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  Chapter 1
The Bucket List

Thursday, March 5th


Elise Ward had a morning routine, and she rarely deviated from it. 
The problem wasn’t the routine itself—shower, coffee, check email, the same neutral eyeshadow palette she’d been using since college. She caught her reflection in the hallway mirror on her way out—same soft dark brown hair pulled into its usual low bun, same beginning of fine lines at the corners of her eyes that she’d started noticing more often lately.
No, the problem wasn’t the routine itself; the problem was that somewhere between waking up and locking her apartment door, she’d stopped noticing she was doing any of it at all.
She noticed now, standing in line at Bean There, Done That with her reusable mug and her mental list of afternoon deadlines. The coffee shop smelled like cinnamon and something warm she couldn’t quite name, and the October morning light filtered through the windows in a way that made everything look softer than it had any right to be. Bean There, Done That was a place that felt lived in—mismatched chairs, local art on exposed brick walls, the hiss and gurgle of the espresso machine providing a constant backdrop of white noise. It was always just crowded enough to feel comfortable without feeling cramped.
“The usual?” the barista Lina asked from behind the counter, already reaching for the oat milk.
Elise nodded. She’d been coming here most Thursday mornings for the past two years—long enough that “the usual” had become shorthand for a personality.
“You got it.” Lina’s smile was genuine and knowing in equal measure. “Quiet morning?”
“The best kind,” Elise said, which was both true and a deflection. Most of her mornings were quiet. That was generally the point.
She paid, added her standard tip, and moved to the pickup area near the window. Someone had left a book on the corner table, and someone else had left—
A notebook.
Small, spiral-bound, with a cover that might have once been red but now looked like it had survived a few too many trips in and out of bags. The edges were soft with wear, and a coffee ring stained the bottom corner like a badge of honor.
Elise glanced around. The coffee shop held maybe six other people, none of whom seemed concerned about missing belongings. She should leave it. Someone would come back for it.
She made it almost thirty seconds before her organizational instincts won.
The notebook flopped open when she picked it up, revealing handwriting that was enthusiastic and looping, the kind that pushed hard into the paper with emphasis.
PIPER LANE’S 30 BEFORE 30 LIST (DO NOT LOSE THIS, YOU ABSOLUTE DISASTER)
Elise’s stomach flipped as if she were sitting on a rollercoaster.
Piper Lane.
She should close it. This was private. None of her business.
She turned the page.
The list sprawled across several pages in what appeared to be a chronological order of ambition. Some items were crossed out with visible satisfaction. Others had little stars or doodles next to them—a tiny cupcake here, a music note there.
#1. Dye hair a ridiculous color (pink was worth it)
#2. Stay awake for 36 hours straight (never again)
#3. Tell someone to their face “you broke my heart”
Elise’s chest tightened at that one.
“Oat milk latte for Elise!”
She jumped, snapping the notebook shut.
Lina raised an eyebrow as Elise collected her coffee. “Find something interesting?”
“Someone left their notebook,” Elise said, holding it up. “Piper Lane. Do you know if she comes in regularly?”
“Oh, yeah. She’s in here all the time.” Lina’s expression brightened, and she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Runs the cupcake place down on Maple? Piper and Whisk?”
Elise knew exactly two things about Piper and Whisk: that Piper Lane owned it and therefore Elise avoided it, and also that Rina had brought her a box of something called “Triple Chocolate Chaos” cupcakes a few months that had been so aggressively delicious Elise had eaten three before remembering moderation existed—and since then, Rina had brought new cupcakes every few weeks.
Piper Lane. Elise’s next-door neighbor until they were twelve. They’d built forts in adjoining backyards and split popsicles on hot summer days and promised to be best friends forever with the kind of certainty only children could manage.
They’d drifted apart in middle school—different classes, different friend groups, different everything—and by high school they’d been friendly strangers who sometimes nodded in hallways and never quite figured out how to talk to each other again.
Elise hadn’t seen Piper since graduation, eleven years ago, after which Elise went off to college and Piper did… who knew what.
“I can leave it here for her,” Elise offered.
“Or—” Lina’s smile took on a thoughtful edge. “You could drop it off? The bakery’s only a few blocks away. She’d probably appreciate getting it back sooner rather than later. If I know her right, she has no idea where she left it. Could be here, could be in three other places. She won’t think to come back and check.”
Elise looked down at the notebook. At the coffee stain and the aggressive self-directed warning not to lose it.
Guilt flickered. Elise could drop it off. The bakery wasn’t far from her office. It would take ten minutes.
Except she hadn’t talked to Piper Lane in over a decade, and the last time they’d been in the same room they’d been eighteen and wearing graduation gowns and pretending they’d never built kingdoms out of cardboard boxes together.
“Fine,” she heard herself say. “I’ll drop it off.”
The notebook felt heavier than it should in her bag as she walked to the office, like it was full of something more volatile than paper and ink.

      [image: image-placeholder]The day proceeded with its usual precision.
Elise processed quarterly reports for three small businesses, updated tax projections for a local nonprofit, and answered approximately fifteen emails that could have been consolidated into two if people understood information hierarchy. Elise’s office was small, more like a closet with a desk, in a building that had once been something more industrial before gentrification turned it into exactly this: exposed ductwork painted black, polished concrete floors, and the constant low hum of the HVAC system.
Around noon, her best friend Rina Alvarez appeared in her doorway with two coffees and an expression that promised commentary.
“Lunch break,” Rina announced, sailing into the office in a slate gray suit that accentuated every curve. Her dark hair was pulled back in a sleek bun, and she wore her reading glasses—the ones she claimed she didn’t need, and only wore to make her look more intimidating in depositions.
She set one of the coffees on Elise’s desk and peered into the sad salad container that was Elise’s lunch with visible disapproval.
“That’s really just leaves in a container,” Rina said, perching on the edge of the desk. “You know that, right?”
“There’s chicken.”
“Sad chicken doesn’t count.” Rina took a sip of her latte, perfectly lipsticked mouth leaving no mark on the lid. “Also, I brought you real coffee because I love you and your Bean There addiction is getting expensive.”
“I appreciate the concern for my budget,” Elise mumbled.
“I’m a tax attorney. I’m concerned about everyone’s budget.” Rina tilted her head, dark eyes sharp behind the unnecessary frames. “Okay, what’s going on?”
“Nothing’s going on.”
“Your pens are perfectly organized, yet there’s a messy book sitting on your desk that absolutely does not look like it’s yours.”
Elise glanced at her desk. The pens were organized by color, then by type. “It’s easier to find what I need this way,” she said, trying to deflect. Could she hide the notebook and make Rina forget about it? Nah. Rina was a bloodhound.
“They’re pens.” Rina set down her coffee. “And you’re deflecting.”
Rina had been her best friend since she’d started at the firm three years ago, which meant she’d earned the right to the truth, at least some of the time. When Elise wasn’t busy lying to herself, that was.
“I just need to drop something off after work,” Elise said.
“That thing?” Rina asked, nodding at the notebook. “What is it even? Doesn’t it belong in a dumpster?”
“It’s a notebook someone left at Bean There.”
“And it’s making you distracted because…?”
“It belongs to someone I used to know.”
Rina’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Ooh, mysterious. Someone you used to know, but don’t hang out with anymore. And someone you haven’t mentioned to me, it sounds like. What’s in the notebook?”
“A bucket list. Among other things.”
“Ooooh.” Rina leaned forward. “Who’s the someone?”
“Piper Lane. We grew up next door to each other.”
“Wait.” Rina’s expression shifted into recognition. “The cupcake girl? The one who makes those insane flavors that you pretend you don’t like but definitely ate three of last month?”
“I didn’t eat three—”
“You absolutely did. I counted.” Rina grinned. “You’re returning her bucket list in person. You know, that’s very much ‘meet-cute’ energy.”
“Rina.”
Rina had tried to set her up with women for the last two years, claiming Elise had lived too long i singleton and that it wasn’t good for her. Elise always countered that she liked her life.
And she did.
Most of the time.
“Fine, fine.” She stood, heading for the door with her coffee. She paused in the doorway, glancing back with something that looked like affection under all the teasing. “But babe, for the record? You’re allowed to do things that aren’t on your schedule. Just once in a while.”
She left before Elise could formulate a response.
Elise pulled the notebook out of her bag and set it on her desk. It looked wrong there—too alive, too messy, too full of someone else’s unfinished hopes.
She checked her watch. 5:43 PM. The bakery closed at six.
If she left now, she could make it.
She could return the notebook, exchange brief pleasantries with someone she used to know, and leave. It would be simple.
Elise grabbed her coat and walked out before she could reconsider.

