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SYNOPSIS
L izzie Goldstein needs a prom date.
Queer Prom-A-Rama is Denver Pride's biggest event and as one of the head organizers, Lizzie can’t stand the thought of going alone—especially not when she finds out her ex is bringing a literal local celebrity.
She's willing to try on every version of herself to find the perfect date—she could be the quirky dream girl for an Ice Queen or the snarky and ambitious competitor for a workplace rival. As Lizzie and her best friends continue their search, she begins to realize that maybe what she's really been looking for is someone who doesn't want to change her. Someone who loves her just the way she is. And maybe that someone has been right beside her all along...





CHAPTER ONE
   
“T his is going to be the best Prom-A-Rama yet,” Noah said with exaggerated enthusiasm. Or, perhaps he truly was an enthusiastic guy now?
Lizzie stared down the long table at her ex-partner, suppressing a groan. She’d been on the Prom-A-Rama planning committee for years, putting on some of the best queer parties for Pride Month ever to grace the city of Denver. Noah knew that — they’d been dating for two of those years. And now that he had joined her committee after their breakup, he’d taken right over with planning. Classic Noah. Always taking over every project and idea and claiming to be the brains of the operation.
Lizzie had stuck to her role on the committee as the head of decorations, mainly because no one else involved in planning knew how many balloons went into a balloon arch. She gatekept the information for job security, obviously.
The four other members of the planning committee filed out of the conference space. She’d been working with some of them for years on queer Pride events, had spent many, many meetings discussing prom themes and decor and music with a mean realtor named Grant and a feisty bookseller named Frankie.
Lizzie stood, gathering the papers spread out in front of her — vendor contracts, mostly. Noah appeared at her side, and she startled when she looked up from the table. His teeth gleamed white in the fluorescent lighting and Lizzie wondered briefly if he had started using whitening strips — would it be weird to ask?
“Are you all ready for it then?” Noah asked with what could have been a genuine yet disconcerting smile on his face. Yeah, it would be weird to ask about his teeth. Keep it professional, Lizzie.
She tried not to stare at the stubble on his chin, or congratulate him on it, even. “Well, given that we have a month until it’s here—”
“A month will go by like that,” he said, snapping his fingers. She eyed his manicured hands. They’d been broken up for a year now and he was more and more like a stranger every time she saw him. But adults kept exes as friends all the time — and she could definitely maintain a totally rational, professional, adult friendship. “Do you have a date?” Noah eyed her. Had he always been this tall? She had the unnerving feeling like she was in some sort of job interview where she had lied on her resume and was deeply unqualified for the position.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She countered. She’d always been a terrible liar, but something felt extra wrong about lying to a person she’d been so intimate and vulnerable with. They hadn’t even had a bad breakup — they’d parted ways when Noah had begun to transition and said he wanted to explore his new identity by himself. She’d tried to understand, be respectful, be supportive of this new phase of his life, even. But two years together was a long time — they’d lived together, made plans for the future together, and that was hard to forget easily.
How in the world could she just switch to casual acquaintanceship after knowing every vulnerable inch of his soul? Or, at least she’d thought she had.
“I have a date,” he said with his Cheshire Cat smile. “You’ll never guess who.”
“Is this your idea of fun?” Lizzie asked, clenching her jaw and hoping that her face was portraying a level of calm and not the horror that was washing over her with the thought of watching him bring a date to the same event they’d attended together just last year.
“Calliope,” he said, his eyes widening with giddy excitement like he’d just told her that he’d just found the map to buried treasure.
Lizzie blinked. “Calliope Jones?” No, surely this wasn’t happening. Calliope Jones was basically a celebrity in the Denver queer scene — known for being drop dead gorgeous and appearing once on a reality dating show. She was one of those women who you followed on social media and watched with awe and admiration and complete and total jealousy. Every time Lizzie wanted to hate her out of envy, Calliope did something so cool and unexpected that Lizzie couldn’t help but admit was redeeming, like the time a car drove through the front window of Goldenrod, a queer brewery, and Calliope fundraised to repair the damages, then hosted a window-warming party to give the business a boost when they reopened. Lizzie had only found out that Calliope donated thousands of her own dollars secretly because one of her best friends worked in the tap room.
Lizzie had personally never met anyone so intimidating in her life. And now Calliope was Noah’s prom date?
Noah beamed. “We were introduced through mutual friends,” he said, casually fidgeting with the rolled shirt sleeve of his button-up shirt.
“How fantastic,” Lizzie choked out with what she hoped was the voice and tone of a normal and encouraging person, and turned away before Noah could see her eye twitching. “She’ll bring a lot of good press to the event, I’m sure.”
“It’s okay — going stag to events is basically the norm, now. I mean, there’s really just something about having a prom date, but I’m sure there will be plenty of single queers at this thing,” Noah said, tilting his head with an expression that appeared remarkably like pity. “And I’m sure Hazel and Rory don’t have dates, either, so you could all come together.”
Now he was bringing her two best friends into this? Lizzie could feel the papers in her hands crimping as she tried to steel her frustration. “I have a date,” she lied. It came out so quick, so confident. She surprised even herself with how real it sounded.
Noah nodded like he didn’t believe her, but then again, he knew what a terrible liar she was. “That’s awesome. I’m happy for you, Liz.”
As he reached to pat her arm, Lizzie stepped out of the way, trying to make the movement fluid with leaving the room. She stepped toward the door, not turning back as she felt him walking behind her. They walked in awkward silence together past the coworking area in the main part of the building and into the parking lot.
“See you at the next meeting,” Noah said with what she’d normally think was a charming salute. Instead, a pool of dread was sinking into her stomach, and she couldn’t help but feel a little too seen. Did he know she was lying? Maybe, but... maybe not. Why would he think she was lying about something as innocuous as a prom date? What a weird thing for a liar to lie about, right? She could just imagine her moral compass laughing nervously at the idea.
“See ya,” Lizzie said, giving him a casual wave before opening up her car door. She climbed in and tossed her things into the passenger seat, letting out a breath she felt like she’d been holding since the moment he’d said the name Calliope.
She gripped her steering wheel. How hard could it be to get a prom date to rival someone like that? She had an entire month to find someone. Not just anyone, she needed someone so striking, so wonderful, and so hot that no one, not even Noah, could pity her.





CHAPTER TWO
   
“Y ou lied about having a prom date?” Hazel said, her elbows on the varnished wood bar across from where Lizzie was currently melting into a sad puddle. The Goldenrod Brewing tap room was nearly empty given how nice the weather was. The patio to the side and back of the building, on the other hand, was packed.
“There are worse lies,” Rory said, shrugging her shoulders as she took a sip of the amber liquid in her pint glass. “Oof, Hazel, this one is really sour. Lizzie, taste this.”
“You ordered a sour, Ror.” Hazel looked unimpressed, straightening a few glasses where she stood.
“What’s a worse lie than having a prom date?” Lizzie groaned, eyeing the beer being handed to her.
“Ah, sorry, I know you don’t like sours, Lizzie.” Rory tentatively sipped the beer again. “No, I mean like, you should check the keg. I think this might be straight up vinegar.”
“This is a brewery, not a winery. It wouldn’t turn into vinegar.” Hazel rolled her dark eyes.
“It’s not normal.”
“There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“Taste it, then.”
Lizzie looked between her two best friends in utter annoyance. Who should she strangle first? Rory was closer but Hazel was smaller. “Guys, can we focus on my current crisis? Who cares about the beer?”
Hazel reached across the bar and sipped the beer. She paused for a moment, then grimaced. “It’s fine. Lizzie, try it.” The twitch of Hazel’s eye made Lizzie think twice about taking her up on the offer.
“I don’t want to try something that I already don’t like and you’ve both obviously said tastes gross,” Lizzie laughed.
Rory leveled Hazel with a stare and slow-blinked. “Why don’t you drink the whole thing if it’s fine, then, Hazel?”
Hazel set her jaw. “I’m working. I can’t just be drinking.”
“I will give you both one thousand dollars to stop talking about this beer and solve my current crisis,” Lizzie pleaded.
“Find a date,” Rory said, holding out her callused palm like Lizzie was going to put a stack of bills in her hand. She had the look of being extremely pleased with herself.
Hazel turned to hide her laugh-snort as she pretended to fidget with the tap handle of the vinegar-beer. A few customers walked inside from the patio to the side of the bar and Hazel grabbed a few more drinks for them.
“You don’t date, either,” Lizzie said to Rory.
Rory smiled, turning in her bar stool so that her feet were on the bars beneath Lizzie’s feet. “Come on, it’ll be easy for you. You just haven’t tried.”
“I don’t know where to start,” Lizzie confessed. “And I’m a little nervous; I’ve been out of the game for too long. What if no one wants to be my date and it’s like Senior year of high school all over again where I’m the 9th wheel with all of my friends?”
Rory opened her mouth like she was about to say something, but Hazel interrupted, bounding back to the section of the bar where Lizzie and Rory sat. “Okay, what’d I miss in Operation: Prom-A-Rama date?”
“I was just asking Rory how I find a date? And what kind of date can really show up Calliope Jones?” Lizzie wasn’t proud of the whiny tinge in her voice, but it couldn’t be helped in such a crisis.
“Tinder? Hinge? Her? Lez Go Girls?” Rory suggested.
“Really, Tinder? Have you ever found anyone of quality on Tinder?” Hazel argued.
“Define quality,” Rory smirked.
“Is Lez Go Girls a thing?” Lizzie asked, feeling hopeful. Anything named so cleverly had to be good.
Rory pulled out her phone and swiped to open an app, setting it on the counter. The layout of Lez Go Girls was a lot like Tinder — a profile picture of smiling, attractive women stared back at her. A notification popped up — “You have seven new matches!” Rory’s cheeks colored and she quickly swiped the app closed.
“Seven matches? Share the lady wealth, Ror,” Lizzie said, reaching for the phone. She felt a tinge of jealousy that she couldn’t place — why did Rory have so many girls on the line like that when Lizzie knew for a fact that she was a commitment-phobe after her divorce?
“Only seven?” Hazel said with a wink. “I think I had thirteen last time I checked.”
“Thirteen?” Lizzie said in disbelief. She looked between her two friends. Sure, they were both total babes, and Lizzie had only ever tried dating apps for a few days at a time, realizing she wasn’t ready to dip her toe back into the dating pool as soon as she got her first creeper message.
“I think we need a bit of strategy,” Hazel said, taking a deep breath with a solemn look like she was about to discuss war plans, not a prom date.
“What if we made flyers? It could have a photo of Lizzie’s face and a headline like, ‘Prom Date Needed’ and then the rip off tabs could be Lizzie’s number,” Rory said with a grin as she took another sip of the beer, frowned, and slid it back to the edge of the bar.
“I’m not a lost cat,” Lizzie countered.
“I don’t hate this idea,” Hazel said, raising her brow with consideration. “But maybe the tagline could be ‘Date My Friend.’”
“No,” Lizzie said firmly, but she realized quickly that neither of her friends were paying her any attention.
“I mean, I like the prom date tagline. Straight to the point,” Rory said, spinning a coaster under her finger.
“You’re just jealous that my idea is better. Lizzie, what’s your type?” Hazel asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you date anyone other than dirtbags like Noah.”
Rory snorted, but didn’t say anything. She glanced sideways at Lizzie.
“I don’t know if I have a type,” Lizzie said, eyeing Rory, then looking back up to Hazel. “I have bad taste.”
Rory seemed as if she was only pretending to be very enthralled with her vinegar-beer as Hazel grinned, tapping a coaster on the counter. “I have an idea.”
Rory looked immediately nervous as she looked between Hazel and Lizzie. It was as if she was unsure what devil’s bargain was about to be made in the name of getting a prom date.
Hazel looked to Rory instead of Lizzie, like Rory was the real one she had to convince. “Okay, so you know how Lizzie always reads romance novels?”
“I can hear you,” Lizzie said.
Rory raised an eyebrow.
“Maybe there’s something there. Lizzie, what’s your romance novel type?” Hazel said, glancing back to Lizzie.
“Uh…”
“Remember that book she made us read? The one with the ‘Ice Queen’ or whatever?” Hazel asked, her eyes sparkling with what she had clearly already deemed a genius idea.
“Which one? Ice Queens are like, Lizzie’s fave,” Rory said.
“They are not,” Lizzie argued.
“What if we found her an Ice Queen, then? Someone impressive—older, successful, super hot and definitely terrifying. Someone who will make Calliope Jones look like chopped liver,” Hazel said.
“As long as it’s someone who she has obvious chemistry with. Sparks need to be flying on the dance floor so that no one even notices Calliope and Noah,” Rory countered.
“Why not a little from Column A, a little from Column B?” Hazel said.
Lizzie held her face in her hands. She was officially an experiment for her friends to play out their evil scientist ways. They really just thought that she was going to find someone to fit a romance novel trope? Her phone dinged and she glanced at the screen, noticing a Slack message. On a Saturday afternoon.
“Ten dollars says that’s Wheelers,” Hazel snorted.
“Too easy.” Rory laughed, her low voice warm and playful.
Lizzie groaned, nodding. “Of course it is.” Mara Wheelers was Lizzie’s workplace nightmare. They were in different departments at Scribbles, a company that made online crafting courses — Lizzie in Instructional Design and Mara in Production. Even though they held lateral positions, Mara always seemed to think that she was Lizzie’s supervisor. Last year, Lizzie had to get a flowchart made by HR to show Mara that she answered to many, many other people, none of which were Mara Wheelers.
The message was simply: Did you get that outline sent to Jack?
Lizzie typed out: Mara, it’s a Saturday, go fuck yourself. Then, she deleted the message and turned her phone over. She had gotten the document sent on Thursday, had even CC'd Mara on it. The problem with working for Scribbles was that every department felt like they were the most important ones handling each project. Though their end products were short courses on watercolor florals or sewing spring skirts, the behind the scenes was a brutal, stressful, and very bureaucratic mess. But Lizzie enjoyed getting to merge her two interests of teaching and crafts, so she stayed and found ways to make it tolerable.
Hazel cleared her throat to get Lizzie’s attention back from her screen. “Okay, do you trust me?”
“Not one bit,” Lizzie said, a nervous lump settling in her throat by the proposition.
Hazel didn’t seem phased by the lack of commitment. “Okay, remember a few months back when you were overseeing that shoot with that hot printmaker?”
“The shoot where you pretended to be my assistant so you could meet Paloma Mendoza?” Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Shameless. But you were very good at getting everyone coffee.”
Rory audibly groaned.
Hazel looked wistful. “I regret nothing. Anyway, we’ve stayed friends, and I think she’d be the perfect date. Let me see if she’s interested.”
Lizzie blinked, staring across the bar in disbelief. “Hazel, no.” Paloma Mendoza was stunning; but first, there was no way she’d agree to date Lizzie, and second, Lizzie would feel stupid even trying. Third, Paloma was terrifying. Lizzie had been so scared of her on set that she hadn’t even corrected Paloma when she’d gone off script, teaching a part of the course that no one had greenlighted.
Hazel held out her fingers, counting on each one as she pointed out, “Look, she’s gorgeous, she’s queer, Noah knows who she is because I remember you once saying, ‘Noah really liked her print series on auras.’ And maybe an older woman could teach you a thing or two. She’s the perfect Ice Queen to start us off with.” She winked.
Lizzie shook her head, holding up her hands in protest. “I’m not dating someone you’ve slept with.”
Hazel snorted. “We never slept together.”
“Liar,” Rory mumbled.
“We didn’t. There was really no romantic connection when it came down to it.”
“Like that’s ever stopped you before,” Rory said.
Hazel threw a bar towel at Rory’s head, just barely missing the blonde’s perfectly mussed ear-length curls.
“There’s no way she’d say yes,” Lizzie pointed out, circling back to the main point of her argument.
“Just picture Noah’s face when you walk in with Paloma Mendoza,” Hazel said, holding up her hands like a dreamscape might appear over their heads.
Lizzie looked her friend over — from her tattoo sleeves to the way she effortlessly rocked a tank top without a bra. Her chestnut brown hair slid over her shoulders in a silky, shiny curtain. It truly wasn’t fair how good looking Hazel was. Maybe that was Lizzie’s problem. Between Hazel and Rory, her friends were too attractive for her to be noticed. “If she wasn’t interested in you, the mayor of Babetown, USA, I’m not sure why you think I stand a chance.”
Hazel snorted. “Mayor of Babetown. That’s a good one. If I’m Mayor, you’re President.”
“A town can’t have a president,” Rory pointed out.
“Helpful, Ror,” Hazel chided, typing something on her phone.
Rory seemed to realize her insinuation, her eyes widening as she added quickly, “But if there was a president of a town, which there can’t be, you’d definitely be president, Lizzie. Absolutely an elected official, for sure. City Manager, maybe?”
“Very reassuring, thank you,” Lizzie said, grinning. “Excited for my city council position in Babetown.”
“Which you won in a landslide vote,” Rory added. “The competition wouldn’t show her face for weeks after. So embarrassing.”
Lizzie laughed, shaking her head.
“Do you have plans tomorrow night?” Hazel asked, not looking up from her phone.
Lizzie narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“Gonna take that as a no,” Hazel muttered, typing again.
“Haze—”
“Okay, you and Paloma are going out for dinner tomorrow at the Wolf’s Tailor. Be there at eight.”
Panic flooded Lizzie’s brain. “What? What did you do?”
“Relax, it’s going to be fine,” Hazel said.
“If you said you had no spark, what makes you think I will? And why did she even agree? Did you tell her who I was? Does she even know who I am?” Lizzie said quickly.
“Come over to my place before. We can help you get ready. Right, Rory?” Hazel said, her dark eyes shifting over to Rory.
Rory inhaled. “I’m working, but I’ll head over after.”
“Perfect. My place at five, then.” Hazel clapped with giddiness, turning to pour another round of beers for Lizzie and Rory.





CHAPTER THREE
   
L izzie sat perfectly still, trying not to focus on how close the curling iron was to her ear. The bathroom was tiny, as was the rest of Hazel’s apartment, but it had a lot of charm. Art and bright colors and eclectic furniture filled every space — the apartment was nearly as vibrant as Hazel herself.
Hazel bobbed her head along to a speaker blasting Harry Styles’ latest hit, which Lizzie made a mental note to ask Frankie, another member of the planning committee, to add to the song list for the Prom-A-Rama DJ. And on that note, she should check up on the bartending service that the venue recommended — she’d already gotten estimates, booked their service, and given a deposit, but she knew better than to not check up on things a few more times before the event.
“Uh oh, are you thinking about work?” Hazel asked.
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “No, just the prom.”
“Relax, it’s going to be fine. You have like nine thousand people on the planning committee. You don’t have to do it alone like that first year.”
“Five, for the record. And I didn’t do it alone the first year. Rory helped me.”
“I would have helped.” Hazel said, crinkling her nose as she released a curl, holding it in her hand as it cooled.
“I know. It’s not your fault you didn’t move here until two years ago.”
“I mean, it kind of is technically my fault, but I’m making up for lost time.”
Lizzie caught her friend’s eye in the mirror. “You’re wearing shorts you bought at an REI garage sale, you went hiking this morning, and you work at a brewery. I think you’ve made up for lost time.”
“It’s too bad I don’t smoke weed. I’d have a Colorado Bingo.”
“Isn’t bingo five spaces?”
“Oh, I thought being queer was the free space.”
Lizzie shrugged. “I mean, dressing like a queer woman certainly is.”
Hazel grinned, staring down at Lizzie’s curls. “I’m so glad you’re letting me play dress up. I feel like looking polished is the key to winning Paloma’s heart.”
“I mean, I remember her kind of being cold and rude,” Lizzie said. “What’s the key to defrosting her?”
“I remember her being rude but in a cool way.”
“She made our camera woman cry.” Lizzie had ended up consoling Marisa for hours after Paloma had questioned whether or not she had ever touched a camera before.
“I’m sure it was a misunderstanding,” Hazel said, grimacing.
“I don’t know, but I’m glad we’re going out to dinner. I feel like you can tell a lot about a person by how they treat servers in restaurants.”
“You’re not looking for the next canonical saint for your prom date. You just have to get along enough to make Calliope look dumb.”
“I don’t think Calliope is physically capable of looking dumb.”
“Everybody has had explosive diarrhea at least once in their lives, Liz. Remember that,” Hazel said with an extremely serious look on her face that surprised Lizzie into a fit of giggles.
“I’ll definitely pocket that bit of trivia away for later just in case, thank you.”
Hazel spent the next half hour on Lizzie’s makeup, then made her try on at least seven outfits before deciding on a slinky black silk dress that Lizzie would never in a million years pick out for herself. The fabric was cool on her skin as it folded and glided over her curves, but it showed off way more skin than she was used to. The mirror showed her ashy brown hair curled in a way she’d never styled it before — all retro waves and volume — and a dark cat eye with a nude lip.
“Whoa,” Lizzie said, staring at her reflection.
“I know, right?” Hazel said, staring over her shoulder. “You look...” Her voice trailed off as she waved a hand in the air.
“Stunning.” The voice came from the hallway behind them, slightly hoarse. When she turned, she saw Rory standing there, staring at her with her mouth slightly open in surprise.
“Do I look that weird?” Lizzie asked self-consciously. The look of confusion on Rory’s face made her want to wear a very baggy cardigan over the dress. Maybe she was trying too hard.
“She does look stunning, right?” Hazel said, clapping. “Ror, you want a drink while we sit and coach Lizzie on how to answer questions about herself?”
Rory blinked, as if she was lost in thought for a moment. “Yeah, I’ll definitely take a beer while I watch you torture our poor, poor friend.”
“Ah,” Hazel said, passing Rory a beer before handing Lizzie a glass of white wine. “Torture is best when it’s a team sport.”
“Sorry,” Rory mouthed to Lizzie, settling onto the couch and crossing her ankle over her knee in a peak-casual torturer pose. Hazel sat on the edge of a chair, her eyebrows pulled together in concentration as she stared at Lizzie. “Hazel, I’m not really the expert here.”
“That’s okay, I’m an expert enough for both of us,” Hazel said with an alarming amount of confidence.
Lizzie eyed her white wine — she wasn’t really a wine drinker, which Hazel knew. An odd choice. She sipped at the wine and felt all of the moisture leave her mouth. Good god, why was there such a dry liquid on earth?
“Okay, you’ve failed the first test.” Hazel sighed.
“There was a test?” Lizzie asked, clearing her throat and setting the glass down far, far away from her.
“Paloma is refined. She’s successful. Of course she drinks wine.” Hazel glanced between a confused-looking Rory and an even more confused Lizzie.
“And I can’t order a cocktail because?” Lizzie asked.
“Remember, we’re working with an Ice Queen here,” Hazel said simply.
Lizzie awkwardly sat on the chaise lounge part of the sectional, her dress dipping a little too low in the chest. “I don’t know what that means. Only cold beverages apply?”
Hazel rubbed between her eyes like Lizzie’s confusion was giving her a headache. Rory was looking at the ceiling, trying to hide the grin on her face. “We need you to be charming and warm and just slightly chaotic, but we also need you to match her energy. Make her feel welcome by ordering similar dishes to hers, suggesting a bottle of wine, that kind of thing.”
Lizzie laughed. “You can’t be serious.” She eyed Hazel, who was blinking back at her, then glanced over to Rory. “She can’t be serious.” Rory shrugged in her calm way.
Hazel cleared her throat. “We’re going to need my whiteboard.” She stood, sighing deeply, and walked out of the living room into her bedroom.
“She can’t be serious,” Lizzie repeated, panic rising in her chest.
“It’ll be over before you know it,” Rory said. “And then you can come hang out with us, which is way better.” She winked and handed her beer towards Lizzie. Lizzie accepted quickly, taking a large gulp. Banging came from Hazel’s bedroom, as though she was searching deep in her closet for said whiteboard.
“Babe,” Rory said, setting her hand on Lizzie’s knee in comfort. “Just be yourself.”
Lizzie was close to hyperventilation. “But I really need this to work, and what if—”
“Deep breaths. Just be yourself.”
“But—”
Hazel leapt from her bedroom holding a large whiteboard. “I found it!”





CHAPTER FOUR
   
L izzie sat in her parked car and checked her lipstick in the mirror. They’d spent the last 20 minutes coming up with a game plan of conversation starters, ways to “defrost” Paloma, and what to order on the menu. How Hazel had access to a daily rotating menu was beyond her, but Hazel was kind of magical like that. She had gotten Lizzie this date after all.
She took a deep breath, eyeing up the dark building. The entrance was around back through a fenced-in outdoor seating area — Hazel had assured her it was a much classier place than walking through a back gate suggested. She grabbed a tiny vial of perfume from her purse and sprayed it on her wrists and collarbones, coughing as the light, flowery scent took over her entire vehicle. Great, she was hotboxing herself on fragrance.
She jumped out of the car, pulling down the silky fabric over her hips and walked down the cracked pavement to the entrance. Sure enough, she stepped into an outdoor seating area with long tables and candlelight, then through a door into a room mixed with modern industrialism. The lights were low, but she could see an exposed brick wall, a long kitchen taking up one third of the dining room, and booths along large windows. It was somehow both cozy and sleek — a fantastic date spot.
A host welcomed her, then showed her to a booth where Paloma was already seated. She stood as Lizzie approached, and Lizzie noticed those dark eyes glance up and down her body. Okay, so maybe Hazel knew what she was doing in the costume department. Paloma was wearing a loose dark blazer, a silky camisole, and well-tailored dark pants.
Lizzie leaned in for a hug as Paloma put out her hand for a handshake, which ended with Paloma’s hand jabbing in Lizzie’s soft middle.
“Oh, sorry,” Lizzie said, taking a teetering step back in her heels and shaking Paloma’s hand with a firm grip. Was this a date or an interview? “Hi, I’m Lizzie,” she said, wishing she’d had a moment to wipe her sweaty palm on her dress before she’d given it to Paloma.
“I know,” Paloma said, sliding back into the booth. A moment later, a server appeared with a bottle of red wine. He uncorked it and poured a tiny amount into a wine glass, then handed it to Paloma. Lizzie watched as Paloma’s expression grew somehow even more serious as she swirled then sipped the dark liquid. She paused as if considering, and Lizzie glanced up to the server, who truly looked as though he was terrified.
“Yes,” Paloma said, not glancing back up to the server. Lizzie noticed the server let out a deep breath, then poured her a glass. He poured Lizzie a glass as well, then set the bottle down and walked away.
“I ordered for us,” Paloma said, lifting the wine glass up towards Lizzie.
Of course she minded. But what would Hazel tell her to say? “I’m glad you did.” Lizzie smiled, lifting hers up to cheers Paloma’s. Her glass clinked hard against the other, and Paloma froze, her eyes widening in an expression that told Lizzie a little cheers action was not what she was going for.
“Hmm, okay,” Paloma said, setting her glass back down without sipping it.
Lizzie took the world’s tiniest sip of the liquid, wanting to climb under the table. She glanced towards the kitchen, the flames of the grill mirroring how hot her face felt. God, she wished she had pre-gamed with something akin to melatonin gummies.
“So, tell me about yourself, Elizabeth,” Paloma said, her voice velvety smooth. Lizzie detected the tiniest hint of an accent — Hazel’s Wikipedia printout had told her that Paloma was originally from Argentina, but she’d been instructed several times that she should not mention that she’d looked at Paloma’s Wikipedia page.
“Oh, it’s just Lizzie,” Lizzie said, clearing her throat. “Um, I think we’ve met before actually. I work in Instructional Design at Scribbles and I wrote your last course on at-home lithography.”
Paloma blinked. “I write my own courses.”
“Right, I mean...” Lizzie sipped the wine. She’d written the damn course, but now was not the time to split hairs. Charming, pleasant, agreeable… “I was so excited to work with you on that.”
“Interesting,” Paloma said flatly.
“Enough about me. Tell me about your work,” Lizzie said. She could see Hazel’s whiteboard now: Ask about current projects. Seem interested!
“I don’t want to talk about work,” Paloma said, waving her hand dismissively. Her nails were perfectly manicured and short. Despite her polished appearance, those were hands that worked, that felt. Lizzie was drawn in by them despite her uneasy feelings. Maybe if she could just crack Paloma’s cold exterior with a little more charm. “Tell me something interesting.”
“Okay,” Lizzie said. “Um, did you know snails can sleep for three years?”
Paloma raised an eyebrow. “I did not.”
“Wild, right?” Lizzie said, thinking of the time she and Rory won bar trivia last summer when she randomly knew enough about snails to get the tie-breaking point. They’d celebrated like they’d won the World Series, high-fiving and hugging and running a victory lap around the Irish Snug’s weird basement bar.
“Wild.” Paloma repeated flatly, sipping her wine again just as the server brought out three plates.
“Yakitori beef skewers with tallow and scallion, steelhead trout skewers in soy, and cauliflower in an agrodolce sauce,” he said, testing how full the bottle of wine was and adding a bit to Lizzie’s cup as she inwardly groaned, watching the ruby liquid she’d managed to get down rise back up to a nearly insurmountable goal.
“You ordered us food, too?” Lizzie asked, trying to hide her anxiety at the thought. Be cool, let her be in control. That’s what Hazel had told her over and over.
“You were late,” Paloma said, reaching for the black plate with the skewers.
“I wasn’t late,” Lizzie said defensively.
“Okay, then you weren’t early.”
“Sorry, I didn’t realize you were taking attendance,” Lizzie snapped. Whoops, that outburst wasn’t on the whiteboard. The moment slowed, and she could nearly visualize the words leaving her mouth, wishing she could reach out to catch them and shove them back in.
To her complete surprise, the edge of Paloma’s mouth quirked up in amusement. She noticed Paloma’s full lips went flat and broad at her cupid’s bow, rounding into one of the sexiest smiles she’d ever seen.
“Are you one of those adults who eats like a toddler and won’t eat something new?” Paloma prodded, taking a bite of the steelhead trout.
Yes, Lizzie wanted to say. She was much more at home with a box of mac and cheese — the bunny-shaped pasta, preferably — than anything served on a flat plate in a darkly lit restaurant. Restaurants like this gave her anxiety in a ‘One Wrong Step And You’re Eating Chicken Intestines’ kind of way. “No,” she lied, badly, as she eyed the cauliflower. “I just don’t... understand what everything is.” Admitting her ignorance made her truly want to slide out of the booth, leave the restaurant, leave town, change her name, and never speak to anyone in her former life ever again.
“Beef. Fish. Vegetable,” Paloma said, pointing as though she was speaking to a child.
“Yeah, that much I got,” Lizzie said, not even trying to lay on the charm anymore. “But what’s agrodolce sauce?” She asked.
Paloma tilted her head, considering the dish. “Think Italian sweet and sour.”
“Okay,” Lizzie said, reaching to the plate with her fork. She grabbed a charred chunk of cauliflower doused in red sauce and shoved it into her mouth, realizing a beat too late that she’d taken way too large of a bite. Contrasting flavors of sweet and sour and salty played on her tongue and she paused, reflecting on whether or not she liked it. Well, and also trying to chew a gigantic piece of cauliflower without looking like an idiot.
“It’s good,” Paloma said with certainty, as if any other review was wrong.
Lizzie nodded. “It’s not bad.”
“Those are not the same thing,” Paloma said, using her fork and knife to politely cut the cauliflower chunk into a smaller bite.
The server brought out more dishes — seriously, how many menu items had Paloma ordered? Grilled fish collar, rice cakes in broth, and a pasta dish called casarecce that had a silky, creamy cheese and pepper sauce that made Lizzie want to lick the bowl.
One upside of so much food was that conversation could remain stilted, given they were mostly chewing and trying things. Lizzie could give Paloma credit for at least pausing to explain the food to her — the grilled fish collar sauce was spicy because of the sansho pepper paste, the casarecce was made in-house out of farro, which gave it an extremely al dente texture.
“Maybe you missed your calling as a chef,” Lizzie joked.
“No, I don’t think I’d like to be a chef,” Paloma said flatly.
“Oh, okay,” Lizzie said. “I mean, you’re very good at art and design, so you definitely didn’t miss your calling there.” Okay, she was back on track with the compliments, at least.
“Are you quite good at your job?” Paloma said, leveling her with a stare.
What kind of question was that? “I mean, I don’t know that I would say I’m ‘quite good’ but I like it,” Lizzie said, shifting uncomfortably in the booth.
“You’re either good at something or you’re not.”
“I’ve never been fired.”
“A strange basis of talent. I’ve been fired from plenty of jobs.”
“Yeah, I don’t think you’d cut it in customer service,” Lizzie said half-under her breath.
Paloma laughed, and the light sound almost startled Lizzie. “Fact. But I was a bartender once.”
“Were you the kind of bartender that made people feel bad for ordering a vodka cranberry?” Lizzie asked.
“Of course,” Paloma said with a hint of amusement. “But I made a mean Long Island Iced Tea.”
Lizzie grinned. “Was that before you ‘made’ it with your art?”
“You don’t ever truly ‘make it’ as an artist, Elizabeth. You simply transition from project to project, and some are fruitful, and some are phases, and some are unprofitable learning experiences.” Paloma sipped her wine like she was bestowing the world’s greatest wisdom and Lizzie should be grateful to be in her presence.
“What was your last unprofitable learning experience?”
“Oh, most of my passion projects are unprofitable. I get carried away when I feel strongly about something. To illustrate the point, I designed this series of auras that I hate now—”
Lizzie almost choked on a laugh. “Shut up, my ex-boyfriend loved that series. I think he has all nine of them.”
Paloma looked surprised, blinking slowly. “Well, your ex-boyfriend has bad taste. The colors were all wrong.”
“I find that I’m hardest on the work I feel the closest connection to,” Lizzie said with a shrug, eyeing a plate of what Paloma had explained was like the love child of whipped cream and ice cream. It looked like cat vomit, to be honest, just lumps of brown goo.
Paloma studied her in a way that made her feel extremely self-conscious and vulnerable. Lizzie thought with a glancing hope that although maybe they’d started off on the wrong foot, maybe Paloma could eventually warm to her — she’d make an impressive prom date, at least. And a hot one, at the very least.
“No,” Paloma said simply.
“No?” Lizzie repeated, worried for a moment that Paloma had become telepathic.
“No, I don’t think I’m the same way,” Paloma said dismissively.
And just like that, all hopes that Lizzie had made some headway were dashed. She glanced around, trying to catch the server to silently beg for the check to show up. Was he purposefully avoiding their table after Paloma had told him she’d specifically requested no maitakes on a certain dish, not budging when he’d said there were no substitutions? Paloma had leveled him with the kind of stare that could turn a person into stone. In the end, he’d brought out the same dish without the mushrooms, sending apologies from the chef.
“Thank you for a very interesting evening,” Paloma said, grabbing her purse.
“Oh, um, yeah,” Lizzie said, looking around in panic. Was Paloma about to leave her with the bill right now? Could she take the woman to small claims court over what she expected the bill to be after Paloma ordered a second bottle of wine and two desserts?
“It’s paid,” Paloma said, waving her hand.
“Wow, thank you,” Lizzie said, awkwardly grabbing her bag and clutching it to her chest as she slid out of the booth, adjusting her dress. They walked out of the restaurant in silence, and as Lizzie held the back gate open for Paloma, she took a deep breath and blurted, “Why did you agree to this date with me?”
Paloma gave her a bored look. “I like this restaurant.”
Lizzie nodded, feeling a bit like she’d just been picked last in dodgeball.
“And I remember you were cute,” Paloma added, giving her a tight smile. “Have a nice night, Elizabeth. Tell Hazel I said hello.”
Lizzie watched Paloma walk down the sidewalk, stunned speechless. She took a deep breath and pulled out her phone to text Hazel and Rory.
Lizzie: Absolutely not.
Hazel: What? Why?
Rory: Uh oh...
Lizzie: She was mean.
Hazel: She’s just got a strong personality. Did you even give her a chance?
Lizzie glared down at her phone, about to reply with a strongly worded rehashing of the date, when the server from inside appeared beside her, breathless.
“Oh thank god I caught you,” he said. His brow was furrowed and he clasped his hands together, looking uncomfortable. “Your date’s card on file declined.”
“What?” Lizzie said, gulping. Paloma was nowhere to be found down the block. “Uh, okay. How much was it?”
The server handed her a folded piece of paper from his apron. The total for dinner was $560, with gratuity not included. The wine alone was nearly $300. Good god. Had it been blessed and turned by Jesus himself? Lizzie tried not to let her eyes bulge as she read over the number. She clenched her jaw and dug into her purse for her wallet, handing him her credit card in defeat.
“Thank you, I’ll be right back as I run this,” the server said, walking back through the gate into the restaurant.
As she waited, she sent Hazel a payment request for $560 with a memo: “Your bad taste in women cost me this much.” Moments later, she nearly threw her phone across the street when Hazel sent back $5.60 with the memo, “Hope this at least helps cover the wine I know you didn’t drink.”





CHAPTER FIVE
   
“I  don’t think I’ve ever been more miserable on a date,” Lizzie said, her voice catching slightly as she struggled to maintain Rory’s pace. Sunday afternoon runs through Cheeseman Park had been their thing for years. They’d originally met in college, partnering up in Math for the Liberal Arts. That kind of a class was a humbling experience, and the shared embarrassment of not being able to do 10th grade Algebra II work at a college level was the kind of humiliation that really brought people together.
The park was crowded with groups sitting on picnic blankets as it always was in early summer — the kind of get-outside-as-soon-as-it’s-remotely-nice Colorado energy as strong as ever. People played volleyball, spikeball, that dumb game where you put your forehead on a baseball bat and spun in a circle before having to hit a ball... The best part was the dogs. So many good dogs just lying in the grass, chasing frisbees, stealing snacks.
“Why didn’t you just leave?” Rory asked.
“I wanted to give it the ol’ college try,” Lizzie admitted. “And some part of me wanted Paloma to like me even though I didn’t like her.”
“And you’re sure that she wouldn’t have maybe warmed a bit after more time together?”
“She dined and dashed, my dude. Dined and dashed. She left me with the kind of bill that I will be cursing for the rest of my life,” Lizzie said, dodging a pack of stroller moms walking four people across on the path like absolute heathens.
“I don’t think Hazel would have set you up with someone she thought was actually a bad person, though,” Rory said.
“Hazel has bad taste in partners for herself, so why not for other people?” Lizzie said with a grin. “Remember Matthew?”
“Was that the guy who golfed every weekend?”
“No, he was the guy who bred special fish in his basement.”
“Ah, the fish guy. You know, it’s like she only has bad taste in men. The women she dates are usually pretty cool.”
“Name one cool woman Hazel has dated.”
“You,” Rory said with a laugh.
Lizzie laughed. “We did not date.”
“That’s not what the bathroom of X Bar told me.”
“You talk to bathrooms often?” Lizzie asked and Rory snorted in retort. “Hey, let’s take a water break once we get to that next tree.”
Rory nodded, steering them beneath the shade of the next tree along the path. “I believe you and Hazel also had a moment at... Charlie’s, if I remember correctly.”
“‘Twas Blush and Blu, thank you. And how else were we going to know she was going to be a good friend than have a hot initiation makeout? This is the queer way.” Lizzie rolled her eyes, collapsing into the grass at the base of the tree. She dug the water bottle out of her fanny pack and took a long swig of the lukewarm liquid, warmed to a slightly gross degree by the already hot midday sun.
“I just think our dating pool is too small to not... you know,” Rory started, trailing off.
Lizzie paused, something in Rory’s sentiment making her stomach flip in the oddest way. She glanced at Rory out of the side of her vision, watching as she lifted her shirt to wipe her face. Rory’s muscled abdomen was gleaming with sweat, droplets of liquid slipping down her chest into her sports bra.
Rory paused, blinking at Lizzie. “What?” She asked, glancing down at herself like she was trying to find the source of Lizzie’s stare.
“I thought I saw a bug,” Lizzie said. “But I think it was just a piece of grass.” She cleared her throat, pausing to chug more water. Wow, she was seriously delirious and desperate and needed to find a date. She’d known Rory for over a decade and had seen her in various states of undress while getting ready or drunkenly sharing a bathroom stall when the line was too long or staying in for the night and stealing a pair of her sweatpants. “To not what?”
“What?”
“The dating pool is too small to not what?” Lizzie repeated Rory’s cut off thought from moments ago.
Rory paused, shrugging. “I don’t remember what I was going to say.” She blinked, reaching to retie her shoes.
“It’s really humid today,” Lizzie said, changing the subject as she sensed a slightly awkward tension in the air between them.
Rory looked up. “I doubt we’ll get lucky enough for rain.”
“Climate change sucks,” Lizzie said, lying back in the grass to fully recover. Despite her weekly runs with Rory, she tried her best to avoid cardio. Somehow the companionship of being able to challenge herself alongside Rory made the runs tolerable, and it was a nice way to spend an hour outside.
“How’s the prom planning going?” Rory asked, reaching to steal a sip from Lizzie’s water bottle. She always forgot her own.
Lizzie shrugged. “It’s going. It’s really weird to be seeing Noah all the time, though.”
Rory nodded. She’d been there through every part of the relationship and every part of the breakup. She’d supported Lizzie through the darkest moments of that dark grief of a long relationship ending. “Yeah, I bet. Is he still taking it over like it’s his job?”
Lizzie raised her eyebrows quickly in annoyance. “He sure is.”
Rory made a snorting sound. “Classic male behavior.”
Lizzie chewed on her lower lip. “Do you think it’s kind of fucked up that I’m really hung up on besting his date? Does this mean I’m not really over him?”
Rory leaned her elbows on her knees, her hands falling down to touch the tops of the long grass. “Not necessarily. I think it’s one thing to be hung up on wanting to be back with someone and another thing to want to win the breakup.”
“I do absolutely want to win the breakup. Even after all this time,” Lizzie admitted.
“I know, bud.” Rory’s tone was calm and reassuring. “So, you think you’re going to still try to find a date for it, then?”
“Yeah, of course. Paloma might have been impressive but I bet I can find someone better who I might actually enjoy spending exactly one evening with.” Lizzie’s phone dinged and she pulled it out of her bag to see a Slack message from Mara Wheeler.
“Your work bestie at it again?” Rory asked knowingly.
“You know it.”
“Let me guess. A scarf knitting class emergency.”
Lizzie grinned. “Basically. She wants to get together for coffee tomorrow afternoon to discuss our next steps for pitching this paper curling thing.”
Rory raised her eyebrows. “Your job is really weird.”
Lizzie’s phone dinged again. It was Hazel, looking for them. She dropped a pin of their location and ended her workout on her watch. Now that Hazel was joining, their run was as good as over. The closest Hazel ever got to joining them on runs was meeting them for a drink or bite after, if only to tell them both how gross they looked all sweaty.
“I’ll have you know that paper curling is all the rage in the scrapbooking community right now,” Lizzie taunted as she typed a message back to Mara.
“Oh, is it? I’m embarrassed that I clearly didn’t know that,” Rory said, her eyes twinkling with good humor. She raised an eyebrow, looking at Lizzie’s phone, then back up to Lizzie. Lizzie could basically see the wheels in her friend’s brain turning. Some kind of plot was being put into motion in there, which made Lizzie nervous. Hazel was the plotter. Rory was the chill supportive friend, not the one who got her into trouble.
Hazel showed up shortly after, tossing her bike into the grass beside them and unhooking her helmet. “How was your gal pal gallop?”
Rory laughed. “Gal pal gallop?”
“Yeah, would you rather I call it your sisterwives sweat sesh?” Hazel asked, finger combing her helmet hair.
“You want Mara’s job? You’re much better at clever taglines than her,” Lizzie groaned, typing back in Slack about the status of an unfinished course module.
“I’m honored, but I think I’d miss the beer,” Hazel said matter-of-factly.
“I think I’d miss Hazel’s beer hookup, too,” Rory said.
“Fair point. Friends in high places and all that,” Lizzie said.
Rory glanced sideways at Hazel, who met her look with a quizzical one in return. Lizzie watched in concern as they seemed to communicate in a series of facial expressions and head nods.
Hazel cleared her throat. “Liz...” She said sweetly, drawing out the vowel sound.
“I don’t like your tone,” Lizzie warned.
“Rory and I had an idea,” she started.
“An idea?” Lizzie said, looking between them.
“And maybe we’re way off base here, but we figured since your ice queen fantasy didn’t work out...” Hazel continued.
Lizzie blinked. “Whose ice queen fantasy? Because I seem to remember you living vicariously through that setup, Hazel.”
“Paloma was an unknown. Maybe your perfect prom date is someone you know extremely well, in fact,” Hazel started.
“Who do you talk to every day besides the two of us?” Rory asked plainly.
“My mom?” Lizzie said, not following.
Rory looked pointedly down at her phone.
“My... therapist?” Lizzie guessed.
Hazel sighed. “What if you and Mara went on a little trial run date?”
“Come on, we know she’s at least somewhat queer,” Rory said.
“How do we know this?” Lizzie asked.
Rory glanced sideways at Hazel, who shrugged. “Remember that company picnic last summer?”
“No,” Lizzie gasped, blinking as she stared at Hazel in disbelief. “Hazel. No.”
Hazel gave her a pointed look. “Let those living in glass houses cast the first stone.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Lizzie asked.
Rory sighed, looking like she was trying to convince herself into saying what was on her mind. “Remember when Mara started a couple of years ago and you thought she was attractive and cool and wouldn’t stop talking about her?”
That did ring a bell, now that Rory had mentioned it. Lizzie remembered Mara’s first few weeks, how she was charming and driven and had collaborated with Lizzie on a few early projects. “Yeah, but then she went full Mara and showed her true colors. Besides, isn’t this Paloma 2.0 if I try to date someone I don’t even like?”
“I think maybe you could give it more of a trial run than the Paloma date,” Hazel said.
“Maybe you could consider it during your coffee tomorrow,” Rory said.
“Aren’t workplace romances inappropriate?” Lizzie said. “Would either of you date someone you work with?”
Rory laughed, shaking her head as she said, “I don’t think men in UPS uniforms do it for me.”
“But the women...” Hazel said with a grin. “Something about those little brown shorts.”
Lizzie laughed despite herself.
“It’s just food for thought,” Rory said.
“A little enemies to lovers action,” Hazel said with a shimmy. A shimmy. A full shoulder wiggle. “Isn’t that one of your other favorite romance things?”
Lizzie laughed again, her resolve softening at the peer pressure. God, why were her friends so supportive and convincing of terrible ideas? She hated that Hazel could make any plan hold water, and Rory just had to give her a supportive smile to make every stubborn feeling she had melt. “I make no promises.”
Hazel grinned, tilting her head as her hair fell down over one freckled shoulder. She was truly the only person in this city who could ride her bike wearing a sundress and make it look effortless. “I just want you to go into the meeting with an open mind. I know you usually bring switchblades like you’re the Sharks versus Jets to your meetings with Mara, but maybe you could entertain the thought of being extremely accommodating. Just this once. Just see what it does for your working-relationship and also your relationship-relationship.”
“There will be no relationship-relationship,” Lizzie asserted.
Hazel stared dreamily off into the distance. “I mean, if all goes well, maybe you’ll get to know this fun thing she can do with her tongue—”
Lizzie covered her ears. “Do not tell me.”
Rory tilted her head. “Okay, consider my interest piqued, though.”
Lizzie hummed loudly as Hazel explained something elaborately with her hands and Rory’s eyes widened.
“Oh, I mean, in that case, maybe I should be asking Mara out,” Rory said, winking at Lizzie.
“On that note, I am going to go home and will never speak to either of you ever again,” Lizzie said, standing.
Hazel and Rory dramatically reached for her legs. “No, let’s go get tacos.”
Lizzie crossed her arms. “I only want tacos if I can complain a little more about my date with Paloma.”
Hazel nodded. “I want to hear everything. Again. For the seventh time since you Facetimed us literally from your car before you drove home from the restaurant.”
Rory groaned. “Sounds really fun.”
Hazel stood, looping her arm through Lizzie’s. “You’re very sweaty and it’s gross, but tell me again how you strayed from the whiteboard plan and it all went wrong.”
Rory appeared on her other side. “Did she adequately compliment your dress?”
“Zero compliments,” Lizzie said with a dramatic sigh.
Rory shook her head. “You deserved one million hours of compliments on that dress.” Her tone of sincerity threw Lizzie off for a beat.
Lizzie looked up at her friend, the sun creating a halo in her tousled blonde curls. Rory’s eyes shone vivid green with flecks of gold in the early afternoon light. “Thanks,” she said quietly, feeling a bit shy about the compliment for some silly reason.
Rory smiled, looking down at the ground as they walked on, Hazel talking to almost no one in particular about her negative thoughts on skewered meats as a social meal.





CHAPTER SIX
   
T here was no way in hell she’d ever go on a date with Mara Wheeler. Although Lizzie had shown up to coffee with an open mind, Mara had shown up on a warpath. She’d immediately dropped a stack of notebooks with a clang onto the small metal bistro table outside of the coffee shop around the corner from their office where she’d requested to have a casual meeting with Lizzie.
“What’s this?” Lizzie asked calmly and definitely without envisioning flipping the table in response. She tried to look over Mara, whose short blunt bob was perfectly styled and as razor sharp as her piercing blue eyes. She was the kind of attractive that felt daunting to be around in the beginning, but now made Lizzie even more wary of her. She knew just how charming Mara could be to get her way, especially because people were often nicer and more accommodating to attractive women. Mara wore embroidered loafers and a pencil skirt, whereas Lizzie was wearing black jeans and a loose band t-shirt under a blazer. She’d been inspired to dig in her closet for the blazer after her date with Paloma. Maybe that had been the one positive of their dinner together?
“All of the notes you have to catch up on for this course,” Mara said like it was obvious.
Lizzie glanced down at the stack of notebooks for the upcoming course. “Notes?”
“We’ve had four meetings with the instructors.”
“Meetings I’ve been in,” Lizzie reminded her, sipping her iced coffee. Accommodating, she pictured a tiny Hazel on her shoulder saying. “I think we’re definitely on the same page here if you’d like to discuss next steps.” See? She could do nice. She could do accommodating.
“And where are your notes?” Mara asked.
Lizzie pitched her voice to a sweet, casual tone as she opened up Mara’s top notebook. On my laptop like a normal person who doesn’t want the environment to suffer just because she can’t resist recording every single detail. “I’m better at typing notes,” she said.
Mara snorted. “Did you know studies show that handwritten notes increase comprehension? You should try it. It might make those final edit meetings go better.”
“Sure,” Lizzie said off-handedly, sipping her coffee as she tried to read Mara’s scribbly handwriting. Although she wanted to know what kind of course she took for Serial Killer Calligraphy, she instead tried Hazel’s suggestion of complimenting her. “You have really nice handwriting.”
Mara blinked, looking obviously taken aback. “Really?”
Lizzie nodded, unsure how to proceed in this new light of being nice to someone who obviously did not deserve it. “Do you do calligraphy as a hobby?” God, it pained her to be interested in Mara’s personal life. It reminded her a lot of the urge to touch the cactus she had planted at her desk — she knew the spines were sharp, she knew it would hurt, and they weren’t even particularly attractive to her, but she always found herself wanting to test them anyway.
“Can you please just focus on the content?” Mara said with impatience.
“Yeah, of course,” Lizzie said. Okay, so there were a few roadblocks on the map to finding common ground with Mara. But maybe not all was lost. “What’s your coffee order? I can go grab you something.”
“I don’t drink coffee.”
“But you wanted to meet at this coffee shop,” Lizzie clarified.
“Yeah, because I know you like coffee.”
Lizzie smiled. Ah, maybe this was her way of finding the real human behind Mara’s robotic ways. “How do you know I like coffee?”
“You often have coffee breath,” Mara stated, flipping through one of her notebooks.
Lizzie’s mouth snapped shut and she resisted the intense urge to hold up her hand to try to smell her own breath. How many cups of coffee had she had already today? Two at home, one before the kickoff meeting, and then one during... And now the latte that sat on the bistro table in front of her. Should she start carrying gum? Was this a thing she should be more aware of?
A text from Rory lit up her phone screen and she stole a glance at it while Mara continued her search for something — that was why she took notes on her laptop. Control plus F and zero pages to flip through manually, scanning serial killer scrawl.
Rory: How’s it going?
Lizzie shot a quick text back, asking Rory if she had coffee breath, keeping one eye on her phone and the other on Mara. She felt a bit like she was texting in class and Mara would take a ruler to her knuckles.
That mental image sparked a suggestive thought, then another, and another, and soon she was staring at Mara, picturing her with a flogger in her hands. The idea was strangely appealing...
Rory’s text back disrupted her inappropriate train of thought. “If you do, I do. Like garlic. Better if everyone is just in it together.”
She smiled to herself as another text appeared. “I personally don’t trust people *without* coffee breath.” Her smile grew and Mara cleared her throat.
“Are you texting your boyfriend or something right now?” Mara asked.
Lizzie rolled her eyes. “Yep. You know me. Can’t get enough of him.”
Mara, despite the skeptical look on her face, asked, “What’s his name?”
A packet of Stevia caught her eye. “Steve—Steven.” It was the first male name she could think of, given the inspiration. Steven? Really, Lizzie? She looked down at her latte. “Steven Cup.”
Mara grinned, the look slightly wolfish on her face. “Steven Cup.”
“Yep.”
“He sounds nice.”
Lizzie’s brow furrowed stared across the table at Mara and couldn’t tell if Mara was messing with her — she knew Lizzie was queer, right? Or was Mara just exceptionally straight, despite her dalliance with Hazel at the company picnic? “Do you have a boyfriend?” She asked finally.
Mara shook her head. “No.”
Lizzie had had root canals go more smoothly than getting to know Mara on a personal level. “Cool. You know, I kind of thought maybe you had a thing for my friend Hazel?”
Mara tilted her head, her expression revealing nothing. “No.”
“You know I’m a big ol’ lesbian, right?” Lizzie asked finally after an uncomfortable amount of awkward silence had passed.
Mara shrugged. “Okay.”
“And I thought maybe you were... of a similar persuasion?” Lizzie asked.
“Alas, I unfortunately find myself more inclined towards the Steven Cups of the world,” Mara said. “But also, asking about my sexual preferences is against several codes of conduct.”
Wow, Mara seemed like she was a lot of fun at parties. “Sure, sorry.” Lizzie swirled the ice in her coffee, trying not to roll her eyes.
“So, I really wanted to call this meeting to bring up my main concern with this project,” Mara said finally, taking a deep breath and straightening her posture.
“Which is?” Lizzie asked, sipping her coffee.
“I don’t believe you’re very good at your job,” Mara said flatly, her hands folded.
Lizzie choked on her coffee, then leveled Mara with a glare across the table. “Luckily, I don’t care what you think about my performance, because you have nothing to do with supervising it.”
Mara’s lips straightened into a thin line. “Well, if I were you, I’d spend less time organizing little parties with my friends and more time focusing on my actual job.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lizzie asked.
Mara looked intensely innocent. “I just mean that every time I walk by your desk, you’re on Pinterest or Amazon, creating mood boards or buying party supplies.”
“Are you threatening me?” Lizzie asked, her voice raising in pitch to an embarrassingly squeaky tone of disbelief.
“No, you just keep your screen really obviously angled toward the hallway,” Mara said.
“It’s an open concept office. Where am I supposed to point my screen?” Lizzie asked, exasperated.
“Maybe just focus more on your job, and no one has to know how you spend your work days,” Mara said.
All dominatrix dreams dissolved in Lizzie’s mind as she stood up. Although she had a momentary daydream of flipping the table and making Mara’s stupid notebooks fly everywhere while telling her to go fuck herself, she instead clenched her teeth and gritted out, “Thank you for the meeting. It was very enlightening.”
“It was, wasn’t it?” Mara said, her eyes flashing.
Back inside, Lizzie texted Hazel and Rory in a group chat.
Lizzie: I want to kill her, not kiss her.
Hazel: Can’t it be both?
Rory: Generally I like to keep those interests very separate.
Hazel: Sparks! Fire! Chemistry!
Lizzie: Fire! Arson! Murder!
Rory: Call me if you need an alibi, babe?
Hazel: Everyone knows you don’t discuss alibis in texts. Ever heard of a subpoenaed group chat, my dudes?





CHAPTER SEVEN
   
R ory glued another balloon into place on the large marquee sign that would be one of the many photo opportunities for the prom. This one, in particular, was four foot high letter outlines spelling out the word “PRIDE” filled in with a rainbow pattern of balloons. The garage of her townhome faced the alley, and where they sat was stiflingly hot, even for mid-June. Two cans of sweating seltzer water sat between them as Lizzie used a small hand pump to blow up the balloons for the letter filler. Last year she’d waited until the night before the prom to make a balloon letter sign, and the balloons had stayed inflated for weeks after, so this year, she was getting a head start.
“Do you think I’m bad at my job?” Lizzie asked.
“Impossible,” Rory said, not even looking up from the deep concentration she was using to repair the curved top outline of the R.
“Mara wasn’t even remotely nice. She didn’t even have one nice moment,” Lizzie said.
Rory nodded, still concentrating on her task.
“I just don’t understand dating someone you don’t even like,” Lizzie continued.
“You don’t date someone you don’t like,” Rory said. “You can have sex with someone you don’t like, but it’s never going to work out. That’s how you end up divorced.”
Lizzie cringed, knowing Rory was speaking from personal experience. “Among other reasons,” she offered lightly.
“Well, yeah, the dislike of one another was just a part,” Rory said.
“Well, and the… other stuff,” Lizzie said, unable to bring herself to mention Rory’s ex-wife’s affair. They’d discussed Rory’s divorce at length for years — Lizzie had been by her side for all of it, had helped her friend move out, through all of the legal drama, and had been there to celebrate the day it was official in the eyes of the law. She’d made a cake for the occasion.
“That wasn’t even the worst part,” Rory said quietly, still not looking up. “I kind of expected that, to be honest.”
Lizzie paused, glancing over to her friend. Rory had never said something like that before, not in the three years since her divorce. “What do you mean?” She asked as gently as possible.
Rory shook her head. “Nothing.” She wiped at her sweaty hairline with her forearm, her hair spiking in all different directions.
Knowing better than to press Rory when she didn’t want to say something, Lizzie nodded. “Okay. Well, I’m here when you do mean something by that.”
“I think she did it out of jealousy,” Rory said, blinking, then glancing up to Lizzie.
“Kelly cheated because she was jealous? Of?” Lizzie clarified.
Rory tipped her chin toward Lizzie. “You.”
The air in the garage seemed to disappear and Lizzie was left fumbling to keep her reaction in check — she knew her expression of surprise certainly gave away her true feelings. Why hadn’t Rory ever brought this up before?
“Sorry, I know that’s a weird thing to admit,” Rory said, waving her hand dismissively in the air.
“It’s not weird, it’s just...” Lizzie very slowly tied a knot in the bottom of the balloon. “Why was she jealous of me?”
Rory’s eyes narrowed in a slightly pained expression, like she was working up the courage to say something. Then, as if thinking better of it, she shook her head and cleared her throat. “Just our friendship.”
Lizzie watched her friend, the way she ran a hand through her hair, the way she was sitting on a hot cement floor in order to glue dumb balloons into a dumb sign, and her heart swelled with love and gratitude. “Well, I wouldn’t trade our friendship for the world. Partners come and go, but I’m your ride or die.”
The edge of Rory’s mouth quirked up and she glanced sidelong as Lizzie, adding, “Right back at you.”
Lizzie stared down at the balloon in her hand, twisting the bottom into a knot as it squeaked in the silence. Rory had her back turned to her, and Lizzie mulled over the idea of Rory’s ex-wife’s jealousy having something to do with her. Rory had been there for her when she was going through her breakup with Noah, but honestly, Rory’s breakup had been much different. Rory never seemed to openly grieve what was lost. She was a far more stoic and less emotional person than Lizzie, sure, but she just seemed... glad when it was over. Happy. Lighter. To the point that Lizzie often questioned why she’d chosen to marry Kelly in the first place, or if she’d ever date again. Rory was the queen of being content in her single life.
And still, the idea that she had something to do with their marriage not working out twisted inside of her like a knife. “Ror... I’m sorry if I had anything to do with...” The phrase seemed hollow as she said it. “I’m sorry there was...” She pressed her lips tightly together, trying to find the right words. She reached out and put a hand on Rory’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for not realizing that I was causing a problem, truly.”
Rory’s brow furrowed and she tilted her head down towards the painted cardboard in her hands. Oh, Lizzie had really struck a nerve. Maybe Rory was more upset about it than she was letting on before.
“And if there was a way to go back and fix the problem I caused, I would,” Lizzie added.
Rory shook her head, her pained expression only growing.
“Do you want to talk—”
“Nope” Rory turned, her eyes downcast.
Lizzie paused, her mouth hanging slack as her insides twisted in anticipation and nervousness and surprise and something right between horror and excitement. “Okay,” she said, watching her friend warily, fidgeting with the balloon in her hand.
Rory’s eyes scanned her face, searching. And then, almost as quickly as they’d become vulnerable, they hardened. The change was barely perceptible, but Lizzie knew Rory so well that she could spot that from a mile away. “I think she just didn’t have any friendships as close as ours, especially back when Kelly and I first met.”
Lizzie couldn’t put her finger on why she felt a pang of disappointment at that. “Oh, ancient history,” she joked with maybe a little bit too much force to be completely convincing.
“Yeah,” Rory said, biting her bottom lip.
Lizzie had the strange sense that she’d better sprint away from this topic as soon as possible. “That was like seven versions of us ago. We were only iPhone 2s back then.” She shrugged, focusing back on the growing pile of balloons around her crossed legs.
“So many bugs in that version.”
“And the battery life? Embarrassing.” Lizzie reorganized the pile of balloons, desperate to do something with her hands.
“Remember how you wore those pink hi-top converse every day?” Rory rested her elbows on her bent knees.
Lizzie grinned at the memory. That had been nearly a decade before. “They were not what I would call weather-appropriate but they were so cute. And you went through that phase of only listening to 80s music.”
“All the best songs are from the 80s.”
“Simply untrue,” Lizzie giggled, feeling lighter despite the tension still lingering in the room. “God, I’m so glad we’ve changed since that math class. I’m so glad I’ve changed.”
“You haven’t,” Rory said, tilting her head. “Not really.”
“If this is going to be a battery life joke about how I prefer to go to bed at 9, you can—”
“And you don’t have to change to get someone to date you.”
Lizzie paused, unable to piece out whether or not this was coming from a place of pity or sincerity. She eyed Rory, trying to read her expression.
“Stop going on dates with people you don’t like,” Rory said, pushing her hair out of her face. It stuck up adorably in the wrong direction.
“But—”
“And stop trying to be some version of what you think those people might like.”
Lizzie watched Rory’s face, the earnestness apparent in the way her eyes searched Lizzie’s.
“You deserve someone who is honored to be with you. Who doesn’t expect you to act a certain way, but delights in the multitudes of you.”
Lizzie grew awkward with Rory’s compliments and she wiped her sweaty palms on her workout shorts. “You’re just saying that because you have to.”
Rory took Lizzie’s hand in hers, squeezing. “I’m saying this because I know you, and I love you.”
How many times had they said that to one another? Billions. Phone calls, leaving one another after a dinner out, after watching movies until the early hours of the morning, after a long day when one simply ordered pizza to be delivered to the other’s house.
And yet, something in the way Rory was saying it now... It was a declaration before, a statement, but now it felt dangerously like a confession. It was her tone, the way her eyebrows crinkled, the way her eyes watched Lizzie’s face as if daring her to realize...
What if she was wrong? What if she was misreading the situation? Rory was her friend, and if she were to presume something more was going on, she would be risking their friendship.
Her heart pounded against her ribs as they stared at one another in silence, and then, as if in answer to a question, Rory’s eyes flicked down to her mouth.
The doorbell rang from somewhere inside, breaking the spell, and she was on her feet before she even realized she was moving. “Uh, I’ll be right back,” she said, knowing she was a coward for feeling grateful that the moment had been broken. Before she had talked herself into doing something that would ruin their friendship, either by assuming Rory felt the same way if she didn’t, or by giving into a temptation that they might not ever be able to recover from.
Noah stood on the front porch step holding a large box, adding to the varying surprises of the afternoon.
“What are you doing here?” Lizzie asked a little too forcefully.
“Hey. Um, I wanted to drop off these supplies because you said you have storage space in your garage,” he said.
“You could have texted me,” Lizzie said.
“Are you busy?” He asked, glancing past her into her townhome.
“No,” she said, hearing footsteps behind her and knowing Rory was coming to check that a murderer wasn’t at the door.
Noah glanced over her shoulder, his smile widening. “Hi Rory.”
Rory lifted a hand awkwardly in a wave, pasting a tight smile onto her face. “Hey, man.”
“We were just putting together the marquee letters,” Lizzie said, feeling a bit awkward with Noah still on her doorstep.
“Oh, cool. Do you need any help?” He asked, looking between Lizzie and Rory.
“No, I think we’re okay,” Lizzie said, desperately not wanting Noah to be hanging out with her and Rory. Things were tense enough — and if she was lucky, she could hopefully continue the conversation she was just having with Rory to clear some things up.
“Actually, I have to head out, so maybe you could take my place,” Rory said. “How are your glue skills?”
“Ready as ever,” Noah said, holding up his hands.
Lizzie’s brow crinkled in surprise as she looked up to Rory. “You have to go?”
“Yeah, I promised Hazel I’d help her lift some heavy bags down at the brewery before her shift is over. I’ll see you later, alligator.” Rory smiled, grabbing a backpack from the hook on the hallway wall, slinging it over her shoulder as Lizzie mumbled a goodbye. She walked out past Noah, who was watching the two of them with interest. As soon as Rory stepped off the porch, Noah stepped onto the doorstep. Lizzie watched Rory go, something clenching in her chest.
“So weird to be back,” Noah said, glancing around the front hallway.
He looked out of place here — a year ago, this had been his home, too. The home they’d shared. She had spent the entire year painting every surface, changing hardware and door knobs and art and room layouts — desperately wanting to erase the life they’d built there. She owned the townhouse when they met, but Noah had a way of making himself right at home. Except now. He loitered near the living room archway, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Are you working out in the garage?”
Lizzie nodded, walking past him to lead the way. She was going to strangle Rory for leaving her alone with Noah like that. She’d never felt so much like someone had thrown her under the bus. Out of anyone, shouldn’t Rory know that this wasn’t where she wanted to be?
She opened the garage door to find the letters and balloons in the same two piles where she and Rory had just been sitting. Even the air still felt tense, or maybe that was just because Noah was now kneeling on a piece of cardboard, inspecting their work.
“These look great,” he said.
Lizzie knelt next to him. “Don’t sound so surprised.”
Noah laughed casually, elbowing her. “I never doubted you. You always were so crafty.”
The compliment felt condescending coming from him, but she nodded nonetheless. “Alright, you’re on balloon-tying duty. Blow them up about this size,” she said, holding up a balloon that was done, “and then tie them and put them in the corresponding color pile.”
“Aye, aye, captain,” he said, reaching for the pile of balloons.
Lizzie got to work and the two sat in silence for awhile, Noah focusing on his job and Lizzie on hers. It wasn’t as fun as with Rory, who she could joke with, but Noah worked quickly, and she was surprisingly glad for the company. It helped her to clear her mind of the awkwardness with Rory and instead consider all of the awkwardness with Noah. He’d built the storage racks on the garage wall, she’d taught him how to change the oil in his car, watched him work on his bike for hours at a time, perfecting the angle of his brakes or rewrapping the grip tape on his handlebars.
“I’m going to go to the bathroom. I’m assuming it’s still in the same place?” Noah asked, standing and brushing off his shorts.
“The plumbing was a pain to reroute, so yeah, the powder room is still down here,” she said, shifting to give her knees a break and sit down fully instead.
“You want another seltzer or anything while I’m inside?” He asked.
Lizzie shook the can in her hand to judge if it was empty, noticing how warm the aluminum can had become. “No, thanks.”
He disappeared into the house, and Lizzie pulled her phone out of her pocket. She shot off a quick text to Rory asking if she was free for a chat that evening, mostly to discuss the appropriate penance for making Noah help her with the letters.
Rory: Sorry, looks like I’ll be helping Hazel for awhile. Tomorrow?
Lizzie frowned, texting Hazel instead.
Lizzie: Stop hogging our helpful friend.
Hazel: ???
Lizzie: Isn’t Rory helping you schlep stuff around the brewery?
Hazel: No? Should she be? Is this an option?
Lizzie pulled up Rory’s location info, thinking that perhaps it was still on from one of the times they had turned it on for the other while picking up some Craigslist furniture find or going for a hike alone. Alas, nothing. She glanced around her garage, realizing Noah had been gone for awhile. She imagined him rifling through her cupboards, scoping out where she now put the coffee mugs, and stood, walking back into the house. “Noah?” She called out.
She found him in the kitchen, brushing his hand over a chip in the granite countertop. “Hey, get lost?” She asked warily.
“Sorry, just remembering when I dropped that pot and chipped this spot,” he said.
“I can’t remember if I was more mad about the chip or the mac and cheese falling all over the floor,” Lizzie joked, still eyeing him. A little voice screamed in her mind that she should be careful about reminiscing with him.
“I’m sorry,” he said, his fingers still brushing the countertop.
“For the mac and cheese? Or the chip?” Lizzie asked, trying desperately to not have a serious conversation with Noah in her kitchen.
He shrugged. “Anyway, I feel like I should head out soon. Do you want me to come over next weekend to finish up the letters?”
Lizzie shook her head. “Nah, I’ll get them done, but thank you for offering.” Mostly she just didn’t want him coming over to be a habit. This was her house now, and she’d worked so hard for it to become a sanctuary for herself after he’d left. Seeing him there again felt like pulling at the seams of an old wound.
He left shortly after, glancing back over his shoulder at the entryway to wave at her again; his bright smile beaming like he was leaving for work and would be home again that evening. Her chest ached at the thought, but she shut the door and leaned against it as she clicked the deadbolt into place.
Why had Rory run off? And why would she lie about where she was going? Lizzie pulled her phone back out of her pocket and gave her a call, going straight to voicemail. Hmm. She sighed, walking back into her kitchen and opening up her kitchen to find a beer to take the edge off. She found an easy amber ale and walked into the living room, sitting on the couch.
Her home hadn’t felt so empty in a long time, and she didn’t know whether that was because of Noah or Rory’s absence. And that, more than anything, scared her. She’d worked for so long to be comfortable here, to be comfortable alone.
Maybe this dating scheme was a bad idea. Maybe she wasn’t ready, after all.
She flipped through streaming movies, settling on a random Golden Girls episode, and opened her phone to delete all of the dating apps. A notification announcing a new post from Calliope Jones popped up and she opened Instagram, looking at a posed photo in front of a gigantic plate of sushi. Why did she have her notifications set to show that? She opened the settings and clicked the alerts to off.
Still, the idea of Noah bringing Calliope to Prom-A-Rama felt like a punch to the gut.
She flipped her phone over on the couch beside her. That was for future Lizzie to worry about. Nope. She would not think about that right now. Instead, she took a large gulp of her drink and sank back into her couch cushions, feeling comforted by the laugh track and Bea Arthur’s perfect frowns.





CHAPTER EIGHT
   
L izzie sat at work, staring at her computer screen. The blank cursor of her Word doc stared back at her as she rubbed her face in her palms. She couldn’t stop thinking about Noah in her kitchen; she tossed and turned all night, not being able to get the image of him out of her head. It felt like a dream, something so familiar yet wrong somehow, like when she dreamt of her childhood home but the rooms were in the wrong order.
There had been a tenderness there in his eyes as he stood in a place he’d stood thousands of times, cooking or laughing or badly pouring a beer with way too much foam.
And yet, as she pictured him there in her home, she couldn’t help but think of Rory. Rory concentrating on perfecting her balloon gluing skills, telling her not to change, telling her about Kelly... What a whirlwind.
She glanced at the clock in the top right hand corner of her screen — 10:20am. Great start to the day. She opened up her messages app and shot off a text to Hazel, asking if she could meet for coffee, then put a hold on her calendar for an appointment. After Hazel confirmed, she quickly closed down her computer and spun around to leave, startling as she saw that Mara was standing immediately behind her.
She gasped, holding a hand to her chest as she regained her breath. “Whoa, you need something?”
“When do you think you’ll have that final checklist sent over?” Mara asked, her voice pitching just slightly louder so that it carried through the open office.
Lizzie resisted the urge to roll her eyes, and instead smiled widely. What was the main thing that changed workplace enemies to lovers? Common ground. Well, if she couldn’t be Mara’s lover — didn’t want to be, thank you very much — she could at least find some kind of path forward that didn’t involve the enemies part. It would at least make her job a hell of a lot easier to not be constantly battling Mara. “End of day, just like the project board says,” she said. “Unless you want to have a meeting this afternoon to finish it up together?”
Mara paused, studying her as if it was a trick question. “Why? You don’t think you can finish it on your own?”
Lizzie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from snapping back. “No, I just value your opinion, and we both clearly want this course to succeed, so I thought your insight might help that along.” Did it pain her to say it? Yes. But judging by the way Mara’s eyes just barely softened, her strategy might be working after all.
“Send me a calendar invite and I’ll try to make it if I can,” Mara said, checking her watch. She had to have been the last person of the Millennial generation to wear an actual watch.
Lizzie stood, nodding. “I have to run off to an appointment, but I’m really looking forward to this afternoon.”
To her credit, Mara only barely looked like she was considering a mean comeback to make Lizzie look like an idiot. “Sure,” she said finally. “Have a good appointment.”
“Weird thing to wish someone about to get a pap smear, Wheeler,” Lizzie said, clapping Mara on the shoulder. Okay, maybe the shoulder clap was a touch too far on the friendliness, but what really surprised her was that the lie rolled out so easily.
Mara stiffened, then turned and walked back toward where her desk sat on the other end of the office, near the big wall of windows.
Lizzie hurried to the coffee shop, a tiny spot in RiNo that Hazel said made the best lattes in town. Maybe Lizzie had bad taste in coffee, but in her opinion, the cup of espresso and milk in front of her sure tasted just like every other latte she’d ever had. Hazel walked in a few minutes later, brushing her hair out from being under her bike helmet.
“Middle of the day crisis? I’m in,” Hazel said, sitting down and glancing over to the barista, who nodded at her from behind the counter and started to prepare a drink.
Lizzie rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “Please talk to me about yourself for like ten minutes so I can get out of my head,” she said.
Hazel’s eyebrows rose. “Uh oh, something must be terribly wrong if you’re willing to talk about anyone but yourself for the first hour of any hangout,” she teased.
Lizzie cringed.
“I’m only joking. You’re on a mission and I’m here for you. Did you find another potential date?” Hazel asked.
“No, we’re talking about you. Tell me about work,” Lizzie said forcefully. The barista set a cup down in front of Hazel with a simple but delicate bird drawn in the foam of the cup. Lizzie eyed the foam, then glanced back to her own, which had no decoration, not even the classic leaf pattern.
“This is gorgeous, Julie.” Hazel turned on her most charming smile back toward the barista — Julie, apparently — and Lizzie felt like she was intruding on a private moment as Hazel and the barista held eye contact.
“Get a room,” Lizzie teased under her breath.
Hazel flicked her dark eyes back toward Lizzie. “What?”
“Tell me how everyone you meet is in love with you. What’s your secret?” Lizzie asked.
Hazel shrugged a toned shoulder, bare save for the strap of her sundress. “No secret.”
“Liar,” Lizzie said. “I’ve known you for years now, and I feel like you are probably the most beloved person I’ve ever met.”
Hazel smiled warmly. “That’s really kind of you to think that.”
“See? You’re doing it now. Even I’m in love with you,” Lizzie said.
“Finally.” Hazel laughed, tipping her head back to expose the long column of her neck. Lizzie looked her friend over — kind, warm, confident... Hazel was everything she wished she could be.
And yet, she was struck by how she could admire Hazel’s beauty without desiring her, per se. The thought crossed her mind that whenever she admired Rory, it didn’t feel the same, somehow. Something else lingered in the attraction there for her. She blinked, shaking the thought from her head. Nope, she was not ready to dissect that just yet.
Hazel cleared her throat. “I think maybe it’s just that I’m never desperate. I don’t necessarily need anyone’s attention, you know? I really pride myself on that.”
Lizzie grimaced. “Yeah, lately I’ve been feeling desperate. How do you stop that?”
Hazel reached across the table, placing her hand over Lizzie’s gently, her glittery nails sparkling in the sunlight streaming in from a nearby window. “You are pure magic and anyone would be lucky to date you, darling.”
Lizzie suppressed a groan. “You have to say that because you’re my friend.”
“You think I say this shit to Rory?” Hazel snorted.
Lizzie grinned. “That’s because Rory doesn’t need your pep talks. She does just fine on her own.”
Hazel tipped her head to the side, one of her eyes twitching as if she had something to say about that but was trying not to. She took a long sip of her latte and glanced back to the espresso machine, giving Julie a wink and a thumbs up.
“Speaking of, where the hell did Rory run off to the other day? She said she was with you, but she wasn’t,” Lizzie said.
Hazel’s latte-sip grew louder and she looked like she was about to say something more as she glanced out the window. Her eyes widened and she choked slightly on her drink, her eyes moving towards the front door behind Lizzie. She leaned in quickly, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Don’t look, but Noah is coming in here,” she said, sinking down slightly in her chair like she could hide from him.
Lizzie turned quickly, ignoring Hazel’s warning not to look. Noah didn’t notice them at first, but then, apparently feeling two sets of eyes on him, glanced their way. His face broke into his large, intensely bright smile and he waved.
“Why the fuck is Noah waving like you’re old pals?” Hazel asked through gritted teeth, giving him a tight smile back.
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Lizzie said quietly, widening her eyes at Hazel.
“I don’t like this,” Hazel hissed just before Noah appeared beside their table.
“Hey Lizzie. Hazel,” he said, nodding toward both of them.
Lizzie gave him a nod. “Hey, what are you doing here?” She asked.
“This is the best espresso in Denver,” he said like it was obvious.
“So I’ve heard,” Lizzie said, blinking as she stared across the table at Hazel.
“I think you were the one who actually told me about this place, Hazel,” Noah said congenially, his voice light like he didn’t realize how tense Hazel’s posture had become.
“Cool,” Hazel said, tilting her head. “Well, I hope you have a great day, man. Good seeing you again.” She was somehow equal parts sweet and dismissive, like you’d never even realize by the tone of her voice that she was telling you to fuck off.
“Lizzie, I was wondering if you were free Thursday night,” Noah said slowly, turning away from Hazel entirely.
“Why?” Hazel asked.
Lizzie leveled Hazel with a look, then turned back up to Noah. “Uh, sure, what’s up?” She asked. “Did I forget the next meeting?”
“No, no. It’s just that...” He shifted his weight in his tell-tale sign of being uncomfortable to say what was truly on his mind. “I wanted to see if you’d like to grab dinner or something.”
Lizzie’s head roared with a freight train full of emotions at the request. How many times had she fantasized about this very thing? And now it was happening? She didn’t know what to think — she was equal parts panicked and curious, which wasn’t her favorite combination.
Hazel must have read the complicated thoughts behind her eyes, because she said quickly, “Oh, Lizzie, didn’t you say you’d help me on Thursday night at the brewery since we’re short staffed?” A lie, but she loved her friend for giving her an out if she should need one.
Noah glanced between the two of them. “We could do after you’re done? Or Friday?”
Well, at least the guy had persistence. Oh, why the hell not? Curiosity was winning the war inside her brain. It was dinner, not a marriage proposal. And maybe it wasn’t even what she was thinking. Maybe Noah just wanted to grab a pizza and discuss Prom-A-Rama. “Uh, sure,” Lizzie said, looking back up at him. “Let’s do Friday.”
Hazel kicked her under the table and Lizzie bit back a startled gasp as she tried to slyly bend to rub her aching shin.
Noah’s eyes flashed and he grinned down at her. “Perfect. I’ll text you details.” He said goodbye and walked back to the counter where Julie stood looking truly bored as he ordered, apparently sensing Hazel’s dislike of the guy.
Hazel glared at Lizzie over the edge of her cup in silence until Noah left the coffee shop with a wave toward them. “Um, earth to Liz. What the fuck was that about?”
Lizzie took a deep, steadying breath through her nose. “You know, I don’t actually know, to be honest. What’s weird is that he came by yesterday to drop off some supplies, and Rory took one look at him and then bailed, leaving me with him. I got the weirdest feeling it was like she wanted me to spend time with him.”
Hazel shook her head, looking frustrated like she wanted to say something but couldn’t. Finally, she said, “And you’re okay going on a date with the same guy that has made you feel awful for—” She checked a fake wrist-watch. “Oh, going on 11 months now.”
“It’s not a date,” Lizzie said quickly, setting down her cup. Then, she glanced back up to Hazel. “And hey, if it is, maybe this could be my second chance trope.” Why did that idea fill her with a bit of hope?
“Second chance tropes only work when there’s like, a lot of groveling and begging for forgiveness involved,” Hazel sighed. “You should call up someone you had a one night stand with if you’re itching for a second chance trope, not give the guy who broke your heart yet another chance after giving him so many.”
Lizzie sighed, rubbing at the bridge of her nose.
“Besides, Noah already has a date to the prom, so that complicates things a bit,” Hazel said.
“Maybe he’ll decide I’m a better date than Calliope Jones,” Lizzie said, frowning in thought.
Hazel set her cup down. “Just be careful. Don’t get stuck on the idea of Noah. Look at who he truly is in the here and now. And stop romanticizing your relationship. Dare I make a list of every time you called—”
“I’m not an idiot,” Lizzie snapped.
Hazel raised an eyebrow. “I sure fucking hope not, dude.”
If Lizzie was being honest with herself, she sure hoped not, too.





CHAPTER NINE
   
L izzie was going to throw up. She’d spent the last few days working nonstop in order to not give her brain the space to consider exactly what she was doing. Every time she started to go down the trail of thoughts about what a dinner with Noah might mean, she was overcome with anxiety.
She’d played out every scenario in her head despite her best efforts not to as she got ready. She didn’t have Hazel as creative director for the night, so she was on her own, trying on outfits to figure out how best to approach it.
A second chance. So, she needed to appear confident and independent, like she didn’t need him. And she didn’t. It’d taken nearly an entire year to truly feel like she didn’t need or even want him anymore, but this date was stirring up a lot of questions about that. Why had she been so quick to say yes? Hazel had barely talked to her all week, and Rory had avoided her, too.
She wouldn’t know unless she tried, right? She wouldn’t know if it was a mistake or something worth figuring out unless she tried. And her friends had to respect that.
Maybe instead of this being a second chance, it could be the closure she craved.
Noah had always complimented her when she wore dresses, so she pulled down three options from her closet and stared at them. She snapped a picture and sent Hazel and Rory a desperate begging text for help choosing which one.
Hazel: Pants. Dress seems like a date.
Rory didn’t respond, which felt like an answer in itself.
Lizzie sighed, choosing a blue dress with a square neckline. She didn’t even particularly like it, but she knew blue was Noah’s favorite color. And it didn’t show too much cleavage, but was still light and airy for a mid-June evening. She grabbed flats — heels made her taller than him, which he’d never liked — and her denim jacket before she stopped to take one last look in the mirror. Her mousy brown hair had grown out since they’d been together and she was desperate for a trim, but she remembered him saying he liked long hair, so maybe he’d like it like this. Deep breath in, deep breath out. She fluffed her hair one more time and walked out the door.
Forty-five minutes later, she was sitting in a restaurant alone. The place was nice — not Wolf’s Tailor but not an Applebees. Casual, but loud. Not necessarily a date place, but not not a date place.
Noah was late. He hadn’t texted, but she still waited, scrolling through social media and sipping a Shirley Temple. Alcohol seemed too date-forward. But a Shirley Temple meant business. The server had checked on her no less than four times, apparently not believing her that someone was actually going to show up.
She checked her hair in her phone camera then made sure her mascara hadn’t smudged. Not too much makeup, like she remembered he preferred, but the kind of amount of makeup that made a person look naturally gorgeous. A fine line, but as she eyed her foundation in the low light, she felt good about it. She normally liked a bit more color on her eyes, but she could tone it down for one evening to make herself feel confident in this particular situation.
She awkwardly tried to look casual and comfortable being alone, shifting in her seat, straightening her posture, memorizing key aspects of the menu should she ever decide to become a server here. Maybe no one knew that she hadn’t meant to come to dinner alone. Maybe she was just so cool and confident that eating dinner alone was no big deal. She could also be the type of person who took a book to coffee shops and bought the extra large popcorn at the movies for just herself. Maybe this was a new chapter. Still, she watched the door, hopeful every time it opened. She let another fifteen minutes slide by before sending Noah a text.
Lizzie: Are you still coming?
Three dots appeared, then disappeared. Then reappeared. She waited, watching the screen for what felt like hours. She didn’t know what she wanted him to say. Part of her still wanted him to come, but her frustration and dread grew with each passing moment to the point that she didn’t want him to see her like this, anyway. He didn’t deserve to see her like this, in a dress that made her breasts look this fantastic.
Finally, a lifetime and somehow also three minutes later, he texted back.
Noah: So sorry, something came up and I can’t make it anymore.
Lizzie typed a quick, “Are you fucking kidding me?” but deleted it, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of being upset. Instead, she flipped over the menu on the table and scanned the dessert options. Dinner alone felt awkward, but dessert? That felt like a pretty solid consolation prize. When the server came back again, not even bothering to hide his cringe, she ordered the gooey chocolate cake with extra ice cream.
She ate it slowly, willing herself not to cry. She’d pissed off her friends, been stood up, and now she was eating cake alone. The server didn’t even bring her a check, but instead stopped by the table to tell her that her cake was on him. Great, now she was finishing pity cake all alone. At least it was delicious, all equal parts buttery and bitter and sweet and melty. She left him a sizable tip.
How had she gotten here — being stood up by an ex that she didn’t even particularly like anymore? How had she let Noah get the best of her again?
The idea of taking a date to prom had clearly melted her brain into a blob of bad decisions.
She walked the several blocks home alone, shuffling her feet along the cracked sidewalks and ducking under the branches that sagged heavy under the weight of summer leaves. Cicadas hummed in the trees and the breeze that kissed her cheeks and knees was warm. June really was the best month of the year, especially in Denver, but even the weather wasn’t doing much to cheer her up. The chocolate cake and ice cream weighed heavy in her stomach.
She swung her purse on her wrist as she turned to walk up the steps to her townhouse, then startled to find someone on her porch. Not just someone — Rory. Rory sat on the top step, still in her brown UPS uniform, kicking the heels of her checkered Vans slip-ons together and looking downright miserable. When she noticed Lizzie, her shoulders perked up, but the downward curve of her eyebrows remained.
“Did you have fun?” She asked as Lizzie paused on the sidewalk a few feet away.
Part of Lizzie wanted to lie and say they had a great time, just to make Rory feel bad for neglecting her. But she could see that Rory seemed unhappy, which twisted something inside of her, making her upset, too.
“He stood me up,” Lizzie answered, shrugging her shoulders.
Rory’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“What’d you do?”
“I ordered dessert and ate it alone.”
Rory watched her for a long moment, chewing her bottom lip.
“What are you doing on my porch when I’m supposed to be out?” Lizzie asked as gently as possible.
“I felt bad for being a jerk. I wanted to apologize.” Rory shoved a hand through her unruly curls.
“And you didn’t want to call because?” Lizzie asked.
Rory sighed. “It felt wrong to apologize over the phone.”
Lizzie nodded, waiting.
“So,” Rory started, her elbows leaning on her thighs as she loosely laced her fingers together.
“You haven’t given an apology yet, for the record,” Lizzie pressed.
“I should have trusted your judgment, and I’m sorry,” Rory said, looking down at the ground. “I should have supported you no matter what, because that’s what you deserve.”
Lizzie frowned. “And I know that after hearing me complain about him for a year, you had a right to be mad at me about even considering a... whatever tonight was, so I’m sorry, too.”
Rory looked up at her, confusion on her face. “That’s not...”
“You were the jerk who left when he came by the other day, anyway,” Lizzie said lightly as she rolled her eyes, not waiting for Rory’s explanation. The warm breeze of the early evening had turned chilly now that the sun had gone down and she had stopped moving. Lizzie eyed Rory’s work uniform. “Do you want to come inside?”
Rory nodded, standing and shoving her hands in her pockets. “Do you want to order pizza?”
“Hell yes,” Lizzie said. “You call Blue Pan and get us the usual and I’ll hunt down some emergency sodas I have in the pantry.”
A smile tugged at the edges of Rory’s mouth and Lizzie smiled up at her as she unlocked the door and gestured for Rory to go first.
The Detroit-style pizza lay demolished on the coffee table, surrounded by tiny cans of Wild Cherry Pepsi that Lizzie had been saving for just such an occasion. Rory stretched out along the chaise of the sectional, wearing a pair of Lizzie’s sweatpants and a t-shirt, and Lizzie leaned against pillows that were piled against Rory as they watched a documentary about cults.
“I can’t believe he didn’t show up,” Rory said quietly during a slow moment of the documentary.
“Yeah, well, I don’t know what I was expecting,” Lizzie said, shrugging. Her cheeks felt warm even just thinking about it, shame and embarrassment and anger at both him and herself heating her skin. She looked up at Rory, her mouth twisting into a frown. “It was stupid to even go.”
Rory watched her, not saying anything.
“Why did you hurry off the other day?” Lizzie asked.
Rory’s eyebrows rose and she ran a hand through her hair. “I was helping Haze—”
“Don’t lie to me,” Lizzie said, the documentary completely forgotten.
The muscles in Rory’s jaw ticked as she sat in silence, watching Lizzie’s face. “I felt really awkward after what I said in your garage.”
Lizzie raised an eyebrow. “You felt awkward? Around me? Ror, I’ve seen you blow up a boxed wine bag to use as a pillow after a party and I’ve also seen you cry at videos where ducklings and puppies become best friends. Why in the world would you possibly feel awkward around me?” She pushed herself up to look at Rory more evenly, trying to judge the woman’s stoic facial expression.
Rory’s eyes searched hers. “Liz...” She said quietly, her name barely an exhaled whisper.
The sound of her name felt as intimate as a touch. Lizzie’s pulse skipped as she watched Rory’s expression grow hungry.
“What?” Lizzie whispered back, the simple question both a plea and a dare. She watched Rory’s eyes move from her own down to her mouth, and her stomach twisted in anticipation.
The air between them sparked with excitement and wanting. The only sound Lizzie could hear was their breath as they watched each other for a few moments, paralyzed by uncertainty. Oh god, she hadn’t even realized how much she’d wanted this until Rory was leaning towards her, and she could feel warm breath on her skin and then Rory’s forehead was touching hers, their eyes both closing as their noses touched. Rory’s hand gripped Lizzie’s neck, and both of them waited millimeters apart, hope and risk weighing heavy on opposite scales.
Lizzie knew there was no coming back from something like this. A sober kiss that couldn’t be blamed on the drinks they’d shared. A kiss that was surrounded in so much longing that Lizzie felt she would burst at the seams if it stayed inside of her without release.
How long had she wanted this? She couldn’t say — couldn’t dare to consider such a question. Far too long. She’d repressed all attraction in favor of their friendship, because her friendship with Rory was too important to fuck up.
Rory’s bottom lip brushed her own, and she stilled. Her friendship with Rory was just too important. Was she really willing to throw away a decade of her best friendship just to give into a kiss? What if it turned out they were better off friends and there was no going back? Was she willing to lose everything in favor of what might not even work?
And sure, some part of her wondered if Rory was even considering this because she could see Lizzie was in a bad mood and needed cheering up, or at least a distraction. This was one hell of a distraction, Lizzie could give her that. But what if she wasn’t serious about this, and expected Lizzie to just go back to normal after?
She knew Rory didn’t do serious. And if this kiss was going to happen, things were going to get serious fast. Would Rory panic and run? Nothing would break Lizzie’s heart more than losing her.
Her head spun, desire and fear and confusion and gut-wrenching need all tangled within.
She pulled back just slightly, looking into Rory’s green eyes. “We shouldn’t.”
Rory’s expression faltered, and she leaned back, swallowing hard.
“I can’t lose you,” Lizzie said by way of explanation, however cowardly it was.
Rory shifted back against the couch cushions, shaking her head. “Yeah, of course.”
And what had Lizzie really expected her to say? Had she expected her to beg, to confess that she’d been secretly pining over Lizzie for years? Of course Rory would politely agree. She wasn’t the type of person to push someone into something just because she wanted it. And she sure wasn’t the type of person to beg for someone’s attention.
Still, disappointment sagged in her chest as she watched Rory’s expression harden as she stood up.
“You don’t have to go,” Lizzie said, watching Rory walk to the corner of the room where she’d kicked off her shoes.
“I think it’s better if I do,” Rory said quietly, sounding much more defeated than Lizzie would have guessed. Rory quietly gathered her things, picking up her dishes despite Lizzie’s protests, and then slipped out the front door, leaving Lizzie feeling much more empty and abandoned than Noah ever could.
What the hell had just happened? The lights in the room seemed too bright now, the TV too loud. She walked into the kitchen to get a glass of water and leaned against the counter, drinking the cold liquid and trying to clear her head.
Her eyes landed on the chip in the granite countertop that Noah had pointed out the other night. At the time, she’d thought it was from that time he’d dropped a pot of mac and cheese, but she’d been wrong. Rory had made that chip when she’d been standing on a ladder, fixing a light in Lizzie’s ceiling. She’d reached for something and the ladder had tilted precariously, slamming into the counter. Lizzie had panicked, rushing to grab her around her waist, terrified of Rory getting hurt, even as Rory just laughed, telling her over and over she was fine while promising to pay for the counter.
“I don’t care about the countertop. I’m just glad you’re okay,” Lizzie had said, muffled in the fabric of her shirt.
She blinked away the tears that welled up in her eyes, touching her fingertips to her bottom lip where Rory’s had been only moments before. What had she done?



CHAPTER TEN
   
L izzie sat at the end of the long table, looking around the room at the five other people in the small room talking about the last-minute Prom-A-Rama things to wrap up. She had a long to-do list on her laptop and she ticked things off as others went around the room finalizing plans or taking ownership of what needed to be done.
“Kai, can you follow up with the bartending service?” She asked, watching Kai nod.
Noah cleared his throat. “Hayley, do you have an ETA on when the DJ needs to get there?”
Lizzie raised an eyebrow as Hayley made a confused noise. They’d just discussed that task about ten minutes before. “Hayley already said the DJ will get there at eight for a nine start time.”
Noah nodded, glancing between Hayley and Lizzie. “Okay, and the caterer—”
“Like we just went over, my sister-in-law’s dessert table is already squared away,” Frankie said, sighing. “Are we done here? Next stop: Partyville?”
“Yeah, I think that’s a wrap,” Noah said.
No one moved for a moment, and Grant looked down the table toward Lizzie. “Lizzie, what time should we show up to get the decorations ready?”
Noah cleared his throat. “I was thinking noon.”
“I think we should be good with a start time of ten. I’ll be there a bit earlier, so come when you can, but ten at the latest. Then we’ll have an hour or two to go home and get ready before the event.”
Noah grimaced. “I think that might be too early.”
“Well, you’re welcome to do things on your own timeline, clearly,” Lizzie snapped, closing her laptop.
“Let’s do noon,” Noah said from the other end of the table.
Kai, Hayley, Frankie, and Grant glanced between Noah and Lizzie.
“Ten and then we won’t have to rush,” Lizzie said, smiling as politely as she could. “Every year it’s more work than we think. It’s okay, I know it’s your first year joining in.”
“It may be my first year, but I’ve been running this entire event the whole time, Lizzie,” Noah said back, his jaw clenched.
The others in the room shifted uncomfortably in their seats.
“And it’s a group effort. No one person here is the brains of the operation. We’re all running it together,” Lizzie said.
Frankie nodded affirmatively. “And on that note, I think we’d better leave before Mom and Dad break into fisticuffs.”
The four others shuffled out of the room and Lizzie glared down the table at Noah, who was looking a little too innocent for her liking.
“Look, if you’re still mad about the other night,” Noah began.
“I’m not mad,” Lizzie said.
“I just don’t know if we’re on the same page when it comes to something like going out to dinner,” Noah said.
Lizzie thought her head might explode from rage, but she took a deep calming breath as she stated plainly, “You’re the one who invited me.”
“I mean, I thought it was just to discuss last minute prom arrangements, but then you made it seem a little... you know, intense,” Noah said, stuffing his laptop into his backpack.
Lizzie clenched her jaw, not sure Noah was even worth a clever retort. How stupid she’d been last week, getting her hopes up that maybe he’d changed. That maybe they’d have a chance again. That maybe if she could just be what he’d wanted...
“I hope it’s not awkward when we’re both at the prom with dates. You know, since I’m still bringing Calliope and you told me you have a date, too,” he said, his eyes flashing with friction.
“I’m actually going stag this year,” Lizzie said, pulling her tote back up on her shoulder.
“Oh no, things didn’t work out with your mystery date?” Noah said, not looking very sincere as he tilted his head like one might talk to a petulant child.
Lizzie crossed her arms over her chest and tried to look as bored as possible, even though her pulse was thundering in her ears. “No, I just realized I’d rather not be tied down to one person for the entire night in a room full of hot queers dressed to the nines. I think I’d rather take my chances on finding many, many interested parties.” She stifled a laugh as Noah’s expression turned surprised, then turned on her heel and walked out of the conference room, feeling lighter and freer than she had in weeks.
It was settled, then. She was going to the damn prom alone. Or, not alone, but with the two people that mattered most to her in the world, Hazel and Rory.



***
“Why in the world would I know how to make a balloon arch?” Grant asked, tapping his toe. He’d worn pressed slacks to the setup, then refused to do anything that might make him sweat or get his clothes dirty.
“I can try to make one. We do them every year for this fundraiser, but I’ve never had to be the hero with it before,” Frankie said, popping up beside her. “My sister and her wife are almost here with the desserts, by the way, but they don’t want to unpack them from the fridge until closer to the event.”
“Makes sense,” Lizzie said, nodding. “Grant, why don’t you go arrange the sparkly streamers near the door? The glitter is calling your name.”
“Like I’m going to get glitter on these shoes,” Grant said, but strode away in the right direction all the same.
Lizzie sighed, feeling exhausted already. It was only noon, but everyone had been busting their asses to make the venue look incredible.
Everyone except Noah, that was. He hadn’t even bothered to be there on time, much less the imaginary time he’d tried to bargain for. Kai had been groaning for an hour that they were glad Lizzie had broken up with that idiot a year ago, and that they hoped he wouldn’t come back to help again next year.
“I just really doubt his commitment to prom,” Hayley teased as she straightened the gigantic PRIDE marquee letter photo corner. “These letters turned out so good, Lizzie.”
Lizzie smiled, thinking of how she and Rory had worked hard on them, and then Noah had basically done nothing to help except blow up balloons at an alarmingly slow rate.
Hazel swung open the door to the venue holding two large paper bags. “I brought sustenance,” she announced to the many cheers of the group. “Hope everyone here likes gluten-free croissant sandwiches. Let’s feast.”
“You had me at sustenance,” Lizzie said, smiling up at her friend, who was passing out sandwiches and chips with the gusto of a carnival magician.
Hazel settled down at a table next to Lizzie, holding out a cold IPA, a sandwich, and a bag of potato chips in a line in front of her. Pure heaven. “How’s it going?” She asked, unwrapping her own sandwich as she looked out. “It looks fantastic already,” she added around a bite of food.
Lizzie nodded. “It’s going okay. You see who isn’t here?”
“Ugh, fuck him,” Hazel said, waving her hand dismissively in the air. “You’re better off being ditched.”
Lizzie nodded, popping a chip into her mouth. “Where’s Rory? She didn’t want to join you on the sandwich run?”
Hazel’s eyes turned a little too shifty as she took an over-large bite of sandwich. “I ‘unno.”
“What?” Lizzie asked, worried.
“Am I my best friend’s keeper?” She asked again, her eyes large as she blinked innocently.
“What do you know that you’re not telling me?” Lizzie asked.
Hazel shrugged, popping open her can of beer.
Lizzie set down her sandwich, wiping the crumbs off her hands. “I’m guessing she told you about the other night.”
“No,” Hazel said quickly, then paused for a long beat before adding, “Maybe a little.”
Lizzie closed her eyes, groaning. “Listen—”
“Nope,” Hazel said, slurping her beer. “I’m friends with both of you and quite frankly, it has been exhausting for so long to watch this play out.”
“Watch what play out?” Lizzie asked.
“This little Will-They-Or-Won’t-They thing you two have had since... I don’t know, the second I met you,” Hazel said.
Lizzie swallowed hard, the food practically lodging in her throat. She took a big gulp of the cold beer in front of her, watching Hazel. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“The fuck you don’t,” Hazel teased, giving Lizzie’s arm a playful shrug. “Please just get over yourselves already so I can enjoy both of your company once again.”
“I can’t lose her friendship,” Lizzie said, staring down at the table. “And what if I want something more than she does? What if it’s something casual for her?”
Hazel bit into her pickle spear. “Not likely.”
Lizzie tilted her head to the side.
“Can you really think of anything worse than the regret of knowing you loved someone and never did anything about it?” Hazel said plainly, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.
“How long have you thought there was something?” Lizzie asked, her heart racing in her chest.
“Forever, babe. But I really thought you two bozos would figure it out on your own a long time ago,” Hazel said.
“You’ve really known for awhile?” Lizzie asked.
Hazel nodded. “Rory told me as much a long time ago.”
“She what?” Lizzie asked, butterflies fluttering in her stomach at the possibility.
“Oh my god, can you please just go talk to her about this like a fucking adult?” Hazel said, crumpling up her sandwich wrapper and holding out the paper bag for Lizzie’s trash, too.
“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” Lizzie asked, still feeling a bit shocked.
Hazel dipped an eyebrow, giving Lizzie a skeptical look. “It wasn’t my place to tell.”
“But she talked to you about it?” Lizzie pushed.
“I’m just an innocent bystander. People tell me things and then I keep them like a vault.” Hazel wiped at her mouth with a napkin, standing up. “I’ll see you here tonight, my love. I can’t wait to show you my sequins in person.”
“Well, they looked great from the 400 photos you sent me before deciding on one,” Lizzie teased, distracted by the idea of Rory showing up tonight. Why did it give her nervous flutters in her stomach to picture Rory at the event in her finest?
“It’s even better in person,” Hazel said, giving her shoulder a pat before heading to the door. “See you here in a few hours, kid.”
Lizzie waved, taking a deep breath as she rubbed her sweating hands on her leggings. Had Hazel been lying? She had no reason to lie — she had no real stake in the game save for knowing all of her friend’s secrets, which had probably delighted her for a long time.
How had Lizzie been so blind? Both to admitting her attraction to Rory and to puzzling out Rory’s feelings for her.
What if Hazel was wrong? What if she’d misinterpreted? She tried to ignore her thoughts as she wound streamers through the main room, balancing on a high ladder that made her keep her concentration. It was so much better to focus on crepe paper than real world problems.
“So, is that a yes?” Grant asked, appearing below her at the bottom of the ladder.
Lizzie blinked, trying to focus on Grant. “Sorry, what?”
The door opened and she expected to see Hazel return, but to her surprise, Noah walked through the door. He wore a large smile and a baseball cap that made him look like a third grader.
“You’re late,” Frankie said flatly.
“I thought we decided on later,” Noah said, glancing around.
“Lizzie said ten,” Kai said, shaking their heads. “And it’s nearly two.”
Noah stopped beside Lizzie, rubbing his hands together. “Okay, let’s go over the list one more time to see what we still have to do.”
We. This guy was hilarious.
Lizzie glanced around the room — pretty much everything was arranged exactly how she wanted, save for the dessert table that would come later. Streamers, bright tablecloths, helium balloons tied to nearly every surface, and gigantic balloon arches decorated the room, and the lighting set up from the DJ would make the party really come alive. Even the mirrorball that hung high above their heads seemed to sparkle a little brighter than usual.
She clapped him on the shoulder. “Looks like you’ve got it covered with setting up the goodie bags. I think we’ll head out and see you later for the finishing touches.” She glanced around at the team that had actually helped her. “See you back here at eight?”
Noah glanced around the group with wide eyes of surprise. “What? You’re not going to help me?”
“But you’re the brains of the operation, right?” Lizzie said, grabbing her Macgyver tote bag of supplies.
“So, it’s all ready?” Noah asked again.
No one bothered to answer him as they walked out of the venue and into the sunshine, ready to return and finally enjoy the fruits of their labor.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
   
L izzie spun in her high heels, trying not to panic about the bartenders being late. And also not answering their phones. And also not responding to emails, texts, or sending Grant over to their location according to Google. Okay, she just needed to think. They already had all of the alcohol, but licensed bartenders were required for the venue to allow her to serve alcohol.
The balloon arches and mirrorball sparkles taunted her bad mood as she pulled out her phone and dialed Hazel’s number.
“I thought it started at nine,” Hazel said, picking up on the first ring.
“It does, but I need a favor,” Lizzie said, her voice wavering as her chin quivered. No, she was not going to cry.
“Anything,” Hazel said immediately. Dear god, she was so grateful every day for this absolute angel of a woman.
“The bartenders didn’t show up, and I don’t know who else to call,” Lizzie explained, trying not to push her hair out of her face given how good it looked when she was leaving her house. Instead, she gently lifted her long bangs out of her eyes, willing herself not to cry and ruin her mascara.
“How many do you need?” Hazel asked.
“I’d hired three,” Lizzie said. “But Frankie said she can jump in since she serves alcohol at her work.”
“Alright, I’m on it. Don’t worry your pretty little head. Consider it covered,” Hazel said. “I’ll see you there soon.”
Lizzie thanked her and hung up, staring down at her phone. Wow, she had won the friendship lottery with that one. She glanced around the room at Frankie, Hayley, Grant, and Kai putting finishing touches on decor. Noah, surprising no one, was late. Again. Maybe he was hoping to make some kind of grand entrance with his D-list celebrity date.
Celebrity was one of the romance tropes she hadn’t tried — maybe she should have scoped out more influencers to ask to appear for a small fee and a large swag bag.
Friends to lovers, however... that one remained to be seen. She glanced toward the door as if willing Rory to walk in. She was going to enjoy her night, revel in the excitement and community of Pride and Prom-A-Rama, and then she was going to have a long talk with that woman.
Hazel had said that the problem was solved, but she still nervously lingered near the bar. If anyone could single handedly staff a bar for nearly a thousand guests, it was Frankie, who could command a room like no one else but seemed like she would much rather just linger on the side making jokes.
Two people she didn’t recognize were setting up the dessert bar — they’d been introduced as Emilia and Cody, Frankie’s sister and her wife, but Lizzie hadn’t given it too much thought other than to thank them profusely and run the other way, considering the bartending crisis.
The DJ played with the lights, strobing the room with a rainbow of colors, and she glanced at her phone to check the time. An hour left until the doors opened. They’d sold tickets on a Pay What You Want sliding scale, and according to Grant, they’d already raised nearly $20,000 to help LGBTQIAA youth experiencing homelessness and addiction in Denver. She could be proud later. For now, she had one million littles fires to put out.
She’d fixed a wayward balloon arch, talked to the DJ about the timing of certain moods of songs, and was leveling out a cocktail table when Hazel walked in wearing a brightly sequined dress, flanked by none other than Paloma Mendoza in a tailored pantsuit. Paloma’s eyes raked over her in a way that made her think that maybe she actually had appreciated that silky black dress she’d worn on their date.
“Bartenders at your service,” Hazel said, giving Lizzie a hug and reaching to fix a curl that had gone rogue near her cheek. “You look phenomenal.”
Lizzie looked down at her simple dove gray sheath dress and sparkly high heels that gave her an extra four inches. Would she lose a toe by the end of the night? Likely. But she’d look damn good while doing it. Hazel pulled out her phone and looked deep in concentration for a moment.
“So, did Hazel rope you into helping?” Lizzie awkwardly asked Paloma, who was looking around the venue with only mild annoyance.
“She said I owed you for our dinner,” Paloma said, her tone bored and flat.
“Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that part,” Lizzie lied. Badly.
Paloma nodded. “It was a misunderstanding.”
Lizzie blinked. “Yeah, it happens. Are you excited to revisit your bartending days? I actually did forget about that until just now.”
Paloma leveled her with a hard stare. “Simply over the moon.”
Hazel put her phone back in her tiny clutch. “Alright, let’s go get started,” she said, hooking an arm through Paloma’s like they were old friends. Paloma looked confused by Hazel, but tolerated her much better than she did Lizzie.
Alright, that was one crisis solved.
Noah and Calliope showed up at 8:45pm, and to Calliope’s credit, she did truly look stunning. Her long dark hair looked impeccably and smoothly styled and she was wearing the hell out of a green slip dress that cowled at the neckline. A pair of rainbow platforms completed the look, and Lizzie eyed them enviously. Calliope was holding her phone, taking a sweeping video, then talking into it. At least it would be good exposure for the prom, and even from a few feet away, she could hear Calliope talking about the organizations that they were donating to.
Noah looked smug, standing beside Calliope but not touching her. Judging by Calliope’s body language, it was less of a date than Noah had led on. Maybe he needed a coaching session from Hazel on how he should be bringing Calliope a drink and touching her lower back to lead her to a good spot near the bar. Lizzie grinned at the idea that not everyone could be so lucky to have a whiteboard rundown before a date.
“Doesn’t it look great?” Lizzie said to Noah by way of greeting.
Noah smiled and nodded, and for all of the frustration and annoyance and long-harbored bad feelings, she realized she was happy to see him happy. Who really cared about who did what in terms of the event? Or who did what in terms of their long-gone relationship? They were on different paths, and she was truly grateful to see him exploring the kind of person he’d always been meant to be, even if that person was sometimes a jerk. What was it Hazel sometimes said? “Not my circus, not my monkeys.”
What mattered was that it was going to be a damn good night celebrating the queer community and allowing people to be their authentic selves while also dancing to Britney Spears.
“Lizzie, Calliope. Lizzie basically decorated this entire room,” Noah said to Calliope.
Calliope smiled, leaning in to hug Lizzie. Though she was a little caught off guard, she reeled in her surprise in time to hug Calliope back. Just casually hugging Calliope Jones, who was basically a goddess among mere mortals. “I absolutely love it. You know, I bet this means a lot to all of us who couldn’t bring our real dates to prom back in high school,” Calliope said with a bright smile.
Lizzie beamed. “That’s exactly what I was going for.”
“People are blowing up my notifications about this place. You still have tickets, right?” Calliope said, holding her phone.
Lizzie nodded. “Definitely. Tell everyone they’re welcome. I mean, within maximum venue limits, I guess,” she added awkwardly, glancing around the gigantic venue.
“Can I get your number?” Calliope asked, looking at her expectantly.
“Me?” Lizzie said, her mouth going completely dry.
“Yeah, I’d love to connect for future event decor,” Calliope said, her smile genuine.
Lizzie blinked, spouting off her number before she could give it a second guess.
Her phone dinged and she glanced at it, hoping it was Rory. Instead, she saw a Slack message from none other than Mara Wheeler. She groaned, opening the message and was surprised to find that Mara had written, “I’m at the main door but they said my name isn’t on the list.”
Main door? Here? Lizzie looked up at the main door with confusion. She’d invited Mara off-handedly during a project checkin that week, but she thought that Mara had said she wasn’t queer. Apparently, queer or not, she’d actually shown up. She excused herself from Noah and Calliope and walked to the main entrance, opening the door a few inches. To her great surprise, there was quite a crowd waiting to come in, and a hush fell over the group as if they waited for an announcement.
Lizzie’s eyes landed on Mara standing next to Hayley and a venue security guard, who was holding a list. Classic Mara, thinking her name would be on the list just because she knew Lizzie. “Hey Hayley, she’s with me. She can come in,” she said, feeling quite cool about the whole ‘she’s with me’ phrase.
Mara glanced her way, raising her eyebrows, but pushed past a few people to walk to the door where Lizzie was, slipping inside.
“I didn’t think you were going to come,” Lizzie said, walking back to where the few people lingered inside, waiting for the event to start. She scanned the dozen or so faces for Rory, but didn’t see her.
“I didn’t have any other plans,” Mara said, tugging at the seam of her short, sparkly blue dress.
Lizzie spotted Noah standing awkwardly alone, then saw Calliope at the bar talking to Paloma, and a light bulb appeared over her head. She walked Mara up to Noah and introduced the two of them, then named a few things they had in common. She mentioned their interest in design and bad horror movies — she really had to wrench that information out of Mara recently when she was on a mission to find common ground. What she did not mention was how they were the two most stubborn and self-important people she’d ever met and therefore would probably get along swimmingly.
She left them as soon as they started discussing some movie she’d never heard of and walked up to the bar where Hazel was cutting limes like she was going for the gold in the fruit chopping competition at the olympic games.
“What’d those limes ever do to you?” Lizzie teased.
Hazel glanced up, narrowing her eyes. “You ever get lime juice in a forgotten paper cut? These bastards deserve everything they’re getting.”
Lizzie grinned. “Can I grab a glass of the white?”
Hazel’s eyes flicked back up to hers and she paused, wiping her hands on her apron. “No, because I know you’d hate it.”
“Just making sure you were paying attention,” Lizzie said with a grin. She tried to inconspicuously point behind her to where Noah and Mara were talking. “Look what I did.”
Hazel’s eyes widened and she laughed loudly. “Oh no, they’re perfect for each other.”
“Do you think they’ll let me officiate their wedding?” Lizzie asked, reaching to arrange stir sticks into a little container next to the limes.
“If you’re not the Best Woman on one side or the other, I would think that was, at the very least, grounds for objecting during the ceremony,” Hazel said, reaching under the bar to grab a cup full of ice that she filled with Coke, then handed to Lizzie.
“Have you talked to Rory tonight?” Lizzie asked.
Hazel nodded, chopping at the limes again. “Sure have.”
“Is she coming?” Lizzie asked, feeling almost embarrassed about having to ask.
“Of course she’s coming. Like she’d miss this,” Hazel said, pointing around the room with her knife.
“She’s late,” Lizzie said with a frown.
Hazel didn’t even look up from the limes as she answered. “She’s not late. It’s not even nine.”
“Yeah, but she’s not here now,” Lizzie said, sipping her soda.
Hazel didn’t even try to hide her eye roll. “She’ll be here.”
“Lizzie,” Kai said from behind her. “It’s time to open the doors.”
Lizzie turned, taking a deep breath. “You ready?”
Kai grinned, their blue hair falling over one eye. “Yep,” they said with certainty.
She looked around at the venue, at all of the hard work she’d put in over the past several weeks. At the decorations, at the massive mirrorball hanging overhead, at the colored lights glinting off of every shiny surface. It was the prom she’d always dreamed of as a kid but had never gotten.
And now she was ready to share that.
Lizzie caught the eye of the DJ who gave her a thumbs up and switched to a Lil Nas X song, and then the doors were opening, and people were coming in. She leaned against the edge of the bar, watching people’s faces as they took in the venue, hurrying to take pictures with the marquee letters she and Rory had made, making their way to the bar or the dance floor, standing in the classic cheesy prom pose with the sparkly backdrop near the biggest balloon arch.
Her heart raced in her chest, and she let herself take a deep breath, light and happy and proud. Unbelievably proud of her community, and getting to belong to a community where people accepted each other just as they were.
The music drowned out the noise as she looked around, smiling, and then there she was.
Rory was walking through the crowd in a gray floral suit, the flowers so subtle they almost blended in, save for the shine in the embroidery of them. Her hair was in its usual tousled, messy state, and she seemed... nervous? Which made Lizzie feel nervous. She held a small box in her hand, and walked up to where Lizzie leaned against the bar, pausing just in front of her.
Now that Rory was there, standing very close, she didn’t feel as nervous. She knew what she wanted, and what she wanted was right there in front of her. She just hadn’t figured it out until now.
She said something, but Lizzie could hear her over the music. She leaned in, saying in Lizzie’s ear, “Sorry I’m late, I wanted to make sure this matched your dress.”
Lizzie looked up at her, confused, until she opened the box to reveal a corsage with a sparkly gray ribbon. “How’d you know what color my dress was?”
Rory’s eyes flicked behind Lizzie, and Lizzie glanced behind her to see Hazel whistling innocently. She grinned. She should have known that Hazel would somehow be involved in anything suave.
“I know this is a little last-minute to ask, but... do you want to be my prom date?” Rory asked, holding out the box.
Lizzie grinned, nodding, as she held out her wrist for Rory to place the corsage. A matching boutonniere was in the box, and after Rory slid the flowers onto her wrist, she pinned the boutonniere to Rory’s lapel, smoothing down the fabric.
Rory leaned in again, her breath warm on Lizzie’s neck. “I know we should probably talk, but do you want to forget about that for awhile and dance with me?”
Hell yes she did. She took Rory’s hand and led the way to the dance floor just as Bonnie Tyler’s “Total Eclipse of the Heart” came on.
“Oh my god, did you request this?” Rory asked, her eyes flashing with delight.
“I did, but I wish I’d been slick enough to make it play the second we started dancing. That was just damn good timing.”
Rory’s hands settled on her waist and she wrapped her arms around Rory’s shoulders, fitting close against one another as they jokingly sang the words of the song to one another — it had become Rory’s go-to karaoke song during her 80s music phase, and then it had just stuck. And if anyone could make a power ballad look cool, it was Rory, her head tipped back and her eyes closed, surrounded by a sea of others singing the song just as loudly and passionately.
Even singing to Bonnie Tyler, Lizzie was increasingly aware of how close her body was pressed to Rory’s. How she just fit, her cheek at Rory’s shoulder, their hips squared against one another. How had she never noticed that they were the perfect pair of heights before? How had she never noticed how good Rory smelled, like woodsy cologne?
The music turned faster and Hazel appeared beside them, taking both their hands as they all danced to early 2000s pop.
“Aren’t you supposed to be tending the bar?” Lizzie asked.
“I get a fifteen minute break, you micromanager,” Hazel said with a wink.
Lizzie turned to look at the bar over her shoulder where Paloma was showing Calliope how to use a cocktail shaker.
“Also, yeah, I wanted to give that a bit of space,” Hazel said, sticking out her tongue like she was gagging. “Although this isn’t much better.” She gestured between Rory and Lizzie.
“This is all your fault,” Lizzie said, taking Hazel’s hand and twirling her.
Hayley appeared, leaning in to ask Lizzie a question about a situation with the VIP tables, and Lizzie looked through the crowd, pointing to Noah. “Go make the brains of the operation deal with it.”
Hayley smirked and walked away.
“Feels good to delegate, doesn’t it?” Rory asked.
“I have no idea what you are referring to.” Lizzie glanced at her phone to find the time, realizing it was nearly ten, and she had asked Kai to give a small speech about the charitable gift and the event. She looked around to find them standing next to the DJ, holding a microphone, ready. She was relieved to not have to give the speech this year — it was the one part of the event she dreaded every year, and this year, she’d realized she didn’t need to do it. Kai was charming and outgoing and it fit their personality perfectly to have them own it.
As the time hit ten, the music faded and Kai walked onto the stage, the crowd applauding and watching.
“Happy Pride!” Kai shouted, and the crowd burst into cheers.
“First of all, I just want to say that there’s an alarming amount of hot humans in this room. Truly, y’all have outdone yourselves this year. My heart is so full seeing all of you here. Thank you for being here tonight.”
Lizzie’s heart swelled with delight, watching Kai own the stage in their powder blue vintage tuxedo, complete with ruffle shirt.
“I just want to say that you being here tonight actually helps our community, unlike the corporate bullshit that ends up taking up a lot of space this month. Together, we’ve raised over $37,000 for the Colorado Coalition for the Homeless to directly help LGBTQIAA Coloradans experiencing homelessness. LGBTQIAA youth make up a disproportionate population of those experiencing homelessness in Denver right now, and your money will go towards employment assistance, healthcare, and the human right of housing.” Kai beamed, holding a hand to his chest. “I am so proud of our community. We’ve got to look out for each other, especially in our difficult political times.” They waited for the crowd to finish applauding. “And remember, the first Pride was a riot, so keep fucking it up!”
Right on cue, Bikini Kill’s “Rebel Girl” started blasting, which made the crowd almost seem frenetic with energy.
Lizzie couldn’t help but laugh in surprise. They’d pulled it off. The prom of her dreams. Messy and ecstatic and gorgeous and sweaty and pulsing with energy — it was everything she’d hoped for.
Hazel disappeared and Rory and Lizzie left the dance floor to grab more water and tuck away in a dark corner away from the speakers where they could hear one another. Without the intensity of the dance floor, Lizzie leaned awkwardly on a table, unsure of how to act around Rory.
They’d clearly crossed a line, but there was still so much left unsaid. They’d been such good friends — how did they take that next step without messing everything up between them? She watched Rory fuss with her boutonniere, so serious about the little pinned on flowers, and she couldn’t help but grin.
“What?” Rory asked, looking up at Lizzie staring.
“Nothing. You’re just very cute.”
“It’s crooked.”
“It’s not crooked.”
“It is,” Rory insisted.
“Here, let me fix it for you,” Lizzie said, reaching for Rory’s lapel.
Rory caught her hands, looking down at her with a mischievous glint in her eye. “You look so good tonight.”
Lizzie smiled, her cheeks warming. “You like my dress? And did you see my sparkly shoes?” She held out her foot to show off the heels from a few different angles to really get the lighting on them.
Rory grinned. “I did see your sparkly shoes and I love them.” She paused for a moment, her eyes searching Lizzie’s. She bit her lip, watching Lizzie, like she was trying to work up the courage to say something. “You know, I’ve watched you play up all these different versions of yourself these past few weeks, like wearing that black dress and lipstick to impress Paloma, or the flats to make sure you weren’t taller than Noah—”
“Wait, how did you—”
Rory exhaled through her nose. “I’m making a point here, Elizabeth.”
Lizzie smirked, but closed her mouth.
Rory took a deep breath, as though steeling herself for what she was about to say. Lizzie’s stomach swirled with anticipation, her hands still holding Rory’s. Rory stared down at her, then closed her eyes and finally said, “I’ve seen and loved every version of you. Always. I loved pink converse Lizzie, and I loved when you cut your hair short, and I love your hair long, and I love you in sweaty workout shirts and prom dresses and flats and sparkly heels. You never have to change who you are for me to love you, because I always have.”
Oh. Oh. Lizzie wasn’t sure where to begin with a response. As soon as she opened her mouth, though, Rory continued.
“And you’re my best friend, and I’m scared to lose you, but I’m more scared of never telling you this, and these past few weeks have made me realize I can’t just lie to you anymore. You deserve to know the truth.”
Lizzie stared up at Rory, blinking back the sting of tears that threatened to ruin her mascara. “Rory—”
“And it’s okay if you don’t feel the same way, but I had to tell you.”
“Rory—”
“And I’m sorry if it makes you feel uncomfortable to know my true feelings.”
“Oh my god, Rory, shut up,” Lizzie said, loosening her grip from her hands to reach up and hold her cheeks instead. “I’m so scared to lose you,” she started, unsure exactly how to continue.
As she paused, Rory’s eyes closed and she nodded slowly. “I know, and I’m sorry—”
In an effort to get Rory to stop talking, Lizzie moved to close her lips over Rory’s, holding her close as she moved her hands from Rory’s face to her neck. If she couldn’t get a word in edgewise, she might as well show Rory how she felt instead. Kissing Rory was so much better than she’d ever idly imagined, all soft lips and gentle nips and warm tongues and breath and just the right amount of frantic desperation, considering the situation.
Rory tasted like vodka and cranberries, so familiar and brand new all at once. Rory’s arms wrapped around Lizzie’s back, holding her tightly and wandering at the same time. Her body was alight with Rory’s touch, tingles and shivers and goosebumps everywhere. Kissing her felt right, like she didn’t even have to try, like the most natural thing in the world. Rory’s tongue slid over her lower lip, and she moaned softly, feeling Rory’s arms tighten at the sound.
How kissing someone could be comforting and thrilling at the same time was beyond her, but she was desperate to find out more.
Rory pulled back, looking down at her like she was magical and wonderful, like she was something to truly behold and cherish. “Listen, I want to keep doing that all night, but I also really want to take some cheesy prom photos with you by our marquee letters, if you’d like to,” she said.
Lizzie nodded, and Rory grabbed her hand, pulling her over to the letters. Lizzie had imagined the photo opportunity complete with a ring light and phone holder for the optimum selfie. The mirrorball glinted off of the letters, and balloons filled the floor. Rory stood behind her, arms on her waist, smiling widely. Then, they switched positions, with Rory in front. A few more poses for good measure — Lizzie ending up being held in Rory’s arms for one of them — and they were a giggling mess.
“Do you want to get out of here?” Rory asked.
Lizzie shook her head. “I can’t. I have to stay and help clean up after.”
Rory pulled out her phone. “This ends at midnight?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, that gives us an hour.”
“An hour to do what?” Lizzie smirked.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Rory said suggestively, dipping her voice low.
“Please say Taco Bell.”
“Duh. I really feel like a Mexican pizza would be the cherry on top of a good night,” Rory said with a glint in her eye.
Thirty minutes later, they sat together on a bus stop bench down the block from the venue sharing a Baja Blast and eating chalupas. In that moment, nothing felt different, necessarily. Rory was still the person she was most comfortable with in the world, and that hadn’t changed. There were still a few moments of shy uncertainty, of newfound vulnerability and intimacy, of a casual touch meaning so much more than it ever had, but really, Rory was still the same woman she’d known and loved for so long.
As she watched Rory make a mess of a hard taco, splitting the shell in half and losing all of her fillings, she was struck by how she had loved Rory all this time, but she wasn’t scared of losing their friendship anymore. Well, not scared enough to not find out exactly what they could have.
If every day could be like this, it was a risk she wanted to take.
And a half hour later, Rory was there, helping her pick up beer bottles and cocktail napkins around the venue in the bright overhead lights, still looking sexy as hell in her gorgeous suit and wearing an easygoing smile without complaint. Hazel, Paloma, Calliope, and the event planning committee were all there, too — even Noah had stayed, Mara by his side as they seemed to be entranced in a heated conversation about something.
She held open a trash bag as Rory made what she had announced was a three point throw, and she cheered loudly as the cup made it in the bag, not even hitting the edge.
“Nothing but net, bay-bee,” Rory whooped, and Lizzie was struck by the realization that she’d found the absolute perfect prom date after all.





CHAPTER TWELVE
   
“D o you want to come in?” Lizzie asked as she and Rory stood at her door.
Rory looked like she was contemplating the offer for a moment before her mouth split into a grin. “Of fucking course I want to come in.”
Lizzie couldn’t help laughing as she struggled to get her keys in the door fast enough. “Do you want a drink, or—”
Rory pressed a kiss to the nape of her neck. “No.”
“Oh,” Lizzie breathed, tingles zipping down her spine. She kicked off her shoes in the entry, then hurried down the hall to her bedroom, but nerves made her stomach clench. This would change everything, but she was ready for that, right? Rory took her time walking up the hallway, as if wanting to savor the moment, her eyes dark as she watched Lizzie stand next to the bed. God, yes, Lizzie was ready for this, had been wanting it for so much longer than she’d even realized. She felt the tension and excitement rise between them even more. The way everything with Rory was somehow so familiar, so comfortable, yet stomach-clenching in its newness and the wonder of it all.
Lizzie turned, holding her hair out of the way of her zipper. “I was hoping you could assist me with this,” she said, her voice dipping lower. Sure, she’d wanted to be sexy, but truly it had been a struggle to get the dress on, much less off.
“This seems to be something I could perhaps help with.” Rory’s voice was hoarse as she dragged the zipper of the dress open, goosebumps prickling over every exposed inch of her back. Lizzie had bought the dress entirely for herself, but maybe subconsciously, she’d imagined this moment from the very first time she’d laid eyes on it — Rory, removing it, slowly, in the dim light of her bedroom. Her heart thundered in her chest and she struggled to take a deep breath.
Rory’s fingers brushed over her bare skin as she let the dress slide open in the back, then tenderly pushed it over Lizzie’s shoulders. She leaned forward and placed a soft kiss at the sensitive spot where her neck curved into her shoulder. A sweet gesture, yet one full of the promise of what was to come and it set Lizzie’s body alight. She shivered, her eyes fluttering closed. Her entire body tingled with anticipation.
Rory pushed the dress beyond Lizzie’s shoulders and over her breasts, then helped her slide it down over her hips, holding her steady as Lizzie gingerly stepped out of it, placing it gently on top of the dresser. Lizzie stood in her bra and underwear, nerves swirling in her stomach as Rory’s eyes swept over her appraisingly.
“Fuck, you are so gorgeous,” Rory whispered, reaching to tangle her hands in Lizzie’s hair as she kissed her again, desperate and fast, like she couldn’t help herself. Her kiss deepened, her body squaring against Lizzie’s, and the fabric of Rory’s suit brushed over every bare inch of her skin showing.
She pushed at Rory’s suit, considerably less gentle with it than Rory had been with her dress. “Not fair,” she managed to say in between kisses. “Less clothes.” As Rory’s suit jacket came off, four hands worked at the buttons of her shirt. Lizzie’s shook, and after Rory pulled her shirt back over her shoulders and arms, she paused, taking Lizzie’s hands in her own.
She nipped the tender skin decorated with a floral tattoo on Rory’s shoulder.
“I want you to be completely sure about this,” Rory said, her green eyes glinting in the lamp light. “We can pause here if you need.”
Lizzie looked up at her, taking in how gentle and soft Rory was in the moment. Her heart swelled at Rory’s open and honest expression, and she squeezed Rory’s hands.
“I’ve been thinking about this longer than you realize,” Lizzie said, shivering as Rory moved her hand down and back up over her arms. The whisper-light touch made goosebumps peak over her entire body.
“And?” Rory said, her voice hitching higher as she watched Lizzie’s face like she was truly waiting for permission to continue.
“And I’m going to need you to take off your pants,” Lizzie said, grinning as she climbed onto the bed, settling back into the pillows. She waited for Rory to undo the button of her slacks, kicking off her shoes and shimmying until she was standing only in a pair of boxer briefs. “And I very much want this.” Her cheeks reddened with the confession.
Rory grinned, climbing onto the bed after her. She hooked an arm around Lizzie’s knees and she laughed as Rory tugged her down so that she was lying with her head on the pillow. Her breath hitched as her eyes followed Rory’s. She had an intensity in her eyes that Lizzie hadn’t witnessed before. Urgency and need and wonder, all at once. Rory reached down, sliding Lizzie’s lacy underwear — thank god she’d worn a sexy pair tonight — over her hips and down her legs. Lizzie kicked them the rest of the way off, pushing at the band of Rory’s.
Rory sat up and helped Lizzie undress her, and then leaned back, bracing her weight on her palm as she looked over Lizzie’s body. Lizzie took the opportunity to stare at Rory, too, at her muscled thighs and curved hips, her flat stomach and small breasts. She was perfection and she was all Lizzie’s tonight. Lizzie gripped her shoulders in her hands, as if unable to believe this was real. Like she wasn’t just dreaming.
Rory lowered her head and nuzzled Lizzie’s neck, sending sparks through her body, between her thighs. “Fuck,” she whispered.
“What?” Lizzie asked, her voice an embarrassingly-high pitch.
“I could almost come just from the feel of your body under mine,” Rory answered.
Lizzie grinned. “If this is getting you close, just wait until you feel my tongue on your clit.”
Rory’s eyes flashed as she leaned back to look at Lizzie’s face. “Oh my god.”
“Wait, you are into that, right?” Lizzie asked, blinking.
“You fucking me with your tongue? Yeah, babe, I’m into that,” Rory said, looking quite serious.
“And how do you feel about strap-ons?” Lizzie asked.
Rory smiled, brushing Lizzie’s bangs out of her face. “More of a giver than a receiver but I’m willing to try anything with you.”
“Anything?” Lizzie said, wiggling her eyebrows. “Even—”
“Listen, I know we’re best friends, but I really need to fuck you right now, so can you just stop talking for like, ten minutes.” The corners of Rory’s mouth were curved up, despite her chastizing tone.
“Only ten minutes?” Lizzie teased.
“Elizabeth.”
“Right.” Lizzie cleared her throat, staring up at Rory, who was watching her with amusement. “I just—”
Rory grabbed her wrist and held it above her head, then kissed her with enough force to finally shut her up. Her tongue slid past Lizzie’s lips and she reached down; Rory was exploring every curve with her fingertips, rolling Lizzie’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger, eliciting little gasps as she moved her fingers, exploring. Her hands were gentle, feather-light — loving — and she kept Lizzie quiet with her mouth for awhile, sliding her palms over hip bones and knees.
She took her time exploring Lizzie’s body, enough time that Lizzie was wound tightly enough to buck her hips when she reached a hand down between Lizzie’s legs, her fingers sliding over the warm wetness there.
Lizzie was ready, beyond ready, but Rory patiently caressed her skin, the curls at the apex of her thighs, and moved through the slick warmth before finally, finally sliding a finger inside of her, then another, her thumb finding Lizzie’s clit as she moved her hand in rhythm.
Lizzie nipped at Rory’s lower lip, her fingers digging into Rory’s arms and shoulders. She ran her hands over Rory’s body and reached to cup Rory’s breast in her hand, rolling the warm, soft nipple between her thumb and forefinger. Rory moaned, the sound so soft Lizzie almost thought she’d imagined it. As she buried her face in Lizzie’s neck, Lizzie was enveloped in the lush woodsy scent of her hair. Rory turned her head, her breath warm on Lizzie’s ear while she licked and nipped the sensitive skin there as Lizzie lifted her hips in time with Rory’s hand.
It wasn’t long before she was clutching Rory, her nails digging into her back, begging for release - calling out Rory’s name. She shattered with a loud moan, her arms tightening around Rory’s shoulders, holding onto her like she was afraid she’d float away.
When Lizzie opened her eyes again, Rory brushed her hair back from her forehead, kissing her cheeks and neck as she slowly came back to the present.
“I love you,” she whispered, kissing Rory’s bare shoulder.
“I think you might be in a slightly altered state,” Rory said with a grin.
Lizzie laughed and shifted, flipping Rory onto her back with surprising force. “No, I mean it. I can’t believe we wasted so much time not doing this and not saying what we really felt. We are so dumb.”
“Well, I agree with you there,” Rory said, her eyes soft as she looked up at Lizzie.
“Rory, I’ve loved you for a long time,” Lizzie said, brushing her nose against Rory’s.
Rory blinked, looking up at her. “I love you, too,” she said, pressing a soft kiss to Lizzie’s mouth.
“Are you just saying it back because I said it and now you’re feeling uncomfortable?” Lizzie asked, and Rory snorted in response.
“When have I ever done anything just because someone else wanted me to?” She asked.
Lizzie squinted in thought. “You make a good point. I just don’t want you to feel pressured to—”
She was cut off as Rory wrapped her legs around Lizzie’s hips, pulling her closer. “Can you please stop overthinking everything and make good on your promise to put your tongue on me?”
Lizzie laughed and shifted to kiss her way down Rory’s body, all too happy to oblige.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
   
C heeseman Park was packed with people lining the road where the parade began, floats and groups waiting in line to be next to go. Music was blasting from all around — several mixtures of Lil Nas X, Lady Gaga, and Madonna. The lawn was littered with picnic blankets of all sorts of families, chosen and blood, young and old alike.
Hazel sipped from a water bottle, though Lizzie strongly suspected it wasn’t water in there. She wore large dark shades, a bucket hat, and a brightly colored crop top, and Lizzie had told her with earnest excitement that she looked straight out of a Delias catalog.
Lizzie leaned back against Rory’s chest, her body resting between the taller woman’s legs. She drank a coffee, which Rory grabbed from her every so often to steal a sip. She looked up at Rory, who was wearing her t-shirt, had slept in her bed last night, and still had a bit of sex hair, and sighed with happiness.
“Are you guys always going to be this disgusting?” Hazel asked, though she was grinning as she watched them.
“You jealous, babe? Plenty of room for more cuddles,” Lizzie joked, gesturing to the blanket between her legs.
“You’re to blame for this,” Rory said, taking another sip of coffee.
“Did you know this park used to be a cemetery?” Hazel asked as casually as she’d state the weather.
Lizzie eyed the ground warily.
“Yeah, they moved most of the bodies when they converted it into a park, though,” Hazel continued, her tone bored.
“Did you say most?” Rory asked.
“So, you’re saying there may be people literally rolling over in their graves at the idea that this is now a giant gay party lawn?” Lizzie said with a grin.
Hazel nodded, her eyebrows raising. “Isn’t that the dream?”
Lizzie could feel Rory shift further onto the blanket away from the grass at the edge. Smart. She looked back to Hazel, eyeing her. “What’d you get up to last night after the prom, anyway?”
Hazel shrugged. “Nothing I’d like to discuss in this family-friendly environment.”
Lizzie gasped. “Who did you go home with? Paloma?”
Hazel sighed. “I plead the fifth.”
“Calliope Jones?” Rory asked.
Hazel turned to lie on her stomach.
“Mara Wheeler?” Lizzie asked, though it was mainly a joke. She’d seen Mara with Noah almost the entire night, and they seemed pretty inseparable.
“Wait, no, I saw you at the very end of the night talking with both Paloma and Calliope, and looking quite flirty,” Rory said, her tone a bit scandalized.
“Hazel, you saucy minx,” Lizzie said.
Hazel laughed, shaking her head. “I didn’t go home with them.”
Lizzie felt disappointed for a moment.
“What you haven’t explicitly said is that they didn’t go home with you,” Rory said and Lizzie turned, her mouth gaping.
Hazel pulled down her sunglasses and winked. “Clever girl.”
“I am unwell at this idea,” Lizzie teased. “I want every inappropriate detail.”
Rory leaned down to kiss the shell of Lizzie’s ear. “Darling, let Hazel have her secrets.”
Hazel mouthed, I’ll tell you later, and then the parade began moving.
Something about Pride parades always got her — she knew most of it was corporate bullshit, but just the fact that corporations thought it was cool to be openly accepting of something she’d spent her entire childhood trying to suppress was almost unbelievable to her. She’d been in serious relationships before same-sex marriage was federally legal, and she could hardly wrap her head around the idea that immense progress had been so recent. Granted, there was still so much work to be done when it came to expanding the rights of queer Americans, most especially when it came to protecting the trans community. Maybe she could throw another event to raise money for a local organization that helped trans kids find gender affirming care... She made a mental note as she watched the first floats begin along the parade route.
“Pride really is aptly named, isn’t it?” Rory mused behind her.
“How so?” Lizzie asked.
Rory wrapped a loose arm around the front of her chest. “Well, I’m proud to be queer. I’m proud of our friendship. I’m proud to know we exist and will keep existing, despite what any politician says.”
Hazel smiled dreamily. “I like that. I think a lot of that gets lost when banks are throwing me free swag, though.”
“Well, we’re here, and we’re unashamedly happy and in love, and if that isn’t a revolutionary act, I don’t know what is,” Rory added.
A float full of shirtless men in high heels clacking their fans and shouting “Happy Pride” caught Lizzie’s attention, and she settled back into Rory’s body, taking it all in and feeling so, so happy.



EPILOGUE
   
ONE YEAR LATER
I n her opinion, the bright pink limo was overkill, but Hazel had insisted. As they piled out of the Barbie mobile, she took a moment to pause, looking up at the Prom-A-Rama venue. Gone was the slightly-sketchy warehouse of last year. The venue was a revamped bank from the 20s, all art deco and gorgeous.
“You ready?” Rory asked, straightening her emerald green suit as she stood on the sidewalk beside Lizzie.
They’d had to upgrade since the year before, given how fast tickets had sold out. They’d even convinced The Shrikes to play, and they’d donated their entire performance fee to One Colorado, an LGBTQ advocacy organization, for use in the fight for safer schools for trans kids.
Lizzie took Rory’s hand in hers, giving it a squeeze. Her thumb flicked over the plain gold band on Rory’s left ring finger, and she smiled, still getting butterflies over the memory of their tiny backyard wedding that spring.
Her mother had questioned why it was so fast — clearly she didn’t understand lesbian timelines moved quickly — but Lizzie had explained that when she knew that Rory was her person, she wanted their life together to start immediately. Of course, their friendship hadn’t been wasted time, but it had been time when she couldn’t lean over and kiss Rory whenever she wanted, which was a definite perk of moving beyond friendship. And because they already knew each other inside and out, knew each other’s quirks and preferences, so when they’d moved in together after only a month of dating, it had been everything she’d dreamed of.
Former commitment-phobe Rory, to Lizzie’s immense surprise, had been the one to suggest every next step and her enthusiasm had been contagious, from the first day they moved in together to the late night whispers of excitement while planning their wedding.
Except for Rory’s insistence that they now go on runs three times a week instead of just the one. That she could do without.
“I’m so excited I don’t have to bartend this year,” Hazel said, smoothing out the top of her sequin jumpsuit.
“Me too, baby,” Calliope Jones said from her side, wrapping a loose arm around Hazel’s waist.
Paloma simply pressed her mouth into a thin line, nodding. She glanced sidelong at Lizzie. “Do you think they fucked up our mirrorball backdrop?”
Lizzie sighed, picturing the massive mirrorball garland display that was this year’s big photo backdrop. She’d lost count of how many mirrorballs and silver balloons Paloma had insisted on arranging into a giant waterfall display, but her last count was 104 mirrorballs and 400 balloons. “Given how it took you nine hours to set up yesterday, I sure hope not.” The best part was that Paloma had let her film putting it together and she had plans to make it into a brand new course for the new vertical she’d started at Scribbles — Party and Decor.
Kai opened one of the double doors at the entrance of the venue, their eyes growing wide at the sight of them. “Lizzie, we have a situation,” they said, gesturing for her to hurry inside.
Lizzie’s stomach dropped and she rushed in — well, as much as she could in heels that high. “What’s wrong?” She asked Kai, finding Frankie standing beside him looking grim.
She didn’t have to investigate very far to find the cause of the issue. Noah was standing on stage, doing a mic check, his sniffles echoing over the sound system. Grant and Hayley were standing near the swag bag table pretending with a lot of effort not to notice him on the stage.
“He’s going to propose to Mara during the event tonight,” Frankie said, sighing.
Lizzie grimaced. Setting up Mara and Noah had been a veritable disaster of pairing together two stubborn and temperamental people. They were always on and off again, and for some reason, Mara thought that she and Lizzie were besties at work now, so Lizzie got to hear every detail. Too many details.
She closed her eyes, trying to clear many of those details from her mind that very moment.
“You need to talk him out of it,” Kai said.
Hazel paused beside her, looking up at Noah pacing back and forth on stage, looking distraught. “Remember Liz, not your circus, not your monkeys.”
“They may not be my monkeys but they’re going to interrupt a circus I’ve worked very hard on,” Lizzie corrected her. She turned back to Frankie and Kai. “Where’s Mara?”
Frankie shrugged. “Not here yet.”
Lizzie nodded, forming a game plan. She looked at Calliope, who was watching Noah with a grimace on her face, then Paloma. “If Mara gets here before we talk Noah off the ledge, please just distract her.”
Calliope nodded but Paloma rolled her eyes. “I didn’t realize I was babysitting tonight.”
Lizzie leveled her with a hard stare. “Be nice.”
Hazel put a hand on Paloma’s shoulder. “We’ll be nice,” she said sweetly. “Won’t we, darling?”
Paloma seemed to relax at Hazel’s touch.
Rory sighed. “Men can be so emotional.”
Lizzie grinned.
Rory gave her a meaningful look. The one that told Lizzie she always had her back. Her green eyes seemed even brighter against her emerald green suit. “Do you want help?”
“Nah, I’ve got this,” Lizzie said, glancing at her phone to check the time. “You guys keep finishing up. We’ve only got a half hour before the doors open and the DJ isn’t even playing Carly Rae Jepsen yet, which feels like a hate crime.”
“I’ll fix that.” Frankie grinned.
Lizzie walked to the edge of the stage, peering up at Noah, who seemed as though he was rehearsing a speech. “Hey, man,” she started gently, “What’s going on up there?”
“I’m singing to Nelson,” he joked, quoting the famous line. He looked less than sober. Fantastic. She had obviously done something to piss off the universe in order to deserve an evening of talking to her ex-boyfriend about his new girlfriend and potentially fiancee. It felt like a new low, even for her.
Lizzie smiled warmly. “Why don’t you come on down and we can have a chat about this plan?”
To her surprise, he obliged the request, sitting on the edge of the stage with his feet dangling over the edge. She leaned back against the stage, nervous that her pale green dress might get a bit dirty, but more nervous to let Noah loose on an unsuspecting prom crowd.
“I heard this could be a very big speech for you,” she said, folding her hands in front of her.
“I’ve got to do a grand gesture to prove to her that I’m the one,” he said calmly, his normally charming features furrowed and frowning.
“A grand gesture? You know that doesn’t mean a speech in front of a thousand strange queers, right?” Lizzie said.
Noah shook his head. “I want her to see that I’m capable of commitment.”
Lizzie rubbed the bridge of her nose. This was not happening to her. She’d clearly led a horrible past life in order to be dealing with the agony of this conversation. “Maybe instead of a grand gesture or a public speech, you could just talk about it?”
“I’ve tried.” He ran his hands through his hair in dismay.
“I know you don’t want to hear this, but relationships are supposed to be fun, not constant difficulty,” she said.
Noah snorted. “You and Rory are lucky that you’re so boring together—”
“An odd approach to take with someone trying to help, but go on.” Lizzie narrowed her eyes.
“Mara and I just have a little extra spark,” he explained.
“Well, even tiny sparks cause wildfires if you’re not careful,” she said.
Noah pressed his mouth into a thin line.
“I guarantee you this argument that you guys are having could be resolved with just one conversation. Please, for the love of Pride and Prom-A-Rama and queers ‘round the world, just talk to her about how you’re feeling,” Lizzie said, feeling a bit like Hazel dishing out the advice.
Noah shrugged.
“I don’t think she’d like a public proposal, to be honest,” Lizzie continued. “She seems like the type who might want a bit of privacy in her relationships.”
“It’s been a hard adjustment,” Noah said.
Hayley walked up to tell them it was fifteen minutes until doors opened, so any last minute things needed to be done now. She looked pointedly at Noah, as if to tell Lizzie to wrap it up.
“Do you remember when you and Hazel and Rory and I went on that camping trip and it rained the entire time and we slept in the back of the car and you got super upset because you thought the three of us were having a terrible time and it was somehow your fault, like you made it rain or something? So, instead of just talking to us about it, you worried so much that you ended up—”
“Crying. Yep.” Noah pursed his lips.
“Sobbing,” Lizzie corrected.
“Okay, I don’t know if it was sobbing, but—”
“Anyway, my point is, it’s hard to actually determine what someone else is thinking. The three of us were having a great time playing four thousand rounds of Uno in the bed of the 4Runner and the only reason there was a weird feeling was because you were worried about there being a weird feeling.”
Noah nodded. “I’m really bad at Uno.”
“Yeah, I know.” Lizzie sighed. “But do you see what I’m saying? You can be very sensitive about these things.” It felt so odd using her intimate knowledge of his personality to help get him through a new relationship issue, but she realized as she was speaking that she no longer harbored any fantasies about them getting together. Just the idea of how he’d been upset during that camping trip gave her a giant feeling of relief that they were no longer together.
Noah blew out a long breath. “You’re saying not to panic until I actually talk to her.”
Lizzie nodded slowly. “And maybe in private, not here,” she added gently, hoping he’d take the hint. Just for good measure, she said, “And maybe when you’re more sober.” Just in case he wasn’t taking subtle hints at the moment.
“I love her,” he said, his voice cracking, and she reached to pat his shoulder.
“I know,” she said, feeling nothing but gratitude for the time they’d spent together and the lessons their relationship had taught her. “Now, go tell her that and be patient as you try to work things out.” She held out a hand to help him off the stage, then thought maybe he needed clear direction and added, “Without proposing to her.”
Rory poured Noah into an Uber that she’d apparently already called as Lizzie overheard Hazel on the phone with Mara, telling her that Noah was going to go home for the night, but that she was still welcome to come if she wanted to.
Rory walked back inside with only a few moments to spare before the doors opened. Lizzie stood in the middle of the dance floor, staring up at the mirrorball overhead, watching it glitter and glisten over the room as she took a moment to appreciate another year’s worth of hard fucking work.
Rory’s arms slipped around Lizzie’s waist from behind, her chin resting on Lizzie’s shoulder. “You did good.”
Lizzie didn’t know if Rory was referring to the prom, the situation with Noah, or the handful of other things she may want congratulations on. She leaned her head back against Rory’s shoulder, tangling their arms together. “Thank you,” she said simply, feeling content and protected.
“Get a room,” Hazel said with a smirk as she walked up to them, wrapping her arms around the both of them in a group hug that made Lizzie laugh.
“You ready for this?” Rory asked.
A question just as open-ended as the statement before, but Lizzie said yes, she was ready, and knowing she had Hazel and Rory by her side, she meant it. Whatever was waiting for her tonight, and after, she was ready.
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