So she did, and after about five minutes, they did too. Her father was the first to speak. "Andy, come on. Couldn't you have gone with someone, I don't know, smaller?" he pleaded.



"I would have, Dad, but I just couldn't help it. I'm nuts about her. She's wonderful."



"That's not what you said last year," muttered her father.



"Honey, are you sure this is a good idea?" her mother asked.



Andy snorted. "I have no clue. But it's too late now." Andy peeked at her overnight bag, and the jeans that cradled the wine bottle peeked out just over the lip. "I'm in love."



There was a sigh from both parents. "Last time I knew you spoke to her was in Paris, and that was ages ago," her mother finally said. "What happened since then?"



"Well, like I told you," Andy began, "There was this event. And while I was there, I saw Miranda."







Miranda flipped to another page of the book, marking corrections and changes with a ruthless vigor. She'd been so focused on Andrea's birthday that she'd let a few things slip, and now that the day was almost over, more issues revealed themselves. She'd made a good dent, since her phone conversation with her mother had been remarkably short.



She had known for months, and never said a word. Cassidy and Caroline were the culprits, apparently fawning over Andrea continuously during each weekend spent upstate. Though they hadn't spelled it out, it was clear enough. 



It made Miranda wonder who else knew.



Regardless, her mother hadn't been affected beyond making sure that Andrea was not out for her money, and that she would not try to destroy Miranda's career. Miranda had laughed at that idea; Andrea had had plenty of opportunity to do so long before they became involved. 



"Warn me if you're going to run off to Massachusetts, boopsie," her mother had said. 



"I don't think that will happen anytime soon, Mother."



"Miranda, I've learned never to assume anything where you're concerned. Bring her one weekend. She must be quite something."



"She is."



But Miranda was not ready for that yet. Her mother was… challenging. Miranda's own behavior was not entirely innate, a fact of which she was well aware.



Nearly an hour had passed since Andrea had disappeared upstairs, and Miranda felt impatient. But it was not her place to rush things; she had not made the kindest impression on Mr. and Mrs. Sachs the first time around. Miranda felt slighted, and righteously so, since they had not even met her in person. But Andrea had apparently complained so vociferously and for so long that the name "Priestly" inspired vitriol even at this distance.



She went back to the Book, selecting a bright fuchsia sticky tab to indicate that this page would have to be entirely rethought.



Some time later, Andrea came downstairs, deflated but alive. Miranda closed the Book. 



"Hey," Andrea said, her face pale. 



That does not bode well. Miranda left her chair and joined Andrea on the sofa. "How are you?"



"Okay, I think. They came around, but they were a little… miffed."



"About?"



Andrea turned away.



"Me, I take it," Miranda finished. She had realized, long ago, how it would be. Andrea's parents would likely not understand, and Miranda didn't fault them for it. They were good people, and Miranda was not, nor would she ever be, like them. "It's all right," she said, placing what she hoped was a comforting hand on her thigh.



"No, they got it. Pretty much. I guess… I wish they had been happier about it. They didn't seem to care about the woman thing."



"What did they care about?"



"You, mostly. Because of how it was when I worked for you."



"And did you explain that you do not, in fact, still work for me, and therefore our relationship has altered dramatically?"



Andrea smiled, and some of her sadness fell away. "You always put things so gracefully, Miranda."



"Well?"



"Yeah, I told them, but they were thrown by the age thing too. Then I reminded them of my great uncle, who had twenty one years on his second wife. It's not unheard of in the family."



"Andrea," Miranda said, suddenly regretful that this issue had surfaced on what she had constructed to be one of the happier days of Andrea's life. "I'm sorry that you had to go through this today, of all days."



"Are you kidding? This has been the perfect day. It's a new year for me. Change is good." She looked up at Miranda, eyes still bright and hopeful. "Right?"



Miranda nodded; any words she might have spoken caught in her throat.



"And now I have one less thing to worry about. Next stop: the whole world."



"Are you concerned about what people will say?"



Andrea cocked her head. "People, as in my friends, or people I don't know?"



"Both."



"My friends will probably be shocked, except Doug, of course. Lily… God knows what she'll say. It doesn't really matter." Andrea's gaze turned inward. "If Nate hears, he'll be humiliated, but not surprised."



"Why do you say that?"



"I think he may have known there was more between us, at least on my end. He said something once, about me always taking your calls, and never anyone else's. I don't think he meant more than that, but he was right. Even then."



"I paid you to take my calls," Miranda reasoned. "It was a professional relationship."



"Miranda, most of the people I know who are in professional relationships aren't in touch 24 hours a day. How many conversations did we have at 2 in the morning? Or 4? Or during breakfast, and lunch, and dinner, and twice after that?"



Miranda thought back. "Quite a few." 



"And how often do you speak with Emily after hours? Or Jane, more importantly?"



Narrowing her eyes, she began to see the point. "Not as often."



Andrea looked far too pleased with herself. "See?" She threw up her hands. "Anyway, my friends will be fine eventually, even though they think you're named 'Steve.'"



With all her might, Miranda pursed her lips. "That has got to end."



"It would be cute if you could call me 'Slim.' Don't you think so?"



"No," Miranda said. She would not budge on this one. Cute movie names were not an option.



"Spoilsport." She stroked the top of Miranda's hand. "As for everyone else, I'm not sure. I've never been much in the public eye, except when standing behind you at events, or in Paris. I'll just have to get used to it. Do you really think people will be so awful?"



Miranda had much experience with the press, having gone through two bitter, public feuds splashed across the Post and the rest of the New York rags. She would survive. But if they came after Andrea, she might cause the kind of mayhem and destruction that would not go over well with a caring, sensitive lover. "Yes." She did not lie.



Andrea exhaled haughtily. "I can't stand that this is a part of us. That people we don't even know get to judge us, and talk about us, and affect the way we live."



For a single instant, Miranda regretted her success. She'd worked so, so hard to get to the top and stay there, but for that moment, she would have given it all up. For Andrea. She shook her head, wondering how this beautiful, innocent girl had slipped past her defenses. "They can say what they like. But I love you, and I won't give you up. We'll just have to… hope for the best." 



But expect the worst. 







Though Cassidy and Caroline were both excited to visit Serafina, they had picked up on their mother's anxiety and were sufficiently subdued. Andy was nervous too; as they came closer, her mouth grew dry. Miranda held her hand tightly, and Andy gripped it back. 



"It will be fun, Andy," Cassidy said. "You'll see. They have awesome dessert."



"Cool." She licked her lips, searching for moisture. She should have brought a bottle of water.



Conversation halted, and Roy pulled up to the curb. A valet hurried to open the door, and Miranda stepped out in typically regal fashion. Andy would follow her example, head held high and shoulders thrown back. She was with the most beautiful, powerful woman in New York, and she should be proud of that fact. The press could stomp on her, grind both herself and Miranda into the dirt, but she had already won the prize. She would not let it go.



The girls led the way to their table, both periscoping their little heads around in search of famousity. So far, they were out of luck, a fact which Andy was not saddened by. Perhaps they would squeak by tonight, unnoticed. Miranda commanded attention, as she always did, but no one seemed to even notice Andy.



Miranda ordered a dirty martini, an atypical choice, and Andy ordered the same. Might take the edge off, she thought. She listened attentively as Cassidy and Caroline recounted each element of their slumber party, including the midnight viewing of "Carrie," which caused Caroline to have nightmares and Cassidy to go into fits of hysterical laughter. Miranda did not approve. Andy was amazed that "light as a feather, stiff as a board," was still part of the slumber party lexicon, even in the wealthiest sectors of New York. The classics never died, she supposed. "You should watch "Xanadu" next time," Andy suggested.



"I saw that on Broadway. It was pretty cool. Is it a movie too?"



Andy sighed, and felt old. Miranda smirked above her martini.



They made it to their second course before a ripple of excitement seemed to race over the dinner crowd, and Andy looked over to see a young face that looked familiar. Cassidy squeaked, grabbing Caroline's arm. "It's Zac Efron!"



Miranda watched the young, innocuously handsome man. He brightened when he saw them, so Miranda stood and held out a hand as he approached. "Zac," she said, with a pasted on smile.



"Ms. Priestly, it's nice to see you."



"And you. You're sitting down with Giovanni next week, I believe."



"Yes. I'm looking forward to it, and the photo shoot. Thanks so much for featuring me."



"Of course," she said, waving a hand. "Meet my daughters, Cassidy and Caroline."



The two girls were trembling with excitement, and both shook his hand without uttering a word. "Nice to meet you," he said.



Andy wondered if she would be left out or forgotten, but Miranda turned to her. "And this is Andrea," she said simply, with a look that melted her heart.



Andy shook the boy's hand, barely able to concentrate. Her heart pounded, and moments later, Miranda greeted Zac's agent, manager, and other members of his entourage. They briefly discussed the upcoming Young Hollywood shoot, and Andy checked out. She downed the last of her drink, and shortly thereafter, another arrived at her elbow. She accepted it gratefully. 



When Miranda sat once more, Cassidy and Caroline could barely contain themselves. "Mom!" Cassidy exclaimed. "We met Zac Efron! He touched my hand! I am never showering again."



Miranda gave the girls an indulgent grin before turning to Andrea. "All right?" she asked.



Andy bobbed her head. "You?"



Miranda mirrored her nod. 



"Think anything will come of it?"



Looking around at the staff, she said, "Depends who's working tonight."



"I think people will be way more interested in the fact that Zac Efron was here tonight than you two," Cassidy assured them. "You're so boring. Zac is like, famous."



Andy held up her martini. "I'll drink to that."



Miranda clinked their glasses together.



They made it through the meal without any further disturbances, and Andy indulged in dessert number 2 of the day: a tiny birthday cake, covered with lit candles that Miranda had ordered without her knowledge. All four of them had a piece, which pleased Andy far more than reasonable. It felt good to share something so simple with them, and between her affection for the girls, her love for Miranda, and the two martinis in her system, she felt suffused with love and happiness.



On the ride home she dozed against Miranda's shoulder, and once inside, she kissed the girls as they went to bed. "Happy birthday," Caroline whispered to her with a hug. "I'm glad you're here."



"Me too," she said.



"You make Mom happy," the girl added, her pale blue eyes, so like Miranda's, staring up at her.



"Thanks, kiddo," she said, feeling quite choked up.



Upstairs, Andy donned her new lingerie. Miranda wore her blue nightgown, and she brushed her hair out before joining Andy in the bed. Her seductive smile lured Andy close, and she rolled on top of Miranda and held herself above her. Slowly they kissed, not rushing, but enjoying the contact. Andy fitted her pelvis to Miranda's, wriggling to get comfortable, and as she stretched her arms out, her right hand encountered something under the pillow. Frowning, she glanced up to see a wide, flat present wrapped in silver paper.



She broke the kiss. "I think the tooth fairy left me a gift," she said. "But I haven't lost any teeth for a while. Know anything about that?"



Miranda inhaled deeply. "Perhaps," she said.



"This looks expensive, Miranda," she said.



"You don't even know what it is." Miranda's steely eyes clouded. Was she nervous, Andy wondered? "Open it."



Andy sat up, settling on Miranda's thighs. Quickly she dispatched the paper, and her blood thrummed noisily in her ears at the sight of the red velvet box. Slowly she opened it.



On a bed of black satin lay earrings and a necklace, surely made of platinum. The necklace was two tiered, each layer with a small, drop pendant that matched the earrings. Upon closer inspection, Andy recognized them. "Orchids," she whispered.



Miranda licked her lips and nodded.



Andy touched them reverently. She didn't even know what to say; they were exquisite. Tears flooded her eyes and fell at an alarming pace down her cheeks, and Miranda sat up quickly. "If you don't like them--"



"Oh no," Andy managed. "They're orchids," she repeated. She thought of the flower that sat on Miranda's desk, still thriving in the bright light. "Like the one…" she began, trailing off.



"Yes," Miranda said, her eyes warming. "It was a very thoughtful gift."



And the best hundred dollars Andy had ever spent.



She wrapped her arms around Miranda's neck, overwhelmed. She clung tightly and inhaled Miranda's unique mix of lotion, perfume and skin. For a moment she imagined she felt something like what Miranda had the night before; an intense desperation to hang on to what they had for as long as possible. "I love them," she said, rocking in Miranda's embrace, her free hand gripping the silk of the blue nightgown tightly. Heat flooded Andy's thighs, and she stiffened when Miranda's hard nipples brushed her own.



"Will you try them on?" Miranda asked softly. 



Andy trembled, and placed the box on the night table over her shoulder. "Later," she said, and slid her tongue along the edge of Miranda's ear. 



The answering groan was all Andy needed. She pushed Miranda down and dragged her hand along the inside of a smooth thigh, easing up the blue gown in the process. Andy's face was still damp with tears, and she tasted salt on her own lips. But for some reason, she couldn't help the bubble of laughter that burst from her chest; it was the purest expression of the happiness she felt at being here, in Miranda's arms. The next day might bring stress, or bad news, or disaster, but right now, joy filled her to overflowing. 



Miranda smiled, tracing an elegant finger down Andy's cheek before cupping her jaw. She pulled at Andy, who pressed her mouth to the one that beckoned like a siren's song. Silk and lace was pushed aside, but not removed; to lose even a moment was a waste of precious time. Andy shivered when elegant fingers found their way between her legs, and she mirrored the touch for Miranda. Their moans and cries were quiet tonight, thoughtfully held at bay. But staying silent only made the rest of it stronger, and her head spun as Miranda pushed inside her. Andy lost her rhythm as she moved inexorably toward orgasm, but Miranda appeared to be right with her, watching her face intently and panting through her nose. When Andy came, she thrust with her hand one last time, and the feel of silken walls that clutched at her fingers seemed to multiply her own pleasure. She held herself still, gasping for air as her heart threatened to pound out of her chest. Miranda's mouth opened, but no sound emerged as she followed Andy over, arching sensually and baring her throat.



Andy dropped forward, pressing her hot cheek to Miranda's. "God," muttered Miranda, breathing erratically next to her ear. "Happy birthday, Andrea."



Andy pressed her face into the mattress to keep from disturbing the girls with her laughter. 





 
On Monday morning, Miranda flipped through the Post and wondered if she'd become passé.



Nothing had appeared in the Sunday edition about their Saturday evening, and Monday, there was only a small item on Page Six. 



Sightings: Saturday, Nicole Kidman at the Angelika for a double feature, Zac Efron crossing paths with Miranda Priestly at Serafina Fabulous, Ashley Olsen nearly causing a riot at the Union Square Trader Joe's. Sunday…



She was relieved, and laughed at herself for assuming the world would be able to tell just by looking at them. How often did she have lunch or dinner with Jocelyn, or Rita, or Evelyn, one on one? Women had meals together all over the city every night, and rarely did they land in Cindy Adams' column. She had plenty of time. She and Andrea would ease their way out, and in a few months, it would all blow over.



First thing this morning, she called the publicist she kept on retainer and told her the situation. Leslie had left the business the year before to move to London, and she'd given this new firm a solid recommendation. Diana had been stunned, and was oddly sweet about the whole thing, which only served to irritate Miranda. She did not pay Diana to approve of her behavior; she paid her for spin control. She'd also set an appointment with her lawyers for Wednesday afternoon regarding rights and protections of gay and lesbian employees. When word did get out, she would be prepared for anything Irv threw her way.



Nigel was her lunch date for the day; perhaps she would speak to him about the situation. He might offer a new perspective.



Hours later, she strolled into Le Bernardin, feeling energized and pleased with herself. The spring air was affecting her strangely, she thought. It was difficult to describe; she could only say she felt awake. As though the sky were bluer, the air crisper. Even the clack of her heels on the sidewalk sounded like music. 



Nigel waited at their table, and as he stood, his eyes widened. "Well don't you look like a million bucks," he said, kissing both her cheeks.



"As though I don't always," Miranda purred, nodding at the maître d' as he pushed her chair in for her.



"True, but oh my. You're practically glowing."



Serenely, Miranda smiled. "Thank you," she said.



"Did you do anything fun this weekend?" he asked cheekily.



"Many things," Miranda replied. 



"Anything I should know about? Or rather, anyone?"



"Perhaps," she said. A vision of Andrea lying on her stomach, ass in the air, begging for it, came over Miranda with a suddenness that shocked her. She swallowed and hoped the powder she'd applied in the car hid the blush.



Nigel had not been so suggestive when he had worked for Miranda, but their professional separation allowed a familiarity that she would have rejected before. Even now, it grated, especially knowing that Nigel did not believe Miranda to be capable of honest affection. It put an unpleasant distance between them.



"Are you seeing someone?" he asked. 



The clear surprise on his face annoyed Miranda. "Is that so hard to imagine?" 



"No, no, of course not. Who is he?"



At the word "he," Miranda changed her mind. Something about the way Nigel was looking at her, a hunger in his gaze, told her not to. 



"There is no 'he,'" she said honestly. "But is it true that you and James are mixing business with pleasure?"



It was easy to shift Nigel's attention, since he was clearly dying to share. James was incredible, James was a genius, James left his towels on the floor, and didn't take out the trash, and always wanted to eat at the same four restaurants. Nigel was still in love, but the illusion of perfection was wearing off. That said, Miranda suspected he might try to make this one long term. 



Eventually, conversation turned to work, and Runway. Miranda complained about the wake of incompetence left after Nigel's departure, and he looked appropriately contrite. "Any protégés on the roster that you're going to move up the line?"



"Not at the moment."



"Not even Andy Sachs?"



Miranda was careful not to spill her cappuccino. "No."



"That will be a shock to Emily. She's sure that Andy's ready to transfer back to Runway any second. I didn't believe it though. You know I saw her last week. We met for a drink in Chelsea."



Miranda remembered. "You saw Emily?"



"No Andy, and she looks great. I think her current boyfriend must be pretty wealthy, because the girl is dressing even better than she did after I knocked some sense into her."



Suppressing a smug grin, Miranda looked seriously at Nigel and nodded. "How nice."



"I was thrilled to hear she'd found a new guy, because…" Something made Nigel hesitate. "I guess it doesn't matter now. It's not like she's going to start up at Runway. But she had a pretty big crush on you a while back."



"Ah," Miranda said, very curious as to what she would hear next.



"It happens to everyone, that sort of hero worship that sometimes feels like more. It was adorable. We talked about it, and she let the idea go."



Miranda remembered that too. 



"Can you imagine Andy actually thinking she'd deserve a woman like you? Not to mention the fact that you're straight. Talk about oil and water. She'd never be good enough, of course," Nigel assured her. 



Miranda's face heated. "Really."



"She's got something special, don't get me wrong. But my god, she's from Cincinnati."



Miranda remained still, resisting the urge to strike Nigel across the face. She had felt that way once about Andrea too, hadn't she? In the beginning. Miranda recalled that ridiculous cerulean sweater. But that was long ago, and Andrea was so much more now, so much more everything. And Nigel would never, ever understand. 



She'd gotten her new perspective. Too bad it wasn't the one she wanted.



Her phone rang shortly thereafter, when Emily reminded her of an upcoming meeting with Patrick. She left Nigel at the sidewalk, exchanged her air kisses with him, and wished she had never left the office.







It was almost ten before Andy left work that night; she considered heading to her place, but Miranda had seen Nigel for lunch that day. She had not said much about what happened, but Andy was certain it had not gone well. Besides, so many of her clothes were at Miranda's now that she didn't need to bother stopping at home. Carina had taken to doing Andy's laundry too, despite her protests, so she was all set.  



Dixon actually left before she did tonight, and he'd stopped at her desk to exchange a few pleasantries. She enjoyed talking with him, and hearing about his family. Often she had asked how it was to live as a journalist with children and a wife at home who he sometimes didn't see for days on end. It's a negotiation, he'd explained. "Some days you stay late, but the work is really never done. So on other days, you make yourself leave, and start again in the morning. It seems so obvious to an outsider, but in the newsroom, the drive can take over." She'd nodded in understanding. "Don't go there, Andy. Have a life, and keep it."



Ten o'clock wasn't the latest she'd ever stayed, but tomorrow, she would leave by eight. No matter what.



When she rolled into the townhouse, Miranda was scribbling furiously in the study, and the girls were already in bed, murmuring to each other in a twinspeak that Andy rarely overheard. She stopped in to say hi, and talked to them for a few minutes about their day.



In the kitchen, she inhaled a bowl of cold tortellini and Italian bread that Carina had left for her. Finally, she felt human.



Standing in the doorway to the study, she watched Miranda. "Hey," she said, in search of a little attention. "Almost done?"



Miranda watched her over her glasses. "Fifteen minutes?"



"I'll be upstairs."



Andy undressed and slid into the bed, soothed by the cool sheets. The day had been a good one, and she looked forward to holding Miranda, burrowing against her skin, hearing the strong heartbeat under her ear.



She fell asleep.







In the dim light of dawn, Miranda observed Andrea tenderly. Her heart wanted to break at the quiet beauty of her face, of her lithe limbs. Her smile filled Miranda's thoughts.



How she regretted setting an early breakfast meeting with Patrick now. They hadn't had a chance to speak beyond mumbled good nights, but she clearly remembered Andrea's, "Love you," just before she flung an arm about her waist and returned to snoring.



Miranda did not turn on the light. She dressed quickly in the closet, and after slipping on her shoes, she leaned down to press her lips to Andrea's temple. "Mm," Andrea said. "Miranda?"



"Sleep, darling. I'll see you tonight."



"Kiss me goodbye," Andrea asked softly.



Miranda did once, and then again. "I love you," she whispered. The words were so easy to say now; it amazed her that she had hesitated even for a moment.



"Love you too," Andrea replied serenely. 



Before she left, Miranda kissed her children, and smiled all the way to work. 







Andy was late; somehow she'd slept through the 8:30 alarm and would never make it in by 10. She tried calling Dixon, but strangely, the connection was busy. Considering he had four lines, she assumed something was going on. Whatever. She'd find out soon enough. 



Four spoonfuls of cereal and half a cup of coffee later, she grabbed the bag sitting in the foyer and threw the front door open.



And was summarily swarmed by what felt like a hundred photographers, all shouting at her simultaneously. She couldn't understand what any of them were saying, and was terrified that something had happened to Miranda. "Wait!" she shouted. "What is this?"



One voice rang out amongst the others. "Is it true you're living with Miranda Priestly as her lesbian lover?" Another: "Aren't you half her age?" And yet another: "Did you start your affair before her last divorce?" "Are you planning to adopt Miranda's twins?" "Who pays the rent on your place downtown?"



And finally, "How did you tame the Dragon Lady?"



Andy was speechless. Her heart raced, and she mumbled, "No comment," and locked the townhouse door blindly.



"Come on, Andy, what's the story," a red-headed young man next to her said, jostling her as she tried to make her way down the sidewalk. "You're a reporter, you know how it is." God, she wished she'd called Roy for a ride. She couldn't now, but hopefully a cab would appear magically in the next twenty seconds. Because that was how long it was going to take for her to push through the throng of hot, frantic bodies crowding around her. 



"'Scuse me," she said, keeping her head down. Almost there, she thought.



"What's it like, fucking the ice queen?" another man said, and Andy looked up at him. His face was eager, eyes flashing greed and a disgusting desperation. Her heart stopped, and rage unlike anything she'd ever felt flooded her veins. 



She smiled viciously. "You'd be jealous if you knew," she growled. 



There was an explosion of sound--voices and flashbulbs screamed in her ears. She shoved her way through to the street as the tempest swirled about her, and she threw her arm in the air. A yellow cab screeching down the block stopped, and she thanked heaven she had an emergency fifty in her bag. This guy was going to get a fantastic tip.



Once the door shut behind her, and the blinding lights faded, Andy noticed she was shaking. "Fuck," she said to no one.



"Are you all right?" the driver asked, scratching his sideburns. "They looked like wild dogs."



"I'm okay." I think. Quickly she opened her cell and punched Miranda's speed dial. It went straight to voicemail. She checked her watch; goddamn it, she was in the weekly rundown. She punched the next speed dial, and Emily answered.



"Miranda Priestly's off--"



"Em, get me Miranda, right now."



"Who is this?"



"Emily!" Andy shouted. "It's Andy Sachs. And if you don't get me Miranda right, fucking, now, you're not only going to get fired, but I will flay the skin from your body and hang you from the top of the Elias-Clarke building myself. Now go get Miranda!" Andy was shrieking, but there was no choice. This could not wait. 



Silence met her ears, but she heard the telltale signs of the call transferring, probably to a cell. "Hold for Miranda," Emily said.



Andy held her breath.







Miranda was just going through June's eveningwear layout when Emily opened the door to the conference room. She was ghostly white. "Miranda," she managed, "there's a call for you."



Miranda tilted her head. "I am in a meeting, Emily," she said quietly.



"I believe it's an emergency," Emily said, glancing around the room.



After a quick glance skyward, Miranda held out a hand. Emily scurried in and gave her the phone. "Yes?" she said in a low voice.



"Miranda!" Andrea shouted, her voice hysterical. "Miranda!"



She remained outwardly calm. "What is it?" 

 

"I just got attacked by fifty paparazzi in front of the townhouse. We've been outed."



Miranda's arm jerked, spilling a full venti latte all over the layout. Her entire body went hot, then cold. "Pardon?"



"Fuck, Miranda, we're screwed. What the hell happened to easing our way out?"



"Hold on." Miranda glanced up at the room. "I'm calling a company-wide meeting for 10:15 this morning. Have every member of every department in the main conference room, and if they're not present or on the phone, they're fired, effective immediately. Clear?"



The room nodded en masse.



"Excuse me." She stood from her seat on legs that felt weak, but she managed to get all the way back to her office before collapsing into her chair. "Andrea," she finally said. "Tell me exactly what happened."



"I left at 9:40, and I was late, obviously, and the second I walked out the door there were tons of cameras in my face. And they knew, Miranda. They asked about the age difference, they asked about my apartment, they asked about the girls. And I have no idea who talked. It makes no sense. If any of Alfonso's people had said something, it would have been weeks ago."



Miranda knew, at that instant, from whence the leak had sprung. Not only was she going to fire Diane, but she was going to dismantle her entire PR firm, piece by piece. "Andrea, listen to me. There are going to be photographers and reporters waiting for you at The Mirror, and some of your own colleagues are going to prod you for information. Are you comfortable saying nothing to them of our relationship?"



"Of course!" Andy shouted. "I know the deal. But uh, I kind of already said one thing. I don't know what came over me."



Miranda sighed. "Tell me."



"Well, oh, Miranda, it was terrible, and I just got so angry--"



"Please," Miranda asked, closing her eyes.



"Well, this one guy was such a dick… He asked what it was like to fuck the ice queen."



Miranda put her head in her hand. She was never going to shake that one. "And you said…"



"That he'd be jealous if he knew."



Miranda blinked. As much as she wanted to rail at Andrea for saying a single word to those vultures, she could not find it in her heart to be angry. Or even the least bit upset. In fact, she wanted to laugh, so she did. Andrea sputtered on the other end of the line. "Are you laughing?"



"No point in worrying about it now," she said. "What's done is done. Now go to work, and if you can't take the attention, go home. Everyone will be watching, and keep in mind that envy makes people cruel. But remember who you are, and who I am. Because everyone wants to be us. That's why they care, Andrea. It's the only reason."



The words seemed to calm Andrea. "What will you do?"



"I'm about to threaten death and destruction to anyone who opens their mouths to the press. They've all signed NDAs, so if one word comes out of a single employee of Elias-Clarke, I'll know. And take my pound of flesh in return."



"Stop it, Miranda, you're turning me on."



Miranda chuckled again, enjoying her last moments of tranquility for probably the rest of the day, if not month. "Good luck."



"Back 'atcha."



Miranda sat at her desk and glanced around the room, eyes stopping at the photo of Andrea she'd hung in her office only days before. The black and white image, so anonymous to a casual observer, kept her focused on the goal: not just survival, but triumph. She would win, with Andrea at her side. Even if she had to kill every bastard who stood in her way.



At 10:15, she stood in front of the dozens of Runway employees present. Her head was held high, chin jutting forward. Without preamble, she began. "Today a story has broken in the gossip columns about a personal relationship I've been involved in for some time."



No one moved, or even breathed. She was curious to know if any of them had suspected that she was seeing someone, or if they assumed she'd been burned one too many times.



"Simply put, if any of you, or your friends, or your family members, speak to the press about my private life, I will have you fired and blackballed from every publication, both print and online, on both coasts. You are welcome to discuss your opinions of my professional capacity, both positive and negative, as you have always been." They paid close attention, but curiosity was mounting on the faces of many of her more loyal minions. She curled her fingers into her palms, and took the leap.



"The bottom line is that Andrea Sachs and I have been romantically involved for the past six months. Some of you will remember her from her tenure here as my assistant." She heard a cry of astonishment, instantly aware that it was Emily. She did not look to her for confirmation. "We were in the process of revealing our relationship on our own time, but that luxury has unfortunately been taken out of our hands.



"Keep any comments you make to the press on a professional level. But be warned," Miranda said, taking a step forward. "If anyone in this room utters a single word that casts a negative light on Andrea Sachs, that individual will be very, very sorry."



Miranda sniffed and did her damndest to look bored. "That's all."



No one moved a muscle. 



Narrowing her eyes to slits, she repeated herself. "That's all."



The door swung open, and the room emptied in less than 60 seconds. Miranda strutted back to her office, stopping between her assistants' desks. She did not look at Emily, instead turning to Jane. "How many calls have you had so far?"



"Eleven," Jane replied, wide-eyed.



"Refer the rest to Runway's publicity department. They're about to earn their salaries. And get me Jacob."



Almost immediately, Jane called out that Jacob was on the line. "Miranda, I think I know why you wanted to meet with me tomorrow," he said.



"Yes. Can we move things up to this afternoon?"



"Of course. But you're protected, 100%. Ravitz can do nothing. And neither can Stephen, or Jeremy for that matter."



She sighed, and made herself believe he was right. "I have another issue at hand. It involves my personal publicist. I need you to do some digging."



"Just say the word," Jacob replied, and Miranda licked her lips. There was blood in the water, and she would find the source.



 


Part II



As the cab approached the Mirror, Andy whimpered softly to herself. A crowd was standing at the curb, waiting for her. "Here goes nothing," she said, and handed the fifty to the driver. "You saved my life. Thanks."



"I can run some of them over for you," he joked, rummaging for change.



"No, but thanks. Keep it," she said, and shoved the door open.



Flashes went off in her face, so she smiled brightly. If she was going to end up in every paper the following day, she would at least try to look good. Miranda would keep her head up, Andy thought. She'd walk straight into the building and not look at a single one of them. So Andy did that as best she could, though it was difficult with them pawing at her. They really had no sense of personal space. 



She pushed through the front door and luckily, building security stepped forward to hold the throng back. "Out," he said firmly, as Andy rushed in. 



"Thanks, Caesar," she called out, not turning around.



When she walked into the newsroom, every head swiveled to look at her. She stopped, and lifted her hand in a jaunty wave. "It's true," she called out. "And no, I'm not talking about it." With that, she strolled to her desk, catching Mark's eye. "Hey." 



"You sure know how to make an entrance," he said. "Miranda Priestly? I didn't even know you were gay."



"Yeah, well, I wasn't till I was. We figured this was going to happen. I'm surprised it took this long."



"That's pretty hot, Sachs."



"Oh, shut up. And ps, that's off the record."



Dixon poked his head out of his office. "Sachs," he said, motioning for her to come in.



"You can have my headphones if I'm fired," she said.



"Fuck that," Mark replied. "He's probably going to kneel at your feet. Our circulation is about to double."



Once in Dixon's office, she flopped into a chair. "Hi."



"That's some big stuff, Andy. You doing okay?"



God, she loved her boss. "Depends on your definition of okay. I feel fine at the moment, but in about six hours I am going to completely freak out."



"I'm sure. I just wanted to let you know a few things, maybe take some of the pressure off. One: your job is safe. Two: this newsroom is safe. You are off the record until you decide not to be, if that ever happens. Three: if you need time, take it. You've got more than a week of PTO stored up. I checked this morning."



Andy sighed. "I was hoping to go away with Miranda over the summer, if you want the truth. And I think I'd rather be here. Working. If I can, that is. Might be kind of hard to conduct interviews if I've got a bunch of cameras shoved in my face."



"You can do some editorial for a few days, see how it goes. We'd already talked about you taking on more of the website; now might be the perfect trial run, if you're ready."



Andy emitted a sigh of relief. She loved reporting, and she loved connecting with the people, but just this once, she decided to give herself a break. "I'm ready."



"Good. You're set with software and passwords, right?"



"I am."



"Talk to Scotty, and he'll sit down with you and Jason about transferring the programming stuff to you. Jason will be your back up for the week, and this takes a huge load off his plate, so don't hesitate to bug him incessantly for help. Okay?"



"Yeah." As she listened to Dixon explain how he was going to make her life a hundred times easier, she found her emotions getting out of hand. "Listen, Dix, I can't tell you--"



"I'm not doing you a favor, Sachs. I need a homepage editor who knows what the hell is going on, and you can do the job in your sleep. But don't think you're off the hook for reporting; in a few weeks, or however long this takes to blow over, you're going to have two jobs, more or less." He sat back. "Not that I can double your salary, but I scraped up a little bump for you."



"Really?"



"It's only six percent, but it's a start."



"That's… much more than I expected. Thank you. Really."



"Hell, Sachs, if I don't see a spike in our numbers this week, I'll eat my hat. You might have helped out the paper a lot more than you know."



Andy smiled. "If anything good comes out of this, I'll be thrilled."



Dixon nodded. "I figured." He watched her over steepled fingers. "You and Miranda, huh. I'll say one thing for you: you've got guts."



Andy didn't see it that way. She wasn't brave at all. Living without Miranda… that would be the real challenge.







The day passed quickly for Miranda; her full schedule became double booked instantly. The meeting with Jacob and his two partners had been short, but fruitful: Diane's chatty second assistant had been sacked, and the PR firm would be served with papers for breach of contract in two days' time. Emily could hardly look at Miranda, who swore she would only deal with her assistant's sniveling for one more day. Why the girl was so upset was beyond her. But she was too busy to truly be cruel, and Andrea seemed to like Emily. Miranda would, just this once, be kind to her.



Andrea would approve of her behavior, of course, and Miranda would reap the reward. 



Her late-afternoon phone call with Irv had been short. 



"What the hell are you doing, Miranda?"



"I don't believe that's any of your business."



"You're fucking your Girl Friday. You made it my business."



"Not to question your recall, Irv, but Andrea left my employ 18 months ago."



"Who the fuck cares? She's just a kid. This is going to cause serious damage to the magazine's reputation."



Miranda had closed her eyes and played her ace. "If either our circulation or ad revenue drops more than one and a half percent over the next four months, I guarantee that I will resign before the board meeting in July."



Irv had gone silent. 



"But if the needle moves even a tenth of a percent north across that same four months, I'll expect an apology and a new contract in hand by August."



Almost a full minute had passed before Irv spoke. "Done."



Now seated in the car on her way home, Miranda sneered as she thought about it. Even Irv wasn't stupid enough to believe that the magazine's sales would drop. Any publicity was good publicity; if he wanted to tell his golf cronies that he'd told Miranda Priestly to shit or get off the pot, that was his business. But Miranda knew who was in control. In the hours since she'd spoken to her staff, an unearthly calm had settled over her. She felt no uncertainty whatsoever. Her secret had been revealed, and it wasn't about a divorce, or a public altercation, or a custody battle destined to drag on for months, if not years. 



It was only that a beautiful, talented young woman loved her. She could live with that.



The girls were home with Carina now; she'd contacted Dalton early in the day and warned them about potential dangers. Fortunately they already had the situation well in hand. She felt pleased that her children attended such a progressive school. Perhaps she would join the Board of Trustees Diversity Task Force, now that she was such a visible member of the community. It might be interesting. 

"Roy," Miranda said. "What time is it?" 



"Almost 7:00, ma'am."



She dialed Andrea's number.



"Hey," Andrea barked after only one ring. "Everything okay?"



"Of course. I'm going home to have dinner with the girls. Would you like a ride?"



"You'll send the car?"



"I'll pick you up." Andrea did not reply for a minute. Apparently Miranda was causing speechlessness in everyone today. "Hello?" she said.



"Um, you want to pick me up at work?"



"Yes."



"Miranda, there are like, a million people outside waiting for me to leave, and you want to come get me. Do you want to cause a stampede?"



Miranda considered the idea. "Why not? It could be… fun." She had already decided to have a word with Liz Smith on Thursday, despite her problematic fashion sense. But to have the opportunity to talk about Andrea with another human being might even be pleasurable. Jacob and Leslie would be in on the call as well, just in case. There were limits, after all.



"Miranda, are you sure about this? Because, I mean, come on. That's kind of… ballsy."



"I'll be there in five minutes. You're on the seventh floor, if I recall correctly." She hung up.



"Take me to The Mirror, Roy."



"Yes, ma'am."







Andy looked down at her phone. "Am I awake?" she asked.



"I think so," Mark answered. "What was that about?"



"Miranda's on her way to get me. She's coming here. And I think she's coming in the building."



"You're kidding."



"No. Unless I'm asleep, about to wake up from an extremely bizarre dream."



On the computer, she did a last minute once-over of an article and pushed it live, glancing at the clock from the corner of her eye. Eventually she went to the window to wait for the car. A few people joined her, because a break in the mundane was always welcome. Soon, she watched the black car slow to a stop at the curb, and Roy exited and came around to open the door. Andy held her breath.



Miranda stepped out, stunning in a short dark fur. Andy tried to identify the skirt from a distance. "Valentino," she murmured.



"Huh?" Mark said.



"Nothing."



The paparazzi surrounded Miranda, and Andy's heart leapt to her throat. What if they hurt her?  She looked so small amongst them all, and Andy pressed a hand to the glass. 



But Miranda moved as if through water, never breaking stride, hair waving gently in the evening breeze. Andy was amazed. They had not even slowed her down.



"That was weird," Christine said, standing next to her. "It was like she didn't even see them."



"Yeah," Andy agreed. It was weird. But it was so Miranda.



Moments later, Miranda glided into the office in a cloud of perfume. Andy felt shy, and blushed as her co-workers scattered. Miranda made a beeline toward her. "Andrea. Are you ready to go?"



"Yeah," she said, as Miranda leaned close. For a moment, Andy felt weak when Miranda's lips brushed her cheek. "Hi," she said, breathless.



Miranda's mouth formed a tiny smile. "Hello. How was your day?"



"Freaky. But good. I got a promotion. Sort of." She lowered her voice. "And a little raise."



Miranda nodded in approval. "I'm impressed. I'd like to meet this Dixon you're always talking about."



Andy stiffened. She trusted Miranda, but was ambivalent. "Okay?" she said.  



She walked to Dixon's office with Miranda following close behind. She knocked on the open door. "Got a sec?"



"Of course," he said before looking up. But when he did, he stood from his chair, clearly star struck. Andy understood. Miranda always had that effect on people. "Ms. Priestly. What a surprise."



Miranda stepped around Andy and held out a hand to shake Dixon's. "It's a pleasure, Mr. Dixon. I just wanted to say how happy I am that Andrea has found a place here, working for a man with such… integrity."



Andy almost laughed when Dixon's chest seemed to swell with pride. "Thank you, Ms. Priestly. Andy's a huge asset to the paper. We're lucky to have her."



"That you are," she said. "She deserves only the best."



"I do what I can," Dixon replied.



"She's often spoken of your generosity and guidance. She has found a true mentor in you."



Andy was embarrassed, but she could tell Dixon was pleased. "I appreciate that very much."



"I'm, uh, heading out, Dix. I'll be in early tomorrow."



"Okay. Good job today. Keep your chin up."



She nodded, and nudged Miranda. "Good night, Mr. Dixon," Miranda said. "I'm sure we'll speak again."



"Have a nice evening," he replied. When Miranda turned away, Dixon waggled his eyebrows and gave the "ok" sign with his thumb and forefinger. Andy smothered a giggle.



Once near the elevator, Andy's heart started to race. 



"Don't be afraid, Andrea; they can't touch us. Stay by my side. You don't have to smile, or react in any way. All right?"



Andy nodded, and swallowed thickly. 



"I'm right here with you," Miranda said. They stepped into the lift, and Miranda glanced around. "This is a disgusting elevator."



"Yeah," Andy agreed when the doors shut.



"But no cameras," Miranda added, before leaning in for a remarkably thorough kiss. 



When the doors opened, Andy blinked blearily and tried to wipe the ridiculous grin from her lips. Stop smiling, she thought. No smiling.



And when they left the building, Miranda steered her through the crowd with a gentle hand at the small of her back. They made it to the car with relative ease, and Andy didn't hear a word anyone shouted. All she could sense was the feeling of Miranda's fingertips, touching her openly as cameras flashed around them.







The ride home was quiet; Miranda sensed Andrea's need for peace. They would talk more soon, but at the moment she welcomed the weight of Andrea's head on her shoulder.



"We'll do exactly the same thing when we arrive," Miranda assured her. "It's almost over."



"Till tomorrow," Andrea whined.



Miranda resisted the impulse to purse her lips. "It will pass, darling, I assure you. But you must realize that you've been granted, or cursed with, a certain level of fame that will not disappear. People will recognize you, and you must decide how to handle that."



"How did you?" Andrea asked.



"I've cultivated a culture of fear, of course. Most people are terrified too terrified to approach. I prefer it."



"Huh." Gazing out the window, Andrea asked, "Think the girls are okay?"



Miranda was more worried about the paparazzi than her children. 



As expected, the photographers were stationed in front of the townhouse. A low chuckle left her throat when she noticed that a few of them were looking a little the worse for wear. 



"What the hell happened to them?" Andrea exclaimed.



"Looks like only water. They're lucky. Last time it was cottage cheese."



Once out of the car, it took only seconds for them to climb the stoop. But before Miranda could reach the door, it jerked open. The girls stood there, waving cheerily in their school uniforms, until Caroline (at least she thought it was Caroline) launched a water balloon over their heads. It landed on someone, Miranda knew, because she heard the splash and resulting "oof." 



She pressed her lips together to prevent even the barest hint of a smile. The terrors. They were her greatest joy.



Before Miranda closed the door behind them, Cassidy poked her head out and shouted, "See you tomorrow!"



Andrea held up a hand and Caroline high-fived her. "Where were you this morning when I needed you?" Andrea asked.



"Oh, we weren't ready then. Mom, usually you warn us. What's up?"



Miranda sighed. "Let's go into the kitchen. I only want to say this once."



Carina had dinner ready, and she looked mortified. "Oh, Miranda, Andrea, I am so sorry," she said. 



But Miranda waved a hand. "No matter. We just have to survive the next few days, and they'll find someone else to bother."



She gave a quick explanation of the day's events, and listened to Cassidy and Caroline's version. "We were at school, and after third period Lisa Anderson ran up to me and asked if you were a big lesbo. Cassidy wanted to punch her in the face, but I told her you were in the gay mafia so she'd better watch out or you'd have her parents 'taken care of.'"



Andrea emitted a noise that could only be described as a hoot. "Where'd you hear about the gay mafia?"



Caroline said, "Oh, I read that thing about that guy we met, Mike Ovitz. In Vanity Fair, remember?"



Miranda was filled with pride. Her children were brilliant. "Very good, Caroline. But try to avoid the word 'mafia' in the future. I don't want to get any angry phone calls if at all possible."



"I don't think they'll be bothering us, Mom. Lots of kids at Dalton have gay parents anyway," Cassidy insisted. "Besides, everyone was jealous because of the photographers. We're way more popular now than we were last week."



Popular, Miranda thought. How unfortunate. She wanted so much for things to be easy for her girls, to make a life in which they could thrive and be happy. She wished she could stay out of the papers for more than six months at a time.



"After dinner, I'll need to make some phone calls." Jeremy had left three messages with Jane that day, and she had not heard from Stephen. Or Nigel. She imagined he might be afraid to speak to her now. She was not displeased by that fact.



"Me too," Andrea said. "I turned off my phone today. I don't want to think about how many messages I have."



"Let's get started then."







Miranda settled in the study to handle her business, so Andy went to the bedroom. Between the zen décor and the fragrance in the air, a combination of flowers and Miranda and herself, it was the calmest place in the house. She powered up her phone, and dialed her voicemail.



"You have, 16, new messages," said the automated voice.



"Terrific," Andy muttered. It could have been worse.



The first call was from Doug. "Oh my god, girl, you are everywhere. And let me just say you look great. There's a shot of you on Perez that is to die for. He raved about your hair, by the way. I think he wants Miranda to give him a job. As if. Call me asap!" 



On the opposite end of the spectrum, her parents were frustrated and upset. They were already anticipating hysterical calls from extended family members, but there was nothing Andy could do about that. At least she wouldn't have to come out to them all one by one. 



She dialed them first, wanting to get it over with.



"Hey there," she said unsteadily when her mom picked up.



"Andy? Are you all right?"



"Yeah, I'm fine," she replied, and burst into tears.



Her parents waited patiently for her cries to subside, and remarkably, they regretted their earlier message. "We were just so surprised. After this weekend, we thought we'd have time to… adjust."



"I know. It all happened so fast," Andy whined. "Is everyone angry?"



"No, sweetheart," her mom said. "Confused, maybe. They'll get over it."



Andy sighed deeply. "I wish it had been different. Believe me, having cameras shoved in my face was pretty sucky."



"I bet," her dad said. "But you'll be okay. You always are. And we love you, honey. Never forget that."



The waterworks started anew. "Thanks, Dad."



She spoke to them for a few more minutes, and they laughed heartily at the twins' antics. And despite everything, they seemed the tiniest bit impressed by the way Miranda handled herself. That was all Andy needed. 



Lots of the messages were from friends she hadn't spoken to for a while, each flabbergasted. Aunt Judy left a hilarious declaration of support and jealousy over being with someone as gorgeous as Miranda. But immediately after that, she heard Nate's voice. 



"Hey. So, you're famous now. Nice. I guess I know why it was so easy for you to watch me leave town, huh. I called to say…I called…whatever. Forget it. Pretend you didn't hear this. And don't call back." The line went dead.



She deleted the message, stabbing at the phone violently.



Nigel was near the end of the list. "Well, Andy, you sure showed me. Let me know if we're still friends, okay?" 



Andy had no idea what he meant. Apparently his conversation with Miranda the day before had gone even more poorly than she thought. 



Once she heard the last voicemail, she called Doug. 



"Lady, you are the hottest thing since LiLo hooked up with DJ what's-her-face. How are you surviving?"



"Okay, I guess. I've never had my sex life exposed to, you know, the whole world before."



"I hear you. How's Miranda? Freaking out?"



"Amazingly, no. I think she's bulletproof. How can I be more like that?"



"Well, you're not curled up in a corner, writing on the walls in crayon, are you?"



Andy thought about it. "Not yet."



"Then you're doing great. Better than I would be. Think you'll be able to ever set foot in public again, or am I destined to meet you in skanky bars in Trenton for the rest of our lives?"



"I'm not going to Trenton. Miranda would see me dead first. But maybe we can get a drink over the weekend. You think things will calm down by then?"



He laughed. "Probably not. But I'll risk it. I'll wear Diesel and try to look cool. Which won't work, but 'try' is the operative word."



Andy grinned. "You're the best, Dougie." She took a breath. "Lily didn't call today, but Nate did."



"Shit. What'd he say?"



"Not much. He was pissed."



She heard Doug take a breath. "You know, if you and Miranda started things up when you two were together, he'd have a right. But fuck that. You guys split a long time ago, and if Miranda was a part of it, it's not like you understood how you were feeling. Right?"



With a shrug, Andy replied, "Yeah. There was… something. But it was all screwed up in my head. It wasn't till later that things really crystallized."



"Sorry Nate. Too bad, so sad. He doesn't get to blame Miranda for the fact that things went south between you."



"Well," Andy reasoned, "he kind of does. She did take over my life."



"But it's not like you were making out in the elevators all the time."



Andy thought back to the kiss she'd shared with Miranda today in the lift. Oh, yeah. "No. Which is kind of a drag."



"So, end of story. Do yourself a favor. Let sleeping dogs lie. You haven't talked to him since when, his birthday?"



"Yeah. And he even told me not to call back today."



"Right," Doug said. "Listen to him, Andy. He's in Boston now. He has a life. And if he didn't have a girlfriend, which he does, by the way, I'd feel sorrier for him."



Andy gritted her teeth. "He's dating someone?"



"They live together. Lily filled me in. Sorry."



Andy chuckled bitterly. "God, if I'd known that, I wouldn't have given it a second thought. Jerk."



"He's not a bad guy, Andy. But like most straight guys, he matures slower than those of us lucky enough to be born female or fag."



Andy paused for a moment before throwing herself across the bed in laughter.







Miranda's conversations did not take nearly as long as Andrea's did; she completed her list in less than fifteen minutes. She left a message with Jeremy, keeping her tone considerate, but not contrite. Following that, she spoke with a few friends whom she had seen far less of these past six months. And to her surprise, she'd heard from Alfonso, who lent a sympathetic, supportive ear. Not that Miranda felt weakened by the revelation. But she sensed an atypical vulnerability in herself, mainly because of Andrea and her girls. She worried for all of their sakes, but Alfonso reassured her.



"Your children have been through worse. And Miranda, if each picture tells a story, Andrea's picture says that she loves you. A big love, no?"



"Yes," Miranda admitted. "Very big, I think."



"So, that's good. It's enough."



She agreed. 



When hung up after the last call, she joined the girls in the family room. 



"Hey Mom," Cassidy said. She glanced at Caroline before shutting off the television and pulling Miranda to the sofa. Cassidy made her sit, and the two of them took up either side of her, snuggling in. 



Miranda laid her head on the back of the couch, letting a few tears slip from her eyes unnoticed. 



They sat together silently, until Caroline brought up her solo in the forthcoming choir recital, and Cassidy mentioned her as yet unspoken desire to play lacrosse. Miranda got lost in the sound of their voices, not really contributing beyond murmurs of understanding.



With her arms around them, she fell asleep.



Some time later, she awoke with Caroline in her lap. Andrea and Cassidy were on the floor, resting their heads on a giant pillow, watching what she assumed was one of those ridiculous space movies. She cleared her throat, and Caroline shifted in her arms, irritated at the disturbance. Andrea turned around and waved.



Miranda kissed her daughter's head. "Time for bed," she said. Caroline did not move. "You're too big to carry, darling," she whispered. 



Caroline tightened her hold and whimpered. "It will just take a minute. Come on." She nudged her, and the girl sat up and rubbed her eyes. "Can you possibly survive not knowing what happens to… whatever their names are?" Miranda asked Andrea and Cassidy.



"Aw, Mom," Cassidy said.



"Let's finish tomorrow. I'm pooped," Andrea pleaded. 



Miranda ushered the girls to their bedroom, waiting as they dressed in their pajamas and brushed their teeth. Briefly she wondered if she would be so domesticated if Andrea were not in her life. With Stephen, she always dined out, leaving the girls with Carina or a nanny. But when Andrea began spending the night, their evenings were spent at home. Working dinners were still a fixture, but they were far less frequent. 



She had become a homebody without noticing.



Before she could decide how she felt about that fact, the girls returned. Miranda tucked them in, which she rarely did now. They were growing up so quickly, but on this night, they seemed young, untouched. How she wanted to protect them from the world. 



"Good night, darling," she said softly to Cassidy, with a kiss.



"Night, Mom. Love you."



She echoed the sentiment with Caroline, who replied, "Love you too. Tomorrow we're going to use butterscotch pudding on the photographers."



"Just make sure I'm gone before you do, please."



"Okay."



Miranda kissed her cheek, and brushed the pale red hair back from her forehead.







Andy was dressed for bed when Miranda entered the bedroom. "You think they're still out there?" she asked.



Miranda replied with certainty. "Yes."



"Will they stay all night?"



"Most of them, no. But a few, absolutely."



"That's nuts."



"Correct."



Slipping under the covers, Andy focused on Miranda as she dressed in her nightgown. "Nigel called me."



Miranda's mouth tightened. "Oh?"



"He said something weird. That maybe we weren't friends anymore. You know anything about that?"



"Hmm," Miranda replied. "We had lunch yesterday."



"And I never got the whole story. Which I would like now, so when I call him back, I know what I'm talking about."



Miranda vanished into the bathroom.



"I'm still going to be awake when you get out of there," Andy called out. 



Miranda ignored her, and Andy frowned, settling back against the pillows. She read a few pages of a book that had sat untouched on the night table for a few weeks.



When Miranda returned, she said, "It was nothing." Her tone was flat.



"Feel free to share then."



"Andrea, my private conversations with Nigel are just that. Private. Our discussions are not for your consumption."



"What, did he call me fat? Did he say I'm simple, or stupid, or not a nice person, or--"



"Stop. If you insist on knowing what your supposed friend said about you, fine. He said you would never be good enough for me." The words rushed out of Miranda in a stream. "And that you were from Cincinnati."



Andy looked up at the ceiling, and nodded. "Both true."



"Don't be obtuse. He insulted you."



"Oh come on, Miranda. I don't really fit with you, superficially at least. I don't think we would have run into each other say, at a party, or anywhere, ever, before I started at Runway. And I am from Cincinnati. But I bet Nigel's not from the city either."



Miranda blinked. "You're right."



"And where, pray tell, is he from?" Andy asked. 



"Secaucus."



"New Jersey?" Andy squawked.



"Yes."



"There. See? We're not all lucky enough to be born to the purple. Whatever."



Miranda slid into the bed next to her and shut off the light. A slivered moonbeam stretched across the duvet, and Andy took Miranda in her arms. 



"You are good enough for me," Miranda said softly.



Andy sighed. "Nigel doesn't have any idea of what's between us. He made an assumption, just like everyone else in the world will. So, one of us is going to have to set him straight. Do you mind if it's me?"



A smooth thigh wriggled between Andy's legs. "No," Miranda said.



"But you guys are going to have to fix this," Andy said. "I can't do it for you."



"Nigel doesn't care, not the way he used to. I confused professional loyalty with friendship, which was an error in judgment." Miranda paused. "And he's still angry with me about Jacqueline."



"Well, he has every right to be. But it's high time you had a heart to heart. Lay it all out. And tell him you're the reason he's working with James now."



"No," Miranda said firmly. 



"He deserves to know."



"I said no."



"Good god, woman, you are stubborn. Just tell him!"



"I don't want to argue about Nigel. Let's go to sleep."



"We're not arguing," Andy insisted. "Listen. You hurt him. Say you're sorry and be done with it."



"I'm not sorry, though," Miranda whispered. Andy waited, sensing there was more. "I regret that I hurt him. But I would do the same thing over again."



Andy took a breath. 



"I had to do what I did, Andrea. I could not lose Runway. I've bled my soul into those pages. My work… it's as essential to me as breathing. And friendship did not, nor will it ever, supersede my own ambition." 



Andy could feel Miranda watching her in the darkness. "If you can't deal with that, tell me now, so we can end this before… well. Just tell me."



Leaning close, Andy pressed her mouth along Miranda's neck. Her lips brushed one ear. "I can handle you, Miranda Priestly." She slipped a hand into silver hair. "I can handle your ambition. I can handle your dedication, and devotion, and passion for excellence. You're the best in the world at what you do, and I wouldn't want it any other way." The truth of her own words set in for Andy; Miranda really was the best in the world at her job. The pinnacle. And here she was, asking Andy if she could manage to be with her. "You're stuck with me. Especially since everyone knows about us. Might be kind of awkward if you threw me out into the street now."



Miranda pulled her down into a fierce embrace. "You are ridiculous," she said, voice cracking a little.



Andy thought she might cry, so she kissed Miranda's cheeks, and forehead, and nose, very sweetly. "Hell of a day, huh?"



Miranda huffed. "Hell of a day."





 

Since ignoring the paparazzi seemed to do the trick, Miranda kept it up. On Wednesday, she and Andrea left the townhouse at 7:45am, sunglasses and disinterested expressions firmly in place. Andrea was dropped off first, and Miranda nodded in approval as she marched past the wolves and straight into the building. 



Though Miranda had deliberately not read a single word about herself in the papers, she finally took the bull by the horns when she got into the office. Emily had multiple copies of The Post and The Daily News stashed under the desk, and Miranda demanded all of them.



The Daily News had, to Miranda's surprise and pleasure, a smashing shot of Andrea on its front page. She was smiling directly into the camera, brushing her hair out of her eyes, beneath the headline: "The Next Mr. Priestly?" Miranda shook her head at the pathetic headline. The Post had a shot of the two of them heading into the townhouse the night before. The accompanying print: "BOMBSHELLS: Miranda's Lady Love; Half Her Age and Twice as Nice!"



"Unnamed sources revealed to the Post yesterday that twice-divorced fashion goddess/ Runway editor Miranda Priestly has taken up with a much younger, hotter-than-hot lover. Sure, if it was Alex Lundqvist, we probably wouldn't have looked twice, but get a load of this: Miranda's *special friend* is none other than her former second assistant Andy Sachs, an award-winning journalist currently employed by The New York Mirror. And yes, that's Andy, short for Andrea. WHAT? We understand Miss Sachs recently celebrated her 27th birthday with Miranda and her adorable twin daughters at Serafina Fabulous, but no one picked up on the signals they were so clearly sending out. Don't worry, we're slapping the hands (and asses) of our Upper East Side tipsters as we speak.



Sachs came to New York almost three years back with her boyfriend, the by-all-accounts handsome cook Nate Garcia, who's since flown the coop for the frigid pastures of Boston. Did Miranda give the poor guy the old heave-ho when she snared a youthful girlfriend for some workplace canoodling? We can only imagine. And believe us, we are imagining. Andy's no Park Slope education campaign director; those big brown eyes and girl-next-door smile would melt any of our cold, cold hearts. Could it be that she's finally thawed the Iciest Queen in the land? Of course, our less than softer side suggests Andy's not so sweet, but she put up with La Priestly for nearly a year before walking out on her mid-show at Paris Fashion week 18 months ago. Conveniently, those events took place right around the time Miranda's second marriage was busting up. Lover's quarrel? Hmm. We'll get the dirt, so stay tuned…"



Miranda regretted that they linked Andrea with the divorce, but she would take care of that tomorrow. She folded the papers and put them in the top drawer of the desk.



Emily continued to sniffle throughout the morning, until Miranda finally had enough. "Emily," she called, her voice deadly soft. 



Emily crept into the room with her notepad and pencil in one hand, a tissue in the other. "Yes?" she croaked.



"I believe it's time you moved on."



Emily gasped and stared at her for a moment. "You're firing me?"



"No. But you've spent enough time on the desk. I've spoken to Christiane in Art Production and she's agreed to take you on as a manager. You're qualified for the job, but I will have extremely high expectations for you in this position. Do not disappoint me."



Mouth open, Emily did not move.



"That's all."



Emily turned and left the office, and Miranda heard her heels continue clacking down the long hallway. "Jane?" she called.



Jane appeared instantly. "Yes, Miranda?"



"You've just been promoted. Emily will remain here for the next two weeks as she transitions to production. During that time I expect you to find a suitable, competent, replacement for yourself. You will take on additional responsibilities, and that will be reflected in your compensation. Do you foresee any problems with the situation?"



The girl practically vibrated with joy. "No, Miranda. Thank you. I won't let you down."



Miranda looked over her glasses at the girl's exuberance. "No, I don't think you will. And Jane, you handled yesterday very well." Stopping herself from becoming too generous, she said, "That's all."



Jane disappeared, and Miranda almost smiled when she heard a tiny squeal a few moments later.



That afternoon she had a lunch scheduled with Jean-Michel and David from Gucci, and the photographers followed her to the restaurant. Once inside, she gave the two men her undivided attention. David smiled, and she could tell he was nervous.



"I see you brought your entourage." He gestured to the window, where she saw the restaurant manager trying to shoo the riff-raff away. 



"Nice picture in The Post today," Jean-Michel said.



Narrowing her eyes, Miranda inhaled deeply. This would be an interesting barometer for the reception she would receive throughout the industry. Ignoring it completely was not an option, but how far must she go? "Thank you," she said mildly. "Though I prefer the one from The Daily News."



Both men nodded. "She's very beautiful. You have excellent taste," Jean-Michel said.



Miranda needed no one's approval, but oddly, she felt buoyed by the words. Her lips turned upward very slightly. "I always have," she said. "Now, let's get started, shall we?"



In the car on the way back to the office, she phoned Andrea. 



"Hi," Andrea said, her voice warm and welcoming even with that single syllable.



"Hello. The boys from Gucci send their best. They loved the little trench you wore yesterday."



"Oh, geez. At least I had that going for me. Did it go okay?" she asked. Her voice betrayed her anxiety.



"Of course. They were very gracious about you, and we went to work. Which was very productive, by the way. They were on their best behavior."



"If Alicia's still there, she probably told them to be nice. I saved her ass once when they ran late for a meeting."



Miranda licked her lips. "Oh really? Do tell."



"Not a chance," Andrea said. "It's assistants' code. Even you can't break it."



"I doubt that very much, Andrea," she purred. Roy's window was up, so he could not hear the conversation. With her voice pitched low, she continued. "I believe I could convince you to tell me anything if I tried hard enough."



Andrea cleared her throat. "Don't do that," she said.



"Do what?"



"Talk to me like that. I'm at work."



"Can't you step out for a minute?"



"Where? I work in a giant bullpen."



"To that little conference room." Miranda's face grew hot. "You know the one."



"Oh, god," Andy whined. "Please don't."



"Where I kissed you for the first time, remember?" She did not often speak to Andrea over the phone this way, but she was in a playful mood. "When I held you, and kissed you, and wished I could lay you down on the table and put my mouth--"



"I'll be right back," Andrea said away from the mouth piece. "Hold on."



Miranda swallowed as she waited. She was already wet. Was she really going to do this? She hit the intercom button. "Roy, I want to be back at Elias-Clarke at 2:15. No earlier."



"Yes, ma'am."



She turned the intercom off, and checked it repeatedly until Andrea returned. "I'm here," she said breathlessly.



"Where?"



"The bathroom. It's empty, and I locked it. Which means I have probably five minutes before someone pounds on the door."



Mouth dry, Miranda continued. "The table in the conference room. It's quite large, isn't it."



"Uh-huh," Andrea said.



"I had to go to that dinner, with Donatella, when all I wanted to do was push up your skirt and touch you, and kiss you there, with my tongue deep inside--"



Andrea gasped, and Miranda unzipped her skirt for better access to herself. Outrageous, she thought. This is outrageous. "You would have been so wet for me, wouldn't you?" Miranda touched herself, and breathed into the phone. "Wouldn't you?"



"Yes," Andrea hissed. "Oh, yes."



"Like you are now."



"Yes." It was a mere whisper of sound. 



"I wish I was with you, so I could drag you down to that room and do what I wanted to do that night, Andrea." She hit a sweet spot and moaned softly. "Oh god, how delicious you are. I would've licked you till you begged for mercy, just like I will tonight." She heard a sharp intake of breath, and jerked against her own hand. "Tonight, you're all mine. I'm going to strip off your clothes and fuck you till you scream, and every photographer on the street is going to know exactly what I'm doing to you."



"Miranda," Andrea choked. "Oh, Miranda. Miranda," she panted, while Miranda rubbed herself. She pictured Andrea in her mind's eye, spread out across the bed, open and ready and waiting for her to do whatever she liked. And there were just so many things she liked. Very quickly she was close, especially with Andrea chanting that way in her ear, and when she heard the telltale sound of Andrea's climax, she came, biting her lip viciously against the rush of pleasure.



She swallowed, listening to Andrea's breathing as she tried to slow her own pounding heart. "Miranda," Andrea murmured, "where the hell did that come from?"



"You, darling. Just you," she said simply.



"I have to clean up," Andrea said. "And shit, I'm supposed to see Nigel tonight for a drink. He texted me. We're meeting at Brite."



There went Miranda's plans for a scandalous evening.



"I'll be home by ten, at the latest."



"I should think so. This afternoon… was just to take the edge off." 



There was a nervous giggle. "Miranda, you may just be the sexiest woman who ever walked the earth."



"Aren't you lucky then," Miranda replied, sated and content as she leaned against the leather seat.



"Sure am. Oh fuck, someone's at the door. Gotta go. Love you." She hung up.



Miranda stared at the phone, eyebrow raised. After a deep sigh, she went about the business of making herself presentable. 







Andy sat alone inside the bar, lounging on one of the long leather seats. The place wasn't too crowded yet, but she'd gotten dozens of knowing looks and raised eyebrows from the patrons already. It didn't help that the cameras were outside, again. How did people live with it for weeks on end? It had only been two days and she was ready to kill someone. What could possibly be so interesting as taking the subway to a bar in Chelsea? She wasn't going to suddenly tell them all her secrets, or Miranda's for that matter. Seemed like a huge waste of time and money. Maybe she should just start wearing the same thing every day to work, and they'd realize that the pictures they took every day looked the same. She nodded to herself in approval. That Von Furstenberg trench was about to become her uniform.



A martini glass filled with purple liquid was set on the low table in front of her. The waitress nodded to a circle of gorgeous young men, all stylishly dressed and watching her eagerly. "They just wanted to say hi," the young woman said. 



Andy rolled her eyes and waved them over. Since Nigel was late, she might as well stay entertained. 



By the time Nigel arrived, Andy was surrounded by about fifteen young men, all of whom gushed one by one about her hair, her skin, her clothes, and above all, her taste in women. They each had stories about how Miranda or Runway had changed their lives in some way. Andy did not have to do much talking, which was a good thing, because she had every intention of being very careful with her chit-chat. She felt some modicum of safety, since no one had pumped her for information; these men seemed genuinely pleased to see her out and about. But what they seemed most pleased about was that Miranda was no longer just a patron of the gay community, but that she was one of them.



"Is this your new harem?" Nigel asked drolly as he waved a blonde gentleman up from Andy's left. 



"Nah, they're just some new friends," Andy said with a shrug. "Sorry guys, my date's here. But maybe in a little bit I'll join you, okay?"



"Sure thing, gorgeous," Allen said, smiling. "Don't you have too much fun without us. We'll be right over there."



The guys departed, about half of them kissing her cheek, and Nigel just looked on with wide eyes. "So, you really are the princess of New York now, aren't you," he said.



Andy was stung by the bitterness in his tone. "What the fuck is wrong with you?" she asked. 



"Pardon?"



"Don't play with me, Nigel. Turn off the queeny little attitude and talk to me like a normal person. I didn't do a goddamned thing to you in all the time I've known you. So tell me, right now, what I did wrong, and then maybe we can fix it. Or not. Go."



Nigel stared back at Andy, lips poised and open as if to deliver some kind of barb, one that could kill or maim. But he didn't speak, instead leaning back and motioning to the waitress. "Macallan, please. Make it a double."



They sat in silence as they waited for his drink to arrive, which fortunately did not take long. He took a sip, held it in his mouth, and swallowed. Setting the drink down, he turned to Andy. "So how long have you and Miranda been running around? Since we worked together?"



Andy gaped. "No. Barely six months."



"You're not lying to me," he said uncertainly.



"Absolutely not."



"What the hell do you two have in common?"



Why he thought it was okay to grill her like this, Andy didn't know, but she was the one who opened the door. "What, do you mean? Do we listen to the same music, or love knitting, or horseback riding, or long walks on the beach? Liking the same things doesn't necessarily translate to love, if you hadn't noticed. But if you really want to know, we love each other, and we love her kids, and that's enough so far."



"Those two monsters?"



Andy's adrenaline went into overdrive. "You better watch your mouth. I came here to mend fences, but now I'm wondering why I should even bother if you can't hold a civil conversation. I know you're jealous. Just say why, and maybe we can move on."



Nigel's nostrils flared. "Jealous? Over your little affair? Pah."



Andy watched him, and grew sad. "Nigel, I think you know that what I have with Miranda isn't little."



"Says you."



"Miranda would have ended things long ago if I meant nothing to her. She had a million opportunities. I never asked for more than she could give, but here we are, out. Not exactly by choice, but we were on our way. You know, we expected someone to notice the night we went out over the weekend, but it came and went. And guess where the big leak came from? Miranda warned her PR firm that this was coming. That we were going to ease into the public eye. Start telling people." She shook her head. "If you still think it's little, I feel sorry for you."



"Don't bother, kid. She's got you tied up so tight you can't even see straight. She will use you and throw you away, just like she did to the rest of us."



"You mean to you," Andy insisted.



"Not just me. Her ex-husbands. Ex-friends. Everyone. Once she's bored, she'll move on."



"Maybe," Andy reasoned. "I plan on enjoying every moment we're together. Because she makes me happy."



"But Andy, it's a lie. She doesn't really love you. And she'll show you one day."



"Like she showed you." 



He lifted his drink in a silent toast to himself. "Yep."



"And how do you think your little 'job situation' corrected itself then?" Andy said. If Miranda wasn't going to tell Nigel, she was, and damn the torpedoes. "How do you think Jacqueline ended up at Runway Italia? Did James tell you he fired her? Or did Jacqueline do such a poor job that she realized she couldn't hack it?"



"I don't know what you mean," Nigel said uncertainly.



"Oh, open your eyes, 'kid.' You have no idea what really went on, because you didn't want to know. Who's Jacqueline's boss right now? Irv. Do you know anyone who has the guts to try and get Irv to do something he doesn't want to do? Because I only know one person. And it's not James Holt. And it's not you, or me. So you just think about it, and let me know when the answer comes to you, okay?"



Andy left her nearly full drink on the table and strode over to her new pals. They welcomed her into their circle, and she watched Nigel sit, very still, out of the corner of her eye. She'd give him ten minutes to come get her, otherwise she was leaving for home.



But it did not take Nigel that long. Less than three minutes later he dragged her back to their table and sat her down firmly. "You're telling me Miranda convinced Irv to pull Jacqueline back to Runway. How?"



"Christ, Nigel, I have no idea, nor do I want to. Secrets are not my game. I like the truth." Andy of course did know exactly how, but she would not share this with Nigel. 



"And Miranda told you."



"After half a bottle of wine one night at dinner. She hinted at it a long time ago, but I didn't get the whole story till much later."



Nigel's mouth twisted. "And what did she get out of it?" 



"The satisfaction of correcting a wrong done to someone she thought of as a friend. Someone who deserved better. You said yourself that she'd pay you back. Well, buddy, she did. So I hope you like the job."



Nigel sat back. "I am having an extremely hard time believing you."



Andy nodded, understanding. "That's okay. She refused to let me tell you, by the way, so don't spread this around. It was enough for you to think you'd gotten the job entirely on your own merit, the way you would have the first time if she hadn't interfered."



"I guess it makes sense," he said quietly. "It was weird the way Jacqueline jumped ship."



"Just think it over. It doesn't make what Miranda did in Paris okay, but it's something."



He turned to Andy and gave her a long, appraising look. "What is it about you, Andy?"



"Hmm?"



"You're living with the most influential woman in the entire fashion world. Who apparently loves you enough to subject herself to the misery of public scrutiny, every day. What have you got that the rest of us don't?"



Andy shrugged. "Maybe I smell really good?" she said with a laugh. "I don't know, Nige. But whatever it is, works. And you know, I really should thank you. It was your doing that we first, uh, got together."



"How's that?"



"Remember that party, when you told me to get a clue and stop mooning over Miranda?"



"Uh-huh."



"Well, you kind of spurred on a particular series of events. That was the beginning."



Nigel brightened. "Now there's a story I would like to hear more of," he said lasciviously. 



Andy chuckled. "Not tonight. Too many people around."



"Chicken."



"Got that right," she said, feeling the tensions lift. She nudged his shoulder with her own, meeting his eyes. "Think we'll be okay?" she said. 



He hesitated only for a moment. "Yeah. But I really should--" He stopped. Andy saw him swallow. "Now there is a sight I never thought I'd see," he croaked.



Andy turned around. There, with at least a hundred pairs of eyes staring at her magnificent figure, stood Miranda Priestly.







The photographers went berserk when Miranda stepped from the car in front of Brite. They'd been waiting on the corner for Andrea to eventually emerge, but once she arrived, all hell broke loose. For a moment she felt a glimmer of fear, but out of nowhere came a cabal of tall, brawny men. They blocked access to Miranda, surrounding her and escorting her to the door. "My," she said breathily. "They're not usually so aggressive."

 

"Ms. Priestly," one of them gasped. "Are you all right?"

 

"Yes, yes," she said, with a wave of her hand. "Thank you."

 

The bouncer took one look at her and unhooked the velvet rope. "Come right in, Ms. Priestly."

 

She turned and gestured toward her protectors. "And my... friends?"

 

"Back in line," he said.

 

Miranda narrowed her eyes. "I think not."

 

The huge man blinked once, and crumbled. "Fine. But just you guys. The rest of you stay put."

 

The five men trailed in after her, and she heard their excited whispers. She went directly to the bar and produced her platinum card. "Give these charming men whatever they want," she said. "Thank you again," she said. "If you'll excuse me."  They seemed stunned, so Miranda took advantage of the silence and went in search of Andrea and Nigel.

 

Nigel spotted her first, and Andrea grinned so sweetly at seeing her that Miranda's heart shook a little in her chest. She stood and rushed over, but did not embrace or kiss her. Miranda knew why; this was their first true appearance together in public. Miranda leaned in and kissed Andrea's cheek, close to her ear, and whispered, "Do you mind?"

 

Andrea's hand found its way to her waist. "Not at all. I'm so glad you came. Let's sit."

 

As they glided to the table, Andrea's hand did not move from its place of ownership at her lower back. Miranda found it a challenge to keep a superior look off her face. "Nigel," she said, holding out a hand.

 

Nigel stood and, to her shock, hugged her. Usually no one except Andrea came so close. She glared at Andrea, who suspiciously avoided her eyes. What did you tell him, you willful girl? 

 

"So, how's life, Steve?" he said lightly.

 

"Oh, god, do we finally get to put that ridiculous nickname to rest?" Miranda said, exasperated. "As for life, it's… interesting," she replied, taking a seat after they disengaged. Only a few moments later, a dirty Patron martini was delivered directly into Miranda's hand by a pretty waitress. "Thank you," she said, finally catching Andrea's eye. Andrea grinned sheepishly.

 

"I suppose I owe you an apology," Nigel said.

 

"For what?"

 

"Our lunchtime topic of conversation on Monday. I spoke out of turn. I'm sorry."

 

Miranda sniffed. "Accepted. Though it's really Andrea you should be apologizing to."

 

"Fine, I accept too," Andrea cut in. "Happy now?"

 

Miranda glanced out onto the crowd, most of whom were surreptitiously watching her from behind their martini glasses. It was a passable establishment, though without a visit to the powder room she could not fully judge. The people were, for the most part, young and attractive. For a split second, she felt old. But then the pressure of Andrea's thigh against hers distracted her from the notion, and she did not mind so much.

 

"What made you come downtown?" Andrea finally asked, breaking the silence.

 

Miranda sipped her martini. "I thought Nigel and I could talk."

 

"I'll give you some privacy then." Andrea took her drink and stood, and Miranda wished she would sit back down and direct the conversation. "I made some friends before, and they're probably all pissing their pants about the fact that you're here, so I'm going to go dish." She touched Miranda's shoulder briefly. "See you in a bit."

 

Then she was gone, and Miranda was alone with her thoughts. And Nigel.

 

It was time for her to just say it. "I'm sorry I hurt you, Nigel." 

 

Nigel inhaled, rubbing the stubble on his face with one hand.

 

"I know you know why I did it," she continued, not bothering to explain what she apologized for. "And I wish things had gone differently. But they didn't. Now you're where you belong, and doing great work with James. You've proven yourself to everyone, including me. I'm very proud. I'd like to believe I had some hand in your success."

 

With a snort, Nigel said, "I think we can both safely say that's true, Miranda."

 

"So. There it is. Do with it what you will."

 

"I accept your apology," he said, his grin impish.

 

She watched him uncertainly. "It's that simple?"

 

"It is tonight," he said. "All's well that ends well, I always say. And thank you. For coming here, and forgiving me. Because I've said some things that I regret. I misjudged you, Miranda. In ways that even I don't think I can fathom."

 

She nodded. "Good."

 

They leaned back against the seat simultaneously and drank deeply. 

 

"So, Andy, huh?" he quipped.

 

Miranda wanted to lick her lips, watching her lover across the room. "Yes."

 

"I was surprised."

 

"So was I."

 

"How long has it been?"

 

She looked at him with a perceptive glance. "I think you know." Andrea had most certainly given him a few details.

 

"I was hoping to get the story of the first kiss. Andy's lips are sealed."

 

"I'll let her tell you when she's in the mood."

 

"Damn," Nigel said. "So close."

 

"It's not exactly a thrilling tale," Miranda said, but she felt a little flash of warmth in her belly. 

 

"I doubt that very much, judging by the look on your face."

 

She glanced sharply at Nigel, whose eyes were smiling. Warm. Different than they had been. Miranda experienced a palpable sense of relief. "There was an element of… drama, shall we say."

 

"Thank god. I could use some excitement these days."

 

Miranda suddenly wondered if there was trouble with James. "Everything all right at home?"

 

"Yeah. Just a rough patch. Living with someone you work with isn't all it's cracked up to be."

 

"What will you do?"



"Same thing everyone else does. Keep trying. Cross my fingers."



Miranda could understand that notion very well.







Andy had not done a shot of anything except wheatgrass since living with Miranda, but when her new best friend Jackson sent a lemon drop down the bar, she could not resist. She'd only had a martini tonight; another drink wouldn't do that much damage. "You do one too!" she insisted. 



"Yes, ma'am," he said amiably, and ordered another.  



Before she could drink, the bartender made them both pause. A moment later, two new lemons were produced, placed on the glasses and set aflame. "Blow, lick, drink, suck," he directed.



Howls broke out then, and Andy blew out the flame and followed orders. When she opened her eyes after squeezing them shut from the sour taste, she almost choked. Miranda was not three feet away, watching her with a raised eyebrow. "Is this the sort of thing you do when I'm not around?" she asked.



"Uh, yeah?" Andy replied, hoping she didn't look too silly.



"The fire was a nice touch," Miranda said, inching closer. With a withering glance at one of the boys, who immediately vacated his spot, Miranda commandeered a stool. "I'll have…whatever that was."



The noise level tripled at the words, and Andy could only laugh at the haughty look on Miranda's face. Nigel stood behind her, shaking his head in mirth. 



"Nigel, you interested?" Andy asked.



"Not a chance," he said. "I'd like to preserve my eyebrows. But I will have another whisky."



The bartender set Miranda's shot alight. She downed it like a pro, without even a wince when she sucked the lemon. Andy fought the desire to latch on and rescue the sugar that surely coated her mouth. The vodka was doing strange things to her. If she had more, there was no telling what she might do. Especially since watching Miranda do a flaming shot in a gay bar, in full view of hundreds of people, turned her on. She was like an origami flower; twists and turns folded together just so to make an exquisite piece of art. So many sides, Andy thought, drifting into a vague fantasy involving herself and Miranda, a dark corner, and lots of tongue. 



Nigel waved a hand in front of her face. "You in there?"



Andy wiped the side of her mouth. "Yeah," she murmured. "Sorry. Just zoned out for a sec."



"You might want to cool it on the booze."



She nodded. "I know, I'm a lightweight. And I have to be at work by 7:30." She slid off the stool, carefully balancing on her heels. "Be right back."



Quickly she found the bathroom. When she was done, she splashed water on her face to cool the fever that had set in. Next time she saw a doctor, she might ask if her heightened sex drive was normal. Then again, nothing about being with Miranda was normal. 



She stepped out of the bathroom into the corridor, and someone grabbed her arm. She yanked away, till she realized it was only Miranda, who pushed her against the wall. She didn't have time to utter a sound before Miranda's lemon-flavored lips descended on her mouth, tongue flicking lightly inside. Andy groaned, caught off guard by her fantasy come to life. Miranda pressed hard against her, one thigh rubbing between Andy's legs through her skirt. Andy trembled violently, electrified. She slid her hands down Miranda's back to her ass, and grabbed it without a second thought. Miranda grunted and pulled away. "Shall we call Roy?"



Andy wanted to cry out in misery. "Oh, you are in trouble, lady."



"Promises, promises."



Miranda strolled off without looking back. Andy hunted in her purse for her phone, hands shaking so badly she could hardly open it. "Roy," she barked. "Please tell me you're nearby."



"Sure am, Andy. Need a ride?"



"Yeah."



"I'm just around the block."



"Thanks. You're a life saver."



Andy took a deep breath and headed back to the group.



Nigel frowned when he saw her. "You okay, kid? You look like shit."



"Gee thanks, Nigel. I think that shot did me in," Andy said, fudging the truth only slightly. "We're going to split."



"Just when we were getting to know your friends," Nigel said.



"Stay. Have fun. Just not too much." Andy saw Miranda retrieve her credit card from the bar and sign a slip. She motioned in that direction to Nigel. "What's that about?"



"Not sure." 



Miranda exchanged words with a few men who crowded around her. One of them handed her a business card, which she tucked away into her handbag. "Huh. Maybe she's setting up a threesome."



Nigel looked horrified.



"Um, kidding." 



"You'd better be." He kissed her cheek. "Thanks, by the way."



"Anytime." 



Miranda appeared at her side. "Good night, Nigel." They exchanged their typical air kisses. "Ready to face them again?"



"I guess."



"We'll have a little help." Miranda took Andy's arm and led her to the door. Five huge guys, the ones Miranda had just been speaking to, were waiting at the entrance. "All right," Miranda told them.



Andy straightened her posture, as she had learned to when facing the cameras over the last days. But this time it was easier; the men cleared a path and kept the paparazzi at a reasonable distance. They made it to the sidewalk, and Andy spotted the car idling a little down the road. She waved, and it sprinted forward. It had hardly come to a stop when the tallest of the men reached down and opened the door. Andy scooted in quickly, and Miranda followed.



"Call anytime, Ms. Priestly," the man said. With that, the door shut, and all was silent. 



"Wow." Andy slumped against the seat.



"Quite," Miranda said.



"Tough crowd tonight," Roy said.



Miranda pursed her lips. "The worst yet. Perhaps they're angry about the pudding."



Roy laughed. 



"Pudding?" Andy asked.



"The girls," Miranda said. 



Andy laughed too.



The ride was smooth, but it seemed to take forever. Miranda did not touch her, nor did Andy reach out. The privacy window was down, and neither of them were inclined to ask Roy to raise it. Andy was impatient, biting her lip at each red light, squirming in her seat.



Miranda just smirked.



At home, only a handful of people awaited them. Compared to the bar it was a cakewalk. Once inside, Andy went straight upstairs, and she was alone for a few minutes. Miranda was probably checking on the book, but she was going to scream if she didn't show up in the bedroom post haste. 



Andy dressed in her burgundy lingerie and ripped open the box that she'd been waiting to try out for weeks. She raced to the bathroom and washed it thoroughly before shoving it into the bedside table. Her heart thudded in her ears as she jumped into bed. 



Ten minutes passed. Andy was about to start by herself, but fortunately Miranda arrived. She did not pause on the way to the bathroom. Finally, Andy caved, sliding one hand to her breast and caressing with just the right pressure. She moaned a bit, eyes closed. 



"Impatient little thing, aren't you," Miranda said, looming over her. Andy jerked in surprise.



"Well, you were taking forever."



"I didn't realize we were on a schedule."



"Oh, bull. Come down here before I lose my mojo."



"I sincerely doubt that will happen." But Miranda pulled the sheet down and got in bed, replacing Andy's hand with her own. Andy let out a sigh of pleasure and captured Miranda's mouth, holding her head in place. She was already far gone, but Miranda needed to catch up. She rolled on top, and slowly pulled the straps of Miranda's gown down her shoulders. Licking at her breast, she relished the way it pebbled under her tongue. She spent long moments nibbling and nipping, and soon Miranda was writhing beneath her touch. Finally she pushed the gown all the way off, stopping briefly to taste the flesh of Miranda's hip. 



"So, um, I had this idea," Andy said, her voice catching nervously.



"Oh?" Miranda watched her steadily. 



Miranda had not rejected anything Andy tried in the bedroom yet, but there was always a first time. She leaned over to open the drawer and drew the toy out. 



Miranda stilled. Her eyes narrowed. "What is that?"



"It's um, a toy. A dildo. For one of us to wear, and the other to… you know."



Seconds ticked by, and Andy held her breath. "Whatever made you get it? And why is it purple?"



Andy glanced up at the heavens. "Way to kill the mood," she muttered. "I thought it might be fun. And I just wanted to, uh, do something to you. If you wanted me to, I mean. If you didn't mind. But if you're not into it, it's okay--I just figured maybe we could… try it."



Miranda inhaled through her nose. "I… suppose."



"Cool!" Andy grinned. "I got one that was sort of simple, no harness. I don't know if it will work, since this is my--"



"Oh, for god's sake, go ahead. You can give me the treatise later."



Andy snapped to attention. "Got it."  She reached between her legs and slid the knobby end inside herself, wincing a little at the chilly silicone. "Mm," she sighed once it felt stable. "Okay?"



"Okay."



Andy touched Miranda, eyes fluttering at the wetness she discovered. Carefully, she maneuvered the toy to her entrance and eased her way in. "How's that?" she asked, her voice rough.



After a swallow, Miranda said, "Good."



Andy pushed forward, almost against her will, and Miranda flinched. "Sorry."



"Still good," Miranda grunted. "You can move."



"Right." So Andy settled between Miranda's pale thighs, holding herself up on her elbows, and moved. 







Miranda reached down and grabbed Andrea's hips. "I won't break," she said, pulling at her. The purple cock had looked ridiculous, and it couldn't be mistaken for anything close to the real thing. That was rather pleasant; she did not wish Andrea to have a penis. But this… item was certainly working nicely. Just as Andrea had suggested it might. Brilliant girl.



The fact that Andrea was in control of it was the clincher. On its own, it was nothing; just a strangely shaped piece of silicone. But she could tell by the wide pupils, the flushed cheeks, the sweat that was starting to pool at Andrea's lower back, that it was doing wonderful things to her as well. When Andrea lurched forward, their bodies jammed together, and Miranda groaned loudly enough to shock herself. Those brown eyes stared down at her in excitement, and Andrea began to thrust harder. She kept close, and the friction was like a fire between Miranda's legs. 



But soon Andrea began to pant, and quicken her rhythm. Miranda put her hand to Andrea's chest and said firmly, "Wait." This was not going to end so soon.



"What?" Andrea yelped. "Oh please, I can't--"



"You will." Miranda was not sure how to shift them both without losing contact, so she simply moved up and pushed Andrea onto her back. In a moment she was on her again, sliding the embarrassingly wet toy back inside. "Let me," she said.



Andrea undulated beneath her. "Feels so different this way…" she mumbled, her eyes falling shut as their bodies came together firmly. Now Miranda started to rub back and forth, so gently that Andrea started to moan, until she turned her face to the side and cried out. She grabbed a pillow and pushed it to her mouth, keening as Miranda shifted her weight. "Oh, fuck, Miranda, harder, just a little harder," she pleaded.



The words sent a frisson of delight down Miranda's thighs. God, she could do this every day. She thrust a bit, and Andy shrieked into the pillow again. It almost seemed like torture, so Miranda took mercy and pressed her thumb between their bodies, just to the side of Andrea's clit. Just where she liked it.



Andrea arched, her legs spreading a little wider, and she jerked up, producing a gasp from Miranda. The toy hit her sweet spot, and she ignored the urge to race toward her own climax, holding out, wanting so badly to hear the cry Andrea would surely emit when she came.



It happened only a few moments later, and somewhere in the back of her mind, Miranda was relieved she had the pillow, because she would have woken the children otherwise, even a floor away. Andrea came with a howl, her entire body convulsing once, and again, and Miranda was so close by then that the desperate sound urged her right into her own climax. 



When Miranda finally opened her eyes, Andrea remained still, eyes closed. Miranda lifted herself off the toy, removed it gently from Andrea, and threw it on the floor. They had produced a copious amount of moisture tonight; fortunately the bed was large enough for them both to avoid it. She lay down next to her lover and released a sigh of immense satisfaction.



"I think that will do nicely," she said. 



Andrea laughed weakly. At least she's not unconscious, Miranda thought. Andrea turned and flopped her head onto Miranda's shoulder, dropping a sweaty arm around her waist. "I agree," she said. "Wow."



Miranda felt very smug. "I told you I'd make you scream tonight."



With a snort, Andrea asked, "Can you gloat in the morning? I'm about to pass out."



"Of course," Miranda replied. "Good night." She touched her lips to Andrea's damp forehead, and leaned down for a soft kiss.



A hand crept up into Miranda's hair until they parted. Miranda reached over and turned out the light, and Andrea settled back into position. Not a minute later, she began to snore.



Miranda stroked her head, and smiled into the darkness.







On Friday morning, Andy ran downstairs to the front door and threw it open. The guys turned, waiting with their cameras poised, but she just waved. "Just getting the paper. I'm leaving in half an hour if anybody needs to go pee."



She slammed the door and squealed in excitement. "Miranda, hurry up!"



Miranda descended the staircase slowly as she fastened her pearls. "You really should learn a little patience, darling," Miranda drawled. 



Andy lifted her eyebrow in disbelief on her way into the kitchen. "Me, learn patience? I assume not from you," she said cheekily.



"Fine, fine," Miranda said. "Go ahead and start." She poured two cups of coffee while Andy ripped the paper open in search of her treasure. When she found it, she read aloud.



THE ICE QUEEN MELTETH



Andy snorted. "Oh, genius headline there, Liz."



"I should have insisted on final approval. Leslie thought it would look too controlling."



"Leslie's back?"



"For the next month or two. She owed me a few favors, especially after her referral's little debacle."



Readers, you'll never guess in a million years who called me on Thursday afternoon.



It wasn't Lindsay Lohan, or Clay Aiken, or Mariah Carey, or even Jim Carrey, for that matter.



It was Miranda Priestly. And no, Miranda's assistant did not dial my number. Miranda Priestly called me herself.



The same Miranda Priestly who has infamously shut out certain columnists from various high-profile Runway events, blackballed journalists who crossed her, destroyed careers of those who have done her wrong.



In the past, when the words "Miranda Priestly" landed in print, she never spoke about the rumors or innuendo that flew around her name, or the names of ex-husbands or friends in her association. She simply went about her business of controlling the international fashion universe, as she has for the past twenty years.



My, how times have changed.



Tuesday morning the story broke (and no one could have been as stunned as I) that Ms. Priestly was involved in a love affair with her much younger and equally beautiful former assistant, Andy Sachs. And to my amazement, Miranda wanted to deliver some facts about their relationship, to none other than me. I leave it to you to decide why she made her choice; I have my own suspicions, obviously. But Miranda was open and candid in our talk, and I have to say it was one of the most enjoyable interviews I've done in recent memory.



"When I first met Andrea, she was… uncouth. Dreadful hair, ridiculous shoes, and her clothes, my god. Disastrous is hardly the word for it." Tell us how you really feel, Miranda.



"Geez, you couldn't have been a little nicer?" Andy griped.



"I was being honest."



"Whatever," Andy muttered.



"She learned very quickly though, and became indispensable to the magazine, and to me professionally. I stress the word professionally, because while I saw great potential in Andrea, there was no personal attachment. I paid her to do a job, which she did extremely well. Nothing, I repeat, nothing whatsoever went on between us during her time at Runway. She quit rather suddenly, in fact, during a very stressful time, and for many months I regretted my treatment of her."



I mentioned the divorce from the second Mr. Priestly. 



"Yes. Stephen felt it was time to move on, and I'm sure you're aware he remarried only a few weeks after our divorce was finalized, to Celia Van Patten."



Rings a bell, Miranda. Everyone knows they were gallivanting around the East Village reliving their glory days long before the papers were signed, or even served.



"What?" Andy exclaimed. "Is that true?"



Miranda waved her hand. "He did me a favor. I don't even think about it anymore."



"I'm kicking him in the nuts next time I see him."



"You can hire your own attorneys, then."



"Ha ha."



Fast forward a year and change.



"I kept track of Andrea's work, of course; she'd been very well-received during her year at the paper. I will admit that I brought her writing to the attention of Shannon Bartholemew at the Livingston Foundation. Andrea won the prestigious Livingston Award six months ago, and while I was on the panel, I had not seen her since Paris."



"Did you really not see me that day after I interviewed at the Mirror?" Andy asked. "In front of Elias-Clarke?"



"I saw you," Miranda said. "You caught me by surprise."



"You didn't smile though."



Miranda traced a fingernail across the top of Andy's hand. "I've made up for it since then."



Andy's toes curled inside her shoes. "True." 



 I asked Miranda if she set out to nab the gorgeous creature immediately when they met again.



"Andrea is a beautiful, vibrant woman. I won't say that I had a particular intention of becoming involved with her, but I was… intrigued. We stayed in touch following the award presentation, and spent a good deal of time together. I came to know her in a different way than I had when she worked for me, and what I saw fascinated me. She really is remarkable."



"Aw, that's sweet."



Miranda rolled her eyes.



I had to know how her daughters reacted to the news.



"They decided Andrea might be a good match for me long before anything ever happened. Apparently lesbian relationships are quite the rage on television for young adults these days, a fact for which I should be grateful."



So the kids are alright. But how about everyone else?



"The staff at Runway could not be more supportive. Andrea's family has been extremely gracious. And the girls' father has been an absolute angel."



"Miranda, that's a total lie."



"Well, he hasn't threatened to sue. I thought if I publicly said he was fine with it, he'd leave us alone. It's not as though he can really do anything."



"Except stir up trouble."



"That's why I pay Jacob a ridiculous amount of money, darling. Don't worry for a moment about Jeremy. He'll get over it."



How has Andrea dealt with being thrown into the public eye so suddenly?



"It may seem sudden to the rest of the world, but we expected it long ago. As quiet as we've been, we haven't exactly been sneaking around. Andrea kept her own apartment but spends a large quantity of her limited spare time with me and the girls."



And how about life under the paparazzi microscope?



"We've survived. I look forward to the day that we'll be able to walk to our respective places of work without interference. And speaking of work, I'd like to mention that Andrea's talent has been well-rewarded at The Mirror. She recently received a promotion, and will be expanding her duties far beyond those of a typical reporter of her age and experience." 



Miranda proceeded to insist that I include the news of Andrea's promotion. Who am I to say no? It was too adorable.



"Oh, Miranda, you really are adorable," Andy teased.



"I cannot believe she used that word."



"You didn't have to talk about my job."



"I thought it was only right."



Suffice it to say, even if the Ice Queen planned out every word she said beforehand--



"Which you did," Andy said.



"Of course. One must always be prepared."



--she sounded both honest and serious about this relationship. I haven't spoken in depth with the notoriously private Priestly before yesterday, but our conversation was far beyond my expectations. And I should say now, thank you for your sincerity, Miranda. Good for you. 



Something tells me, the ultimate cynic, that Miranda Priestly might have found love. We should all be so lucky.



Andy sat back, impressed. A little embarrassed, but impressed. "It's good. Detailed, but not really. Do you think the paps will back off now?"



"No. Soon, I think. They'll get bored following us to and from work. But there is… something that I'd like to ask you about. Something that will put you right in the line of fire, if you choose to accept it."



"Sounds like a mission impossible," Andy joked. "I'm all ears."



Miranda swallowed, and touched her neck the way she did when she was nervous. Hmm. Interesting. "I'd like to ask if you'd… attend the gala this year with me."



Andy blinked slowly, twice. "The benefit? At the Met?" she asked.



A nod was her reply. "It's in a few months. I've shifted Emily to art production, and Jane's only just started interviewing applicants, and I'm already concerned about the flowers--"



"Yes," Andy said.



"Yes," Miranda repeated, tapping the arm of her glasses against her bottom lip.



"I'll go with you. Of course! And don't worry, I'll know every name on the guest list. I'll memorize them all, and whisper them in your ear, just like before. Except this time I'll get to hold your hand while I do it."



Miranda sniffed. "Perhaps."



Andy controlled her grin. She'd convince Miranda it would be fine for them to hold hands. She had faith.



Folding the newspaper, she sidled up to Miranda and took a seat on her lap. Ignoring Miranda's exaggerated grunt at taking her full weight, she kissed her. It was a good kiss, and well deserved, as far as Andy was concerned. An invitation to the social event of the season was worth it.



"Oh, my eyes!" Cassidy squealed, just as she crossed the kitchen threshold. "Come on! Ick!"



"Shut it, Cass," Caroline said. "We never caught Mom and Stephen kissing," she hissed under her breath, but not softly enough to keep Andy from hearing. "Sorry, we'll come back."



"It's okay," Andy called out. "Just got carried away. I promise, it won't happen again."



"Good," Cassidy said, stomping in and throwing herself into a chair at the kitchen table. "I do not need to see that."



Caroline's lips, meanwhile, were tipped up in a tiny smile. She shrugged her shoulders endearingly.



Andy used the table as leverage to stand up. "I'm heading to work. And Roy's all yours today."



"It's flurrying out," Miranda said.



"I know. Thought it might be fun to make the guys walk twenty blocks in the snow. I predict they'll only last four."



"I say seven," Cassidy offered.



"Five," Caroline said.



Miranda narrowed her gaze. "Two."



"You're all on," Andy said.



"But what do we get if we win?" Cassidy asked.



Andy looked up at the ceiling, and thought about it. "Cupcakes."



Cassidy rolled her eyes. "That's boring."



"For breakfast. Tomorrow's Saturday. We can watch Star Wars and eat cupcakes."



There were two shouts of excitement, and one groan of exasperation. "You're teaching them to be slovenly sugar addicts," Miranda griped. "Why do I put up with it?"



Andy licked her lips. "If you win, we can talk about your prize later," she said softly, for Miranda's ears only. The girls were too busy cheering to catch Andy's smoldering expression.



Miranda pursed her lips. "Off you go then. I'll expect a phone call with the results as soon as they're in."



"Absolutely." She gave the girls quick hugs and grabbed her bag. "See you tonight."



Miranda walked her out to the hallway, and kissed her. "Have a good day."



"I will." She brushed her fingers through Miranda's hair. "I love you."



With a gentle laugh, Miranda pulled her close. "I love you too, Andrea. Very much."



Andy held her tightly. "See you soon."



With a nod, Miranda stepped back, and returned to the kitchen.



After retrieving a cute porkpie hat from the hall closet, Andy wrapped up in her warmest coat and pulled on Doc Martens that Miranda would have burned if she saw them. But it was Friday, and she was going to walk to work. She hoped Miranda wouldn't be angry if her outfit showed up in Go Fug Yourself. 



She opened the door only six minutes later than she'd told the photographers earlier. That should earn her some points. They perked up at her appearance, and she ignored them, snuggling into her scarf. Even with cameras flashing in her face, she could not help but smile. Snow fell on her cheeks, and the cold, brisk air made her skin tingle.



It was going to be a wonderful day.




The End
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