      [image: image-placeholder]Piper and Whisk occupied a corner storefront with large windows and a display of cupcakes that looked one strong breeze away from architectural failure. The storefront had that intentional-chaos aesthetic Elise associated with small businesses run by people who prioritized passion over polish. Through the window, she could see a vintage display case, a chalkboard menu with cute hand-drawn cupcakes in the margins, and exposed brick on one wall. The warm glow from inside looked inviting against the cooling October evening.
Fairy lights were strung across the window frame. A chalkboard sign on the sidewalk announced: THURSDAY SPECIAL: EXISTENTIAL DREAD CHOCOLATE because sometimes you need cake that understands you.
Elise stood outside for a moment, suddenly aware that she was about to walk into a stranger’s business—except Piper wasn’t a stranger, not really, and that somehow made it worse.
She should leave the notebook outside with a note.
She should—
The door opened.
Piper Lane emerged in a flour-dusted apron, honey-blonde curls escaping from a bun held in place with what looked like a pencil. She was shorter than Elise remembered—maybe five-four—and her face had lost the roundness of childhood but kept the warmth. Soft curves, a vintage graphic tee visible under the apron, and dimples that appeared when she smiled. But it was her eyes that caught Elise off-guard—brown and bright and warm, the kind of eyes that made you feel like you’d been let in on something good.
“Elise?” Piper stopped in the doorway. “Oh my god, hi!”
“Hi.” Elise’s voice came out steadier than she felt. She was suddenly aware of how she must look—still in her work clothes, button-up wrinkled from sitting all day, her bun probably coming loose at the nape of her neck. “I, um. You left this at Bean There.” 
She held out the notebook.
Piper’s whole expression transformed—relief and surprise and something that might have been embarrassment all at once. She took the notebook carefully, like it was more fragile than it looked.
“Oh my god,” she breathed, flipping through the pages. “I thought I’d lost this forever. I’ve been losing my mind.” She looked up, and her smile was a little sheepish. “Thank you. Seriously. This is—yeah. Thank you. Bean There? I should’ve known, but I was running errands all day yesterday and—” She broke off, tucking a curl behind her ear. “I didn’t expect—I mean, I definitely didn’t expect you to be the one to find it. Elise Ward. Wow. How long has it been?”
“Graduation,” Elise said. “Eleven years.”
Perhaps she shouldn’t have that information so readily available, as if she’d been counting.
“Eleven years,” Piper repeated, something soft in her voice. “You look good. Really put together. Very professional.”
“Thanks. You look—” Elise stopped herself before she could say something revealing. “Busy.”
That made Piper laugh, a pearly and light sound that reminded Elise of childhood. “That’s a polite word for covered in flour, but I’ll take it.” Piper glanced down at the notebook, then back up at Elise with an expression that was harder to read. “So. Did you, uh. Read any of it?”
Elise’s face warmed. “I saw your name. For identification.”
“Uh huh.” Piper’s smile turned knowing. “Just my name. Nothing else.”
“Maybe the second page.”
“Elise Ward.” Piper’s eyes glittered with amusement. “Did you read my bucket list?”
There was no point in lying. “Some of it.”
“Oh god.” Piper laughed, the sound bright and surprised. “Okay, that’s mortifying. What did you see? Wait, don’t tell me. Actually, tell me. No, don’t.”
“‘Stay awake for thirty-six hours straight’?” Elise offered.
“A terrible decision I do not recommend.”
“‘Tell someone to their face they broke your heart’?”
Piper’s smile flickered, but held. “Very cathartic, zero out of ten, would not repeat.”
“‘Perform a duet at open mic night’?”
“Ah.” Piper’s expression shifted into something more considering. “Now that one’s still pending.”
They stood there for a moment, the evening settling around them.
“So,” Elise said finally. “A bucket list. Thirty before thirty?”
“Seemed like good motivation.” Piper shrugged, but there was something careful in the gesture. “When I turned twenty-nine, I figured I should probably do something with the year instead of just letting it happen to me.”
“And you chose…” Elise tried to remember what she’d read. “Salsa lessons and coloring your hair?”
“Among other things.” Piper tilted her head. “You think it’s silly.”
“No,” Elise said, surprised to find she meant it. “I think it sounds like you’re trying to live on purpose.”
Something in Piper’s expression cracked open, just a little. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s exactly what it is.”
Elise should leave. She’d returned the notebook. Her civic duty was complete.
“I should let you close up,” she said.
“Right. Yeah.” Piper hesitated, then: “Hey, this is probably weird, but since you did read the list—”
“Some of the list.”
“Since you read some of the list, and since you went out of your way to return it, and since we used to be friends a million years ago…” Piper took a breath. “Item number twelve. The duet. I need a partner.”
Elise blinked. “You want me to—what?”
“Sing with me. At open mic night. Tomorrow night at the Velvet Fox.” Piper said it quickly, like she was worried she’d lose her nerve. “It’s just one song. Nothing serious. I know it’s random, but you’re here, and—”
“We haven’t talked in eleven years.”
“I know.”
“I can’t sing.”
“Neither can I, really. That’s not the point.”
“What is the point?”
Piper looked at her steadily. “The point is doing something that scares you a little, to say yes to something that isn’t planned. The point is—” She stopped, laughed a little. “Okay, I don’t actually have a good explanation. I just think it could be fun.”
Elise could think of several terrible outcomes, all of which involved public humiliation.
She should say no.
She should absolutely say no.
But something in her chest pulled tight—an old familiar guilt, the shape of a party she’d rather forget, a moment when she’d stayed silent when she should have spoken. When Piper had needed someone and Elise had been too scared to be that person.
It was just one night. Just one song.
Maybe she owed Piper that much.
“Fine,” Elise heard herself say. “One song.”
Piper’s smile could have powered the entire street. “Really?”
“Really.”
“Okay. Okay, wow. I wasn’t expecting you to actually say yes.” Piper pulled out her phone—case covered in cupcake stickers. “Give me your number. I’ll text you the details.”
Elise recited it, watching Piper type with floured fingers.
“Got it.”
Elise’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out.
Piper

You just made my day


Elise shook her head. “I’m going to regret this.”
“No, you’re not,” Piper said, backing toward the bakery door. “Tomorrow. Eight PM. I’ll text you the song and the address. Don’t overthink it.”
“I always overthink things.”
Piper’s smile turned softer, almost nostalgic. “Then some things don’t change.”
She disappeared inside before Elise could respond.
Elise stood on the sidewalk for a moment, holding her phone with a message from someone she’d once known better than anyone.
She should delete the number.
Cancel tomorrow.
Instead, she saved the contact—Piper Lane—and walked home through streets that felt less predictable than they had that morning.
She’d agreed to one thing. One song.
It would be fine.
Everything would be fine.
Her phone buzzed again.
Piper

Thanks for saying yes.


Elise surprised herself by smiling.
She did not respond.
But she didn’t delete the message either.
And she definitely didn’t spend the rest of the walk home thinking about flour-dusted curls, or dimples, or bright brown eyes, nor of the way Piper had said her name like she’d been holding onto it, waiting for a reason to use it again. 
Definitely not.






  
  Chapter 2
Open Mic Night

Friday, March 6th


The text came at 7:23 AM, which was really very late for someone who ran a bakery. 
Piper

good morning!! song choice: “Shallow” from A Star is Born. you know it right? everyone knows it. it’s ICONIC. also I call the Lady Gaga part. see you at 8!!


Elise stared at her phone over her coffee.
She did know the song. Everyone knew the song. That was the problem.
She typed and deleted three different responses before settling on:
I’ll be there.

that’s the spirit! wear something that makes you feel brave


Elise glanced at herself in the bathroom mirror—hair already twisted into its bun, minimal makeup that was designed to look like no makeup at all. Professional. Forgettable. Safe. Her clothes were the same: a navy blazer and cream blouse. What she wore. 
She did not own clothes that made her feel brave.
She owned clothes that made her feel invisible, which had always seemed like the safer option.

      [image: image-placeholder]Work passed in a blur of spreadsheets and client calls that couldn’t quite hold her attention. Rina noticed immediately.
“You’re doing it again,” Rina said, appearing in Elise’s doorway at 2 PM with a knowing expression.
“Working?”
“Staring at your computer like it doesn’t exist and you’re off in la-la-land.” Rina invited herself in and sat down. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing.”
“Elise.”
Elise sighed. “I agreed to do something tonight, and it’s way, way out of my comfort zone.”
“Oh?” Rina’s eyebrows rose with interest. “What kind of something?”
“An open mic night. At the Velvet Fox.”
Rina’s expression transformed into pure delight. “I’m sorry, you agreed to do what?”
“It’s not a big deal—”
“You, Elise Ward, who color-codes her socks and has never spontaneously done anything in her entire life, agreed to perform at an open mic night?” Rina was practically vibrating. “Who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”
“I don’t color-code my socks,” Elise said defensively.
“That’s not the point and you know it.” Rina leaned forward. “Who convinced you to do this? Who is this amazing being?”
“Someone I used to know.”
Rina, who had never been known for being stupid, narrowed her eyes. “Does this have to do with the cupcake girl?”
Elise bit her lip. “Piper. Yeah.” She looked down at her desk, trying to come up with… something. Courage? Perhaps it was in her drawer, because it sure wasn’t in her head.
“And how, exactly, did you go from ‘returning a notebook’ to ‘performing in public’?” Rina looked like Christmas had come early. “I’ve got to meet this person.”
“She’s—” Elise stopped, because she had absolutely no idea what to say next. 
“I’m sure she is,” Rina said with a wink. Then she leaned in and gave Elise a semi-awkward side-hug. “Elise. Babe. This is character growth. I’m so proud of you I could cry.”
“It’s one song.”
“It’s one song more than you would have done yesterday.” Rina stood, heading for the door. “You’re going home early to pick out something to wear. Don’t argue. I’m giving you the rest of the afternoon off.”
“You can’t do that.”
“I’m a tax attorney. I can do whatever I want.” Rina paused in the doorway. “And Elise? Wear something that isn’t beige. Live a little.”

      [image: image-placeholder]While Elise didn’t go home early—because Rina really didn’t have the authority to give Elise half a day off—Elise did end up wearing something other than beige. She picked a pair of dark blue jeans and a soft burgundy sweater that Rina had bought her last Christmas and she’d never worn. It felt too visible, too much like she was trying. The sweater actually fit well, skimming her frame in a way that was flattering without being obvious, but she still felt exposed. She paired it with her usual leather jacket, a touch of lipstick a few shades darker than her lips, and a fresh layer of mascara, and told herself that was compromise enough.
The Velvet Fox was a small venue tucked between a used bookstore and a wine bar, the kind of place that had probably been three other things in the past decade, not that Elise kept track. Inside, it was all exposed brick and dim lighting, mismatched chairs arranged in loose semicircles around a small stage. The air smelled like beer and old wood, and a murmur of conversation filled the space—intimate without feeling cramped. The stage looked both inviting and terrifying, lit by a single spotlight that threw everything else into shadow.
Piper was already there, standing near the bar with a notebook—the notebook—open in her hands. She’d changed since yesterday, trading the flour-dusted apron for dark jeans that hugged her curves and a vintage band t-shirt under a denim jacket. Her curls were down, honey-blonde waves tumbling past her shoulders and catching the low light. When she shifted her weight, Elise noticed she was wearing sneakers—practical, paint-splattered, very Piper.
She looked up as Elise approached, and her whole face brightened.
“You came,” Piper said, like she’d actually been worried Elise might bail.
“I said I would.”
“I know, but people say a lot of things.” Piper’s smile turned a little sheepish. “I’m really glad you’re here.”
Something in Elise’s chest loosened. “So. Shallow.”
“Shallow,” Piper confirmed. “You’re doing the Bradley Cooper part, which is mostly talking-singing, so you’ll be fine.”
“Mostly talking-singing,” Elise repeated.
“It’s like talking but with more commitment to pitch.” Piper grinned. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
They found a quiet corner, and Piper pulled up the lyrics on her phone. For the next twenty minutes, she walked Elise through the song with a patience that felt at odds with her chaotic energy from yesterday.
“You’re good at this,” Elise said after they’d run through it twice.
“At teaching?”
“More like at making terrible ideas seem possible.”
Piper laughed, showing off a row of white teeth that were perfectly straight after years with braces in high school. “That’s my whole business model, actually. Convince people that cupcakes with bacon and maple syrup are a good idea, then deliver on the promise.”
“Do they work?”
“The cupcakes or the promises?”
“Both.”
Piper’s expression softened. “The cupcakes always work.”
There was something underneath that Elise couldn’t quite parse—some old hurt Piper was covering with humor. Before she could ask, the emcee called for performers to sign up.
“That’s us,” Piper said, standing. “Ready?”
Elise was absolutely not ready.
“Sure,” she said anyway.

      [image: image-placeholder]They were fourth in the lineup, which gave Elise just enough time to regret every decision that had led to this moment. She should just have left the notebook alone; she should’ve insisted on leaving the notebook at Bean There instead of returning it herself, and she should definitely have said a resounding NO when Piper suggested this particular brand of madness.
The first performer was a college kid with a guitar who sang an earnest original song about climate change. The second was a woman in her sixties who did a stunning version of “At Last” that made half the room tear up. The third was a comedy routine that landed about half its jokes.
Then the emcee called their names.
Elise’s legs felt disconnected from her body as she followed Piper to the stage. The lights were brighter than she’d expected, the audience darker. She could make out maybe thirty faces, which was approximately thirty more than she wanted watching her do this.
Piper picked up the microphone with easy confidence, then handed the second one to Elise.
“Hi everyone,” Piper said, her voice warm and clear. “I’m Piper, this is Elise, and we’re going to absolutely butcher a Lady Gaga song for your entertainment.”
The audience laughed. Piper caught Elise’s eye and winked. Her dimples appeared when she smiled like that—deep and genuine, making her whole face light up.
The opening notes started.
Elise had listened to this song probably a hundred times—in cars, in coffee shops, in the background of her life. She’d never imagined singing it in front of actual humans.
Piper’s voice came in first, and it was better than Elise had expected—not trained, not perfect, but genuine and surprisingly strong. She sang like she meant it, like the words mattered.
Then it was Elise’s turn.
She started quietly, almost speaking the lyrics like Piper had suggested. But something about the way Piper was looking at her—encouraging, present, like she believed Elise could actually do this—made her voice grow steadier.
Tell me something, girl…
They found a rhythm together, trading lines, Elise’s lower tones grounding Piper’s brighter voice. It wasn’t perfect. Elise missed a cue, and Piper’s pitch wavered on one of the higher notes. But there was something electric in the imperfection, something alive.
Then they hit the chorus.
Piper’s voice soared, unrestrained and full of feeling, and Elise found herself singing louder than she’d planned, the harmonies weaving together in a way that felt almost natural. The audience faded. The lights faded. There was just the music and Piper’s eyes catching hers between lines and the strange, startling realization that she was enjoying this.
The final note hung in the air.
The room erupted in applause.
Elise stood there, stunned, still holding the microphone. Piper was grinning at her with unfiltered joy, and before Elise could process what was happening, Piper grabbed her hand and raised both their arms in victory.
The audience cheered louder.
They made it off the stage in a blur of adrenaline and disbelief.
“That was incredible,” Piper said, breathless and glowing. “You were incredible. Did you hear them?”
“I can’t believe we just did that.”
“We killed it.” Piper was practically bouncing. “I knew you could sing. You always used to sing along to the radio when we were kids.”
Elise blinked. “You remember that?”
“Of course I remember.” Piper’s expression shifted, something softer underneath the excitement. “I remember a lot of things.”
They stood there in the dim hallway leading back to the main room, the sounds of the next performer starting up behind them. Elise was very aware of how close Piper was standing, how her eyes were bright with lingering adrenaline, how she was still smiling like Elise had just given her something precious.
“So,” Piper said after a moment. “You survived your first bucket list item.”
“Your bucket list item.”
“Semantics.” Piper tilted her head. “What did you think?”
Elise considered lying, playing it safe, minimizing the moment. But instead, she said, “I think I haven’t felt that awake in a really long time.”
Piper’s breath caught, almost imperceptibly. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.” Piper’s voice dropped quieter. “Because I have thirteen more items on that list, and I’m starting to think maybe you should help me with all of them.”
“That wasn’t the deal.”
“I know.” Piper’s smile turned a little dangerous. “But deals can change. And you just proved you’re braver than you think you are. Besides, I’m turning thirty in six weeks, so I need help to pull it off. You don’t want me to fail, do you?” She winked, making it clear that this was emotional blackmail with heart.
Elise should say no. She should walk away while she still could, before this turned into something she couldn’t control.
But she’d just sung in front of thirty strangers and survived. She’d felt Piper’s hand in hers under the stage lights and wanted to hold on longer.
Maybe Rina was right. Maybe she’d been waiting for permission to want something.
“One more,” Elise heard herself say. “I’ll do one more with you.”
Piper’s smile could have powered the entire city. “Deal. I’ll text you the details.”
They walked back into the main room together, and Elise tried not to think about how natural it felt to fall into step beside Piper, or how when Piper’s shoulder bumped against hers in the crowd, she didn’t pull away.
The night ended with Piper walking her to her car, still talking about the performance with infectious enthusiasm. When they reached Elise’s sedan—sensible, gray, exactly what anyone would expect—Piper hesitated. They were in a small parking lot behind the venue, lit by a single streetlamp that cast everything in amber. The air had that particular March chill that made Elise wish she’d brought a scarf.
“Thanks for doing this,” she said. “I know it was probably out of your comfort zone.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“But you did it anyway.” Piper’s expression turned thoughtful. “Why?”
The real answer was too complicated—guilt and curiosity and something else Elise didn’t want to name. So she went with a partial truth: “Maybe I needed to prove I could.”
“To me or to yourself?”
“Both, maybe.”
Piper nodded slowly, as if that made sense. “Well. For what it’s worth, I think you were amazing up there. Not just the singing. The whole thing. You were… real.”
Something in Elise’s chest cracked open, just a little.
“I should go,” she said, before she could do something stupid like ask Piper to keep talking in that soft voice that made her feel seen.
“Yeah. Yeah, okay.” Piper stepped back. “I’ll text you about the next thing. Item number thirteen.”
“And you’re not going to tell me which one that is,” Elise said, not a question.
Piper grinned. “It’s going to be fun, I promise.”
“That’s what worries me.”
Piper laughed, the sound bright in the cool night air. “Good night, Elise Ward.”
“Good night, Piper Lane.”
Elise drove home with the windows cracked, letting the March air clear her head. Her phone sat in the cupholder, and she knew if she looked at it she’d find a message from Piper—something enthusiastic and warm and entirely too easy to respond to.
She didn’t look.
But she smiled the whole way home anyway.
When she finally checked her phone in her apartment, there were three messages waiting.
Piper

that was SO MUCH FUN

also you have a really nice voice. like genuinely. you should use it more often

okay I’m done being sappy. next item: SALSA DANCING. thursday night. I’ll pick you up at 7. wear shoes you can move in!


Elise read the messages twice.
She should say no to Thursday.
She should definitely say no to Thursday.
She typed: 
I don’t know how to salsa.


The response was immediate: 
PERFECT. neither do I. that’s literally the point of the bucket list item. “learn to salsa in one night”

trust me. it’ll be chaos. you’ll love it


Elise looked at her reflection in the dark window of her apartment. She was still wearing the burgundy sweater. She looked different somehow—less contained, more alive. Behind her reflection, her apartment looked the way it always did—tidy, neutral, everything in its place. Beige couch, white walls, a bookshelf organized by author. Safe and small and suddenly suffocating.
Fine. Thursday.

YES. okay I’m going to bed before I combust from excitement. sweet dreams, elise


Elise set down her phone and touched her fingers to her lips, remembering the feeling of singing with Piper, of being seen and choosing to be seen.
She was in trouble.
She was in so much trouble.
But for the first time in years, she didn’t entirely mind.






  
  Chapter 3
Salsa and Tacos

Thursday, March 12th


Piper picked her up at ten minutes to seven in a car that looked like it had opinions about life.  
Elise had changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a soft gray sweater, with practical flats on her feet that she hoped would work for dancing. She’d left her hair down for once—it fell just past her shoulders in waves she usually kept contained—and immediately second-guessed the decision when she saw Piper pull up.
The Honda Civic was at least fifteen years old, painted a faded teal that might have once been intentional, and decorated with bumper stickers that ranged from wholesome (LOCAL HONEY SAVES BEES) to chaotic (I BRAKE FOR CRYPTIDS). The passenger seat held a collection of reusable coffee cups in various stages of abandonment.
Piper was wearing dark jeans and a soft flannel shirt rolled to her elbows, her curls pulled back in a messy ponytail with loose tendrils framing her face. She looked comfortable, like she’d dressed without thinking about it and somehow made it work. It was totally unfair.
“Sorry,” Piper said, sweeping them into the backseat with one hand. “I’m what you might call ‘organizationally challenged’.”
“I noticed,” Elise said, climbing in and trying to ignore her heart beating faster. The car smelled of vanilla and coffee and a touch of cinnamon sugar. “This does not smell like any car I’ve ever been in before.”
Piper chuckled. “I deliver cupcakes in this thing, no surprise there.” She pulled away from the curb with the confidence of someone who’d parallel parked in a past life and retained the muscle memory. “Fair warning: I have no idea what I’m doing with this salsa thing.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Yeah, but you pulled off the singing thing like a champ. I’m counting on you to be the competent one again.”
“I wasn’t competent. I was terrified.”
“Same thing, basically.” Piper glanced over with a grin. “You hid it well. Very stoic. Very ‘I do this all the time.’”
“I absolutely do not do that all the time.”
“I know. That’s what made it hot.”
Elise’s brain short-circuited for approximately three seconds. “What?”
“I said that’s what made it work.” Piper’s expression was perfectly innocent, but her eyes glittered with mischief. “You okay over there?”
“Fine.”
“You look a little flushed.”
“It’s warm in here.”
“It’s sixty degrees outside and I haven’t turned the heat on yet, but sure.” Piper’s smile suggested she knew exactly what she was doing. “So. You ready to make a fool of yourself on a dance floor? Or well, on a community center gymnasium floor.”
“I thought the whole point was learning to salsa.”
“The point is trying to learn to salsa in one night, which is impossible, which means we’re going to look ridiculous, which means it’ll be fun.” Piper pulled into a parking spot outside a community center that had seen better decades. 
“Trust me on this.”
“I’m starting to think ‘trust me’ is your catchphrase for bad decisions.”
“Only the best bad decisions,” Piper grinned.
Through the car window, Elise could see the community center: a squat brick building with a parking lot full of potholes and a faded sign advertising youth basketball leagues. Inside, Elise could see fluorescent lights and what looked like a gymnasium floor.
Piper killed the engine and turned to face her. “But seriously, if you want to back out, we can. No judgment. We could just go get coffee instead and pretend we did this. I mean, I’d lose the money I already paid, but…”
“Stop trying to blackmail me.”
Piper grinned, then bit her lip as she waited. Elise looked at the community center, then at Piper, who was trying very hard to look casual about the offer.
She thought about her apartment, quiet and organized and safe.
She thought about Piper’s hand in hers under the stage lights.
“Let’s go make fools of ourselves,” Elise said.
Piper’s smile could have melted glaciers.

      [image: image-placeholder]The class was taught by a woman named Rosa who had the energy of someone who’d been dancing since before she could walk. With midnight-black hair in a perfect bun at the nape of her neck, red workout clothes and high heels, she cut an imposing figure.
The gymnasium, on the other hand, had seen better days—scuffed floors, basketball hoops pushed up against the ceiling, that smell of old sweat and floor wax that every school gym seemed to share. Folding chairs lined one wall, and a portable speaker system sat in the corner, connected to Rosa’s phone. It wasn’t glamorous, but the warm lighting someone had strung up along the walls made it feel almost intimate.
“Salsa is about connection,” Rosa announced to the dozen or so people gathered in the community center gymnasium. “It’s about trust, communication, and knowing when to follow and when to lead. Everyone will get a chance at both.”
Elise and Piper exchanged glances.
“I’m following,” they said simultaneously, then both laughed.
“We’ll figure it out,” Piper said.
Rosa had them start with basic steps—forward, back, side together. It seemed simple enough until Rosa added music and suddenly Elise’s feet forgot how to cooperate with the rest of her body.
“You’re thinking too hard,” Piper said, watching Elise frown at her own feet.
“That’s literally what I do. I think about things.”
“Yeah, but dancing isn’t about thinking. It’s about feeling.” Piper demonstrated the step with easy grace. “See? Just let your body do the thing.”
“My body doesn’t know what the thing is.”
“Then we’ll teach it.” Piper held out her hand. “Come on. Partner up with me before Rosa makes us dance with strangers.”
Elise took her hand, and something electric shot up her arm.
If Piper noticed, she didn’t show it. She just pulled Elise into position—one hand in Elise’s, the other resting lightly on Elise’s shoulder.
“Okay,” Piper said. “I’ll lead first. You ready?”
“No.”
“Perfect.”
The music started, and they moved.
Or rather, they attempted to move. Piper counted under her breath—“one two three, five six seven”—and Elise tried to follow, but their feet kept finding each other in ways that were absolutely not choreographed.
“Sorry,” Elise muttered after stepping on Piper’s toe for the third time.
“Don’t apologize. This is perfect.” Piper was laughing, breathless and bright. “We’re terrible at this. It’s amazing.”
“How is being terrible amazing?”
“Because we’re terrible together.” Piper squeezed her hand. “Now stop thinking and just move with me.”
Elise tried. She really did.
And somehow, gradually, her body started to understand what Piper’s was saying. The way Piper’s hand pressed gently against her to guide her. The way their steps started to sync up, not perfectly, but close enough. The way the world narrowed down to just the two of them and the music and the space between their bodies that kept getting smaller.
“There,” Piper said softly. “See? You’re doing it.”
Elise looked up and found Piper’s face closer than she’d expected. Close enough to see the faint freckles across her nose. Close enough to see the way Piper’s lips parted slightly when she concentrated on the steps, the soft curve of her cheek, the warmth in her brown eyes that made Elise’s stomach flip. This close, she could’ve counted Piper’s eyelashes if she wanted to, which she absolutely did not want to do because that would be ridiculous. Her pulse kicked up and a flush crept over her cheeks. She hoped the dim lighting hid it.
“Switch partners!” Rosa called out, and the spell broke.
Elise spent the next twenty minutes dancing with strangers—a kind elderly man named Frank who apologized constantly, a college student who was there for a class credit, a woman about her age who was training for her wedding, though without her future husband, which made Elise pause. They were all nice. They were all fine.
None of them were Piper.
When Rosa finally called them back to their original partners for the final song, Elise felt something in her chest unwind.
“Miss me?” Piper asked, taking her hand again.
“You’re more tolerable than some others here,” Elise said.
“High praise.” Piper pulled her closer this time, and Elise didn’t resist. “Okay, last song. Let’s actually try to get through it without maiming each other.”
“Bold goal.”
“I’m an ambitious person.”
The music started—slower this time, more intimate. Piper led, and this time Elise let herself stop thinking quite so hard. She let herself feel the warmth of Piper’s hand in hers. The pressure of Piper’s palm against her shoulder blade. The way their bodies moved together with something that almost resembled rhythm.
“You’re getting good at this,” Piper murmured.
“Or you’re getting better at leading.”
“Maybe both.” Piper’s thumb traced a small circle against Elise’s shoulder, probably unconsciously, definitely distracting. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Why’d you really say yes to this? The duet, the dancing, all of it.” Piper’s voice was quieter now, more serious. “I mean, I know we used to be friends, but that was a long time ago. You don’t owe me anything.”
Elise’s throat went tight. She could deflect. She should deflect.
Instead, she said: “Maybe I wanted to see if I still knew how to say yes to things.”
Piper’s hand tightened on hers, just slightly. “And do you?”
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“You are.” Piper’s smile was softer now, less performative. “For what it’s worth, I’m really glad you are.”
The song ended, and Rosa called for applause. Everyone clapped for each other, for the experience, for surviving an hour of coordinated movement.
Elise and Piper stayed where they were for a moment longer than necessary, hands still joined, neither quite willing to be the first to let go.
“So,” Piper said finally, stepping back. “What’d you think? Worth the terror?”
Elise considered. Her feet hurt. Her shoulder was going to be sore tomorrow. She’d stepped on at least four people’s toes and been stepped on by at least six.
“Yeah,” she said. “It was worth it.”
Piper’s smile was incandescent. “Good. Because I’m crossing this off the list with a gold star.”
They walked out to the car together, and Elise tried not to think about how her hand felt cold now, empty of Piper’s warmth.
“Want to grab food?” Piper asked, unlocking the car. “There’s a taco truck near here that’s unreasonably good.”
Elise should go home. She had work tomorrow. A routine to maintain.
“Sure,” she said.
They ended up sitting on the curb outside a closed laundromat, eating tacos that were indeed unreasonably good, talking about nothing and everything. The laundromat’s windows were dark behind them, and the street was quiet except for the occasional passing car. The spring chill wasn’t quite cold enough to be uncomfortable, just enough to make sitting close feel natural, with the taco truck’s string lights casting everything in a warm yellow glow.
Piper told her about the bakery, about the weird customers and the weirder orders. Elise told her about her most complicated client, a small business owner who kept every receipt in a shoebox and insisted on doing his taxes “the old-fashioned way.”
“That sounds like a nightmare,” Piper said.
“It’s not my favorite part of the job,” Elise admitted.
“What is your favorite part?”
Elise thought about it. “When everything balances. When all the numbers line up perfectly and make sense. There’s something satisfying about bringing order to chaos.”
“That’s very on-brand for you.”
“Is it?”
“You were always like that. Even when we were kids.” Piper smiled at a memory. “You used to organize your crayons by color.”
“They came in a box with a color-coded wrapper.”
“Most kids just dumped them out.” Piper nudged her shoulder. “I’m not judging. I thought it was cute.”
“Cute.”
“Yes.” Piper’s voice had that teasing edge again. “Little Elise Ward with her perfectly organized crayon box.”
Elise felt her face warm. “It’s efficient.”
“It’s adorable.” Piper finished her taco and crumpled the wrapper. “I missed you, you know. After we drifted apart. I never really figured out how to talk to you again.”
The confession hung in the air between them.
“I didn’t know how to talk to you either,” Elise said quietly. “You seemed like you had everything figured out. Friends and fun and this whole life that didn’t have room for me anymore.”
“Are you kidding?” Piper turned to look at her. “You were the one who got all put-together and serious. I thought you’d outgrown me.”
“I never—” Elise stopped. “I never outgrew you.”
“No?”
“No.”
They sat there on the curb, surrounded by the sounds of the city at night, and Elise felt something shift between them. Something old and new at the same time.
“So,” Piper said after a moment. “One more list item?”
Elise should say no. She should stop this before it became something she couldn’t walk away from.
“What’s the next one?” she asked instead.
Piper’s smile was brilliant and dangerous. “You’ll find out Sunday night. Wear comfortable clothes and bring a sense of adventure.”
“That’s ominous.”
“That’s the point.” Piper stood, offering her hand to help Elise up. “Trust me.”
Elise took her hand and let herself be pulled to her feet.
She was beginning to think “trust me” might be the most dangerous words in Piper Lane’s vocabulary.
She was also beginning to think she didn’t mind.






  
  Chapter 4
Midnight Confessions

Sunday, March 15th


The text came Saturday afternoon:  
Piper

sunday night. 11pm. candlewood elementary. bring nostalgia and a willingness to trespass. we’re climbing fences!


Elise stared at her phone for a full minute before responding: 
That’s illegal.

it’s only illegal if we get caught. also it’s our old school. that makes it sentimental trespassing which is basically fine

That’s not how the law works.

you’re an accountant not a lawyer. live a little 


Elise didn’t respond to that, not so much because Piper had a point but because… she wanted to go.
So Sunday night found her standing in the parking lot of Candlewood Elementary at 10:58 PM, wearing jeans and a hoodie and wondering when exactly her life had become the kind where she committed misdemeanors for bucket list items for someone else. She’d knotted her hair back in a practical bun, wore no makeup, and dressed for climbing fences rather than impressing anyone. It felt strange to be so undone, but also oddly freeing.
Piper’s teal Civic pulled up two minutes later, headlights cutting through the darkness before shutting off. Piper emerged in baggy pants, a t-shirt and a simple jacket that looked cute on her but would’ve looked ridiculous on Elise. Her curls were wild and free and effortlessly attractive in a way only Piper could pull off, and even in the dim parking lot light, Elise could see the mischief in her warm brown eyes. She looked like she’d done this a hundred times before.
“You came,” Piper said, grinning.
“You said eleven.”
“I know, but I half expected you to text me at 10:59 with a very reasonable excuse about why this was a terrible idea.”
“It is a terrible idea.”
“Probably.” Piper jerked her head toward the fence surrounding the playground. “Come on. I already scoped it out. The gate’s locked, but the fence is definitely climbable.”
“Of course it is.”
They walked across the parking lot together, footsteps echoing in the quiet. The school looked different than she remembered—smaller somehow, less intimidating than it had been when they were children. The brick facade was weathered, the paint on the window frames peeling in places. Security lights cast long shadows across the empty parking lot, and the playground sat dark and empty behind a chain-link fence, swings swaying gently in the breeze like ghosts of children past.
“After you,” Piper said, gesturing at the fence.
“You’re the one who wanted to do this.”
“Yeah, but you’re taller. You can check if there’s a security guard or something.”
“I thought you already scoped it out.”
“I did. From the car. With binoculars I don’t actually own.” Piper grinned. “Please? I’ll owe you forever.”
Elise sighed and approached the fence. It wasn’t particularly tall—maybe six feet—but it had been a while since she’d climbed anything that wasn’t a metaphorical mountain of spreadsheets.
She grabbed the chain-link and pulled herself up, muscles protesting slightly. After the evening with salsa, her muscles had protested loudly, so she was pretty sure that all of this meant she really needed to start working out regularly.
At the top, she swung her leg over and dropped down on the other side with only minor ungraceful scrambling.
“Good job,” Piper called from the other side.
“That was terrifying.”
“I’m coming now, so catch me if I fall!”
Piper climbed with significantly more grace, clearing the fence like she’d been practicing. She landed beside Elise with a soft thud and a triumphant smile, and absolutely no need for Elise to reach out and so much as steady her.
“We did it,” Piper said. “We’re officially criminals.”
“Yeah, we’re trespassing.”
“That’s what I said. Criminals.” Piper started toward the swings, then paused and looked back. “You coming?”
The playground looked exactly the way Elise remembered it—the same swing set, the same slide that had seemed enormous when she was seven, the same painted hopscotch squares faded by years of weather and children’s feet. Silver moonlight bathed the playground, every surface familiar despite the years. The monkey bars looked smaller, the slide less steep. Everything had shrunk in the way childhood places do, but the bones of it remained—the shape of memory made tangible.
They settled onto adjacent swings, the chains creaking softly under their weight.
“I can’t believe this is still here,” Elise said.
“Right?” Piper pushed off gently, swaying. “I thought for sure they’d have upgraded by now. But nope. Same death trap we loved as kids.”
“Isn’t ‘death trap’ a bit overdramatic?”
“Elise. Those rails are way too low, and I fell off once and almost broke my arm.”
“That was your own fault for going down it backwards.”
“I was testing physics.” Piper grinned. “You were there. You told me it was a bad idea and I did it anyway.”
“Some things really don’t change.”
They swung in comfortable silence for a moment, the night air cool against Elise’s face. Above them, the sky was clear enough to see stars—not many, with the city lights, but more than usual. The playground was quiet except for the creak of the swings and the distant hum of traffic. 
“Can I ask you something?” Elise said finally.
“Sure.”
“Why aren’t you doing this with your friends? The list, I mean.” She kept her eyes on the stars. “You must have people who’d jump at the chance to do ridiculous things with you.”
Piper was quiet for a moment, her swing slowing. “I’ve done some of the items with friends. The hair dye disaster involved my coworker Gabe, who was equally responsible for the pink situation. Staying awake for thirty-six hours was with my friend Annie, but she’s not available for stuff now because she moved to Portland.”
“But you didn’t do all of them with friends.”
“No. Not all of them.” Piper’s voice softened. “Some of them I wanted to save. For someone special.”
Elise’s chest tightened. “And now the deadline’s coming up so you just grabbed the first person off the street who happened to return your notebook.”
“That’s not—” Piper stopped her swing abruptly, turning to look at Elise. “That’s not what this is.”
“No?”
“No.” Piper’s expression was serious in a way Elise had rarely seen. “I could’ve asked Gabe to do the duet. He would’ve said yes in a heartbeat. I could’ve asked any number of people to help me finish this list before I turn thirty.” She paused. “But when you showed up at my bakery with that notebook, it felt like… I don’t know. Like maybe the universe was giving me a chance to reconnect with someone I’d lost. Someone I missed.”
The words hung between them, weighted with something Elise couldn’t quite name.
“I missed you too,” Elise heard herself say. “I didn’t realize how much until I saw you again.”
Piper’s smile was soft and a little sad. “So catch me up. What happened after graduation? I know you went to college, studied accounting, and that fits you because you were always good with numbers. But what else? What’s your life been like?”
Elise pushed off with her feet, letting the swing carry her gently. “Pretty much what you’d expect. Four years at State, graduated with honors, got the job at Redwood Financial. Worked my way up from junior associate. Made partner track last year.”
“That’s amazing.”
“It’s fine. It’s stable.”
“But is it what you wanted?”
The question caught Elise off guard. “It’s a good job.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Elise was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know if I ever really thought about what I wanted. I just thought about what made sense.”
“And if you do think about it?”
“I do enjoy it,” Elise said. “It may have been the safe choice, but I like my job. It’s not going to change the world, but…”
“Not all jobs have to change the world. My cupcakes won’t. But they make people happy, so I count that anyway.”
Elise glanced over with a small smile. “So how did you end up there? With the cupcakes? Is that what you’ve been doing since graduation?”
“Goodness, no,” Piper said. “I’ve been my usual chaotic self.” Her tone was light but there was something underneath it Elise couldn’t name. “Did two years at community college for a culinary certificate. Thought maybe I’d go the traditional route, work my way up in someone else’s kitchen. But it turned out I’m terrible at following other people’s rules.”
“Shocking.”
“Right?” Piper laughed. “So I bounced around for a while. Worked at three different restaurants, a catering company, even did a stint at a food truck. Finally saved up enough to open Piper and Whisk two years ago. Best terrible decision I ever made.”
“It’s not terrible. Your cupcakes are incredible.”
“You say that like you’ve had more than one.”
Elise felt her face warm. “A friend brings them to the office sometimes.”
“Uh huh.” Piper’s smile turned knowing. “So what else? Any relationships? Someone waiting at home wondering why you’re trespassing on school property?”
“No.” The word came out sharper than Elise intended. “No, nothing like that.”
“Really? In eleven years?”
“I’ve been busy.”
“Everyone’s busy.” Piper’s voice was gentle. “That’s not usually what stops people from dating.”
Elise gripped the swing chains tighter. This was the conversation she’d been avoiding with herself for years, let alone with other people. But something about the darkness, the swings, the feeling of being twelve again made it easier to speak.
And maybe it was because it was Piper, and she’d understand better than most.
“I’ve been on a few dates,” she said finally. “Nice men. They would probably have been good… if that was what I wanted. But…”
But I don’t, she didn’t say. 
Piper was quiet for a moment. “Does that mean… that you’re not straight either?”
Elise stared out in the distance at the lights of the city. Not straight. That was one way to put it. Her throat felt thick when she forced out the word, “Yeah. Not… straight.”
To her surprise, Piper smiled softly. “I did wonder. Back in high school. I don’t know why, maybe just… gaydar?”
That made Elise snort. 
“But we weren’t talking and it’s not something you just ask,” Piper said.
“Did you… did you want to ask?”
“I don’t know.” Piper paused. “When I came out… I would’ve liked to have someone there with me. I mean, some people were cool, but others…” She trailed off. “Anyway, I don’t think you…”
“I wouldn’t have been of any help,” Elise said, barely more than a whisper. “Because here I am, almost thirty, and I still haven’t left the closet.” The spring breeze across her cheeks made her shiver. “I haven’t even told my parents. They’re conservative and religious and I’m just not sure… So Rina—my best friend, the one who brings your cupcakes—she’s the only one who knows. I think. And that’s more… because she’s figured it out than me telling her.”
Piper nodded as if she understood, even though she’d been brave and open for over a decade.
They swung in silence for a moment, the chains creaking a gentle rhythm.
“What about you?” Elise asked. “Relationships?”
“A couple.” Piper’s voice was carefully casual. “Nothing that stuck. There was one about two years ago that I thought might be something. Emily. We dated for eight months, talked about moving in together, the whole thing.”
“What happened?”
“She got a job offer in New York and didn’t ask me to come with her.” Piper’s smile was wry. “Turns out I was the fun interim girlfriend, not the build-a-life-with girlfriend. Which is probably why I made a bucket list about actually living instead of just existing on the sidelines of my own life.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It taught me what I don’t want.” Piper looked over at her. “I want someone who sees me as more than chaos with a decent cupcake recipe. Someone who wants to build something real.”
“You are more than chaos with a decent cupcake recipe.”
“Yeah?” Piper’s voice was softer now. “What am I?”
Elise thought about the question seriously. “You’re someone who makes people feel braver just by being around you. Who turns ordinary moments into adventures.” She smiled wryly. “And you’re also someone who convinced me to commit several misdemeanors in the span of two weeks.”
“Several? Just one. An it’s very small. Very respectful trespassing.” Piper grinned. “And you’re braver than you think, you know. Coming out here with me. Doing all these ridiculous things.”
The opening was there, small and terrifying.
Elise’s hands tightened on the chains. “I’m not brave.”
“You are.”
“Not in the way that matters.”
“Doesn’t this matter?”
“It does, but—” Elise stopped, her throat tight. “There was this party. In high school. Junior year, I think. Someone’s basement.”
Piper was quiet, listening, apparently willing to wait out the non sequitur. 
“You were there,” Elise continued, the words coming out halting and small. “And this guy, I don’t even remember his name, he was saying things. About you. Really awful things. And everyone was laughing or pretending not to hear, and I just… I left. I didn’t say anything. I just left.”
The metal of the swing felt cold against her palms, and a shiver ran down her spine as the images flashed before her. Piper standing there, her expression somewhere between furious and scared, a blonde little girl with her hands on her hips, facing the quarterback with more opinions than brains.
“A pretty thing like you,” he’d said to her, his voice just barely slurred from too much beer. “You just haven’t had the right guy if you think you’re a lesbo.”
“What, the right guy like you?” Piper had asked, and Elise had wondered if she was the only one who’d heard that her voice was higher pitched than usual, with a slight waver to it.
The quarterback had made an obscene gesture, leering at her—and then she’d thrown a cupful of beer in his face.
That was when the real name-calling had started, one worse than the next.
Elise blinked, getting back to the present, and forced herself to look at Piper. “I watched from across the room, and I knew someone should say something. That I should say something. But I was so scared that if I defended you, if I said anything, people would know. About me. And I couldn’t—I just—”
“Elise,” Piper said gently.
“I’m so sorry. I’ve been sorry for all these years, and I didn’t know how to tell you.”
Piper was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t remember that party.”
Elise blinked. “What?”
“I mean, I remember a lot of parties where people said shitty things. A lot of basements and a lot of guys whose names I don’t remember.” Piper’s voice was soft but steady. “That was kind of my whole junior and senior year, you know? It all blurs together after a while.”
“But I—”
“But you remember,” Piper finished. “And that’s what matters.” She reached out and took Elise’s hand. “I don’t think there’s anything to forgive, because we all try to protect ourselves, but for what it’s worth, I forgive you. For that party and any other time you think you let me down.”
Elise’s eyes burned with hot tears. “I don’t know if I can forgive myself.”
“Then maybe that’s something you need to work on.” Piper squeezed her hand. “Self-forgiveness and perhaps a bit of honesty.” She stood. “Come on. I want to show you something.”
Elise let herself be pulled to her feet. They walked across the playground to the old jungle gym, the same one they used to play on as kids. Piper climbed up to the platform at the top and sat, legs dangling over the edge.
Elise climbed up beside her, their shoulders touching in the small space.
“Do you remember when everything was simple?” Piper asked.
“No. Was anything ever simple?”
Piper chuckled, and the sound warmed Elise in the chilly night. In the moonlight, Piper’s profile was soft, her features relaxed in a way Elise hadn’t seen before—no performing, no bright energy, just quiet contentment. “I’d say things were pretty easy when we were seven and our biggest problem was whether to play pirates or astronauts.”
“We always chose pirates.”
“Because you had the better imagination for treasure maps.” Piper leaned her head on Elise’s shoulder, the gesture so natural it made Elise’s breath catch. “I’m glad you’re here, Elise. Even with all the complicated history. Maybe especially because of it.”
Elise didn’t trust herself to speak, so she just let her cheek rest against the top of Piper’s head, breathing in vanilla and cinnamon and the scent of night air.
They sat like that for a while, watching stars and remembering what it felt like to be young and hopeful and unafraid.
Eventually, they climbed back down and scaled the fence again—more confident this time, less afraid of falling.
“Same time next week?” Piper asked as they reached their cars.
“What’s the next item?”
“You’ll see.” Piper’s smile was secretive. She squeezed Elise’s hand once, then let go and headed for her car.
Elise drove home with the windows down, letting the cool night air clear her head. Her phone buzzed at a red light.
Piper

item #14 crossed off the list. but I think I want to add a new one: rebuild something that was broken. starting to think that one might be the most important 


Elise stared at the message until the light turned green.
She didn’t respond immediately.
But she read it a dozen more times before she fell asleep.
And when she finally did respond, hours later in the quiet of her bedroom, she sent only: 
Me too.









  
  Chapter 5
Cupcake Consultation

Thursday, March 19th


Elise was halfway through reconciling a client’s quarterly expenses when Rina appeared in her doorway with lunch and a look that meant trouble. 
“We’re eating in the conference room,” Rina announced, not waiting for a response. “And you’re going to tell me everything.”
“Everything about what?”
“Don’t play dumb. You’ve been smiling at your phone all week.” Rina waggled two takeout containers—Thai food from the place downtown that Elise loved but never remembered to order from. “Come on. Conference room. Now.”
Elise followed, because arguing with Rina when she had that particular gleam in her eye was pointless.
The conference room was empty—which Elise assumed Rina had already known—with sunlight streaming through the windows and catching dust motes in the air. This room always felt too big when it was just two people—designed for meetings with clients, all glass walls and sleek furniture. Today the blinds were open, afternoon light streaming in and making the polished table gleam. Rina shut the door behind them and sat at the large rectangular table, gesturing for Elise to do the same. With a bit of hesitancy, because Rina obviously had a plan, Elise sat. 
“So,” Rina said, opening her container. “Piper.”
Of course, what else?
“What about her?”
“Don’t make me drag this out of you.” Rina pointed her fork at Elise. “You’ve been different lately. Lighter. You wore that burgundy sweater twice this week, which for you is practically a personality transplant. And you’re checking your phone every five minutes, which isn’t at all your style.” Rina smiled, shark-like, as if she’d already figured everything out. Which she probably had, but she was going to torture Elise anyway and make her say things out loud. “And all this started when the cupcake girl came into your life.”
Elise’s face warmed. “We’ve just been hanging out.”
“Hanging out,” Rina repeated, skeptical. “You and Piper, who you haven’t talked to in over a decade, are just ‘hanging out’ and it’s… nothing?”
“It’s not…” But Elise had no idea where she was going with that sentence, because she didn’t want to lie to Rina, but she also didn’t necessarily want to be completely honest. Whatever it was with Piper, it was still so new.
“So what do you guys do together?”
“Her bucket list,” Elise said, and it wasn’t a lie. “She needed help with some of the items.”
Rina’s expression shifted into one of equal measures delight and danger. “Oh my god. You brought her notebook back and now you’re doing her bucket list with her. That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.”
“It’s not romantic. It’s just—”
“It’s absolutely romantic.” Rina took a bite of pad thai, looking entirely too pleased with herself. “What kind of things are on this list?”
“Just… things. I told you, we sang a duet at open mic night.”
“Yes, and just getting you to do that is utterly amazing of her,” Rina said with an approving nod. “What more? You said ‘items’, plural.”
She had noticed, of course, because she was a lawyer and words were her thing. Elise stared down at her plate. “We took a salsa lesson.”
“You danced together?” Rina looked like Christmas had come early.
Might as well get it over with, because Rina was a bloodhound and she’d find out sooner or later. Quickly, as if it wouldn’t make as much of an impact if the words came out fast, Elise mumbled, “And we went back to our old elementary school playground at midnight.”
Rina nearly choked on her food. “I’m sorry, you did what?”
“We climbed the fence. It was on the list.”
“Elise Ward. You committed a misdemeanor for this girl.”
“It was trespassing, not—” Elise stopped. “Okay, yes. I committed a misdemeanor.”
“I’m so proud I could cry.” Rina leaned forward, but where there had only been excitement before, there was now a softening in her expression. “So. Are you going to tell me what’s really going on here, or are we going to keep pretending this is just two old friends catching up?”
Elise picked at her food. She’d never said it out loud to Rina. Not directly. There had been hints over the years—comments about not being interested in the men Rina tried to set her up with, carefully neutral language when discussing relationships, the way she’d gone quiet when Rina talked about her own dating life before meeting Angelo.
Rina knew. Elise was sure she knew.
But Elise had never actually said the words.
“I like her,” Elise said finally, quietly. “More than I probably should after two weeks.”
“Good,” Rina said simply. “She’s clearly good for you.”
“You don’t think it’s too fast?”
“Babe, I’ve watched you spend three years living like you’re waiting for permission to have a life.” Rina’s voice was gentle. “If this girl makes you want to sing in public and climb fences and wear colors that aren’t beige, then no. It’s not too fast.”
Elise swallowed hard. “I don’t know how to do this.”
“Do what?”
“Any of it. Want someone. Let someone see me. Be—” She stopped.
“Be gay?” Rina said it softly, like it was the easiest thing in the world.
Elise’s throat went tight. She nodded.
“Oh, honey.” Rina reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “You know I don’t care about that, right? I was just waiting for you to be ready to talk about it.”
“You were?”
“Yeah. You think I haven’t noticed the way you look at women?” Rina smiled. “I’m a lawyer. I notice everything. And for the record, I think Piper sounds amazing, and I think you should let yourself have this.”
“What if I mess it up?”
“Then you mess it up. But at least you’ll have tried, and then you can go out and dare try with others.” Rina squeezed her hand again before letting go. “Now eat your food and tell me more about this bucket list. What’s next?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Elise hadn’t planned to go to the bakery that evening. She’d planned to go home, make a sensible dinner, maybe read or catch up on the financial podcasts she always meant to listen to.
Instead, she found herself walking down Maple Street at 6:30 PM, watching the lights of Piper and Whisk glow warm against the darkening sky. The street was quieter at this hour, with many of the shops closing up for the evening. A few people passed by with shopping bags and to-go coffee cups, but the sidewalk had that particular end-of-day slowness that made everything feel a little softer, a little more forgiving.
The CLOSED sign hung on the door, but through the window she could see movement—Piper, wiping down tables with a dish towel. Her hair was falling out of its ponytail in curly golden tendrils that caught the overhead lights, and she was wearing one of her vintage band tees—this one looked like The Cranberries—under her usual flour-dusted apron. Even while doing mundane closing tasks, she looked vibrant, alive in a way that made Elise’s chest ache.
Elise knocked.
Piper looked up, and her whole face transformed when she saw who it was. She crossed to the door and unlocked it, grinning.
“Elise,” she said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I was in the neighborhood.” It was a terrible lie. Elise lived on the other side of town, and while this wasn’t far from her job, she’d never just happened to pass by before.
“Sure you were.” Piper stepped back to let her in. “Well, since you’re here, you can help me clean up. I’m behind because we had a last-minute order for a baby shower and Gabe left early.”
“I don’t know anything about cleaning a bakery.”
“Great, then you get the simple tasks. Wipe things down.” Piper handed her a clean towel. “Come on.”
The bakery smelled of sugar and butter and something cinnamon-warm that made Elise’s stomach growl despite the Thai food she’d eaten hours ago. The display cases were mostly empty now, just a few lonely cupcakes waiting to be either sold tomorrow or taken home. Pools of warm golden light came from the display cases and a few pendant lamps, while the overhead lights were dimmed. On the chalkboard menu behind the counter, Piper had already written out tomorrow’s flavors in her looping handwriting. 
It felt like being inside a secret, something just for the two of them.
“You can start with the tables,” Piper said, disappearing into the back. “I need to finish the dishes.”
Elise wiped down tables in comfortable silence, listening to the sound of running water and Piper humming something off-key in the kitchen. The space felt large yet intimate in the dimming evening light, like she was being let into something private.
“Okay,” Piper said, emerging with a cupcake in each hand. “Cupcake crisis. I need you to try these and tell me which one is better.”
“I’m not a cupcake expert.”
“You have taste buds, don’t you? That’s literally the only requirement.” Piper set them down on a clean table. “This one is maple bourbon with brown butter frosting. This one is honey lavender with vanilla bean.”
Elise looked at the cupcakes. They were almost too pretty to eat—perfectly swirled frosting, delicate edible flowers on the lavender one, what looked like candied bacon on the maple bourbon.
“What’s the occasion?” she asked.
“A wedding. Next month. The couple can’t decide between comfort food and elegant, so I’m trying to figure out which direction to push them.” Piper nudged the maple bourbon toward her. “Try this one first.”
Elise picked it up carefully and took a bite.
The flavors hit her all at once—rich maple sweetness cut with smoky bourbon, the brown butter adding a nutty depth that made her close her eyes.
“Oh my god,” she said.
“Good oh my god or bad oh my god?”
“Very oh my god good.”
Piper’s smile was incandescent. “Now try the other one.”
The honey lavender was different—lighter, more delicate, with a floral note that felt… sophisticated. It was beautiful. It was perfect.
But it wasn’t the maple bourbon.
“The first one,” Elise said.
“Really? I thought you’d go for the elegant option.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It seems very you. Understated and perfect.”
“I’m not elegant.”
“You’re wearing a blazer at seven PM on a Thursday.” Piper gestured at her with a spatula. “That’s elegant.”
Elise glanced down at herself—navy blazer over a white button-up, dark slacks. The same uniform she always wore, the one that made her feel protected. Professional. Invisible. “That’s just work clothes.”
“Exactly.” Piper took a bite of the maple bourbon and made a small sound of satisfaction that Elise found herself wanting to hear more often. “Okay, you’re right. This one wins. You have excellent taste.”
“It’s your recipe.”
“Yes, but you chose it.” Piper licked frosting off her thumb, tongue darting out in a way that should not have been distracting but absolutely was. Heat spiraled through Elise and she almost missed it when Piper asked, “Want to help me finish these? I can’t send them home to a client half-eaten, and Gabe’s not here to split them with me.”
“Oh, yes,” Elise said, the words coming out breathier than she intended.
They ended up sitting on the floor behind the counter, backs against the cabinet, passing the two cupcakes back and forth like they were sharing secrets. From down here, the bakery looked different—just the underside of the counter, the refrigerator humming in the corner, the soft glow of the display case lights washing everything in amber. It felt hidden and safe, like they were kids again building a fort under the kitchen table.
“Can I ask you something?” Piper said after a while.
“Sure.”
“When did you know? That you were gay?”
Elise took a breath, because that was more direct than she’d expected, even though Piper had always been the far more daring of the two. “I don’t know if there was a specific moment. Maybe always? But I didn’t let myself think about it until college. And even then, I didn’t do anything about it.”
“Because of your parents?”
“Partially. Mostly because I was scared.” Elise broke off a piece of cupcake, not eating it. “I’m still scared.”
“Of what?”
“Everything. Losing my job. Losing my family. Being seen as different.” She paused. “Being rejected.”
Piper was quiet for a moment. “Can I tell you something?”
“Of course.”
“When I came out, I thought I’d lose everyone. And I did lose some people—friends who suddenly got weird around me, family members who stopped calling. But I also found out who really mattered. Who actually saw me.” She reached over and took Elise’s hand. “And the people who love you for real? They stay.”
“What if there’s no one left?”
“Then you build a new family.” Piper squeezed her hand. “But I don’t think that’s going to happen to you. I think you’re underestimating how much people care about you. Rina, for one. You said she knows, didn’t you?”
“She figured it out. I finally said it out loud today.”
Something crossed Piper’s face at those words that Elise couldn’t read, but then Piper smiled. “How’d it feel?”
Elise thought about it. “Terrifying. And then… relief?”
“That’s usually how it goes.” Piper smiled. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re incredibly brave. Even if you don’t think so.”
“Brave isn’t the word I’d use,” Elise said. “But I do feel lighter.”
“And now you’re here, sitting on the floor of a bakery at eight PM eating cupcakes with a girl you used to know.” Piper’s thumb traced small circles on the back of Elise’s hand. “That seems pretty brave to me.”
Elise looked at their joined hands, at the way Piper’s fingers fit between hers like they were made for it. At the flour dusting Piper’s forearm and the small tattoo she’d noticed earlier this week—a tiny whisk on the inside of her wrist that Piper had gotten impulsively. She looked at Piper’s face, soft in the warm light of the bakery, honey-blonde curls falling around her shoulders and framing features that had become achingly familiar. At the curve of her cheek, the fullness of her lips. At the dimple in her left cheek that only appeared when she smiled a certain way. At the small scar above her right eyebrow from the time she’d fallen off a bike when they were nine. At the way her brown eyes seemed to hold warmth like sunlight through honey.
She looked and she wanted and she didn’t know what to do with the enormity of it.
“Elise,” Piper said softly. “Where’d you go?”
“Nowhere. I’m here.”
“You sure? You looked pretty far away for a second.”
“Just thinking.”
“About?”
About how your hand feels in mine. About how I want to kiss you and I’m terrified and I don’t know how to ask for things I want.
“About how I should probably head home,” Elise said instead. “It’s getting late.”
Coward.
Disappointment flickered across Piper’s face before she hid it with a smile. “Yeah. Yeah, of course. Thanks for helping clean up. And for the cupcake consultation.”
They stood, and Elise let go of Piper’s hand. Elise tried to pretend she didn’t miss its warmth.
“Are you free Saturday?” Piper asked as she walked Elise to the door. “For the next list item?”
“What is it this time?”
“You’ll see.” Piper’s smile was secretive. “But I promise it’ll be fun.”
“That’s what you always say.”
“And am I ever wrong?”
Elise smiled despite herself. “Not yet.”
“Good.” Piper unlocked the door and held it open. “Good night, Elise.”
“Good night, Piper.”
Elise made it three steps down the sidewalk before her phone buzzed.
Piper

thanks for coming by tonight. I liked having you here <3


Elise stood under a streetlight, reading the message twice, then three times. The heart at the end… what did that mean? Was it just Piper being her usual warm and open self, or was it… more?
What would’ve happened if Elise had dared to be honest about what she’d been thinking?
She typed:
I liked being there.


Then, before she could second-guess herself: 
And I’m not scared when I’m with you. Or at least, I’m scared of different things.


The response came almost immediately: 
good different or bad different?

Good. Definitely good.

then I’ll take it. sleep well, elise


Elise walked home with her phone warm in her hand and the taste of maple bourbon still on her tongue and the feeling of Piper’s hand in hers burned into her memory.
She was falling.
She’d been falling since the moment Piper had smiled at her outside the bakery, flour on her cheek and hope in her eyes.
And for the first time in her life, Elise thought maybe falling didn’t have to be so scary after all.






  
  Chapter 6
Under the Stars

Saturday, March 21st


The text came Friday afternoon while Elise was pretending to work on a spreadsheet that had ceased to make sense an hour ago. 
Piper

if you’re up for it, stargazing tomorrow night. item #28. I’ll pick you up at 10pm. dress warm. ok? 


Elise stared at the message, confused. Hadn’t they already done stargazing? On the swings at the elementary school, they’d looked up at the sky together, talked about everything and nothing.
But then again, maybe that hadn’t counted. Maybe Piper wanted something more intentional. Something that lasted longer than a stolen moment between confessions.
And honestly, Elise would have said yes to anything if it meant spending more time with Piper.
Sounds good. Should I bring anything?

just yourself. I’ve got the rest covered :)


Elise tried not to read too much into the fact that she spent the next twenty-four hours thinking about it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Piper showed up just after 10 PM in her teal Civic, but this time the backseat was packed with supplies—blankets, a cooler, what looked like a telescope case, and several tote bags with content Elise couldn’t identify. Piper was bundled in a thick flannel jacket over a hoodie, her curls loose and wild around her face. Even in the dim light of the car’s interior, her eyes were bright with excitement.
“Did you pack for a week-long camping trip?” Elise asked, climbing into the passenger seat.
“I packed for optimal stargazing.” Piper grinned. “There’s a difference.”
“Is there?”
“You’ll see.”
They drove out of town, leaving the glow of Redwood Hollow behind them. The roads got narrower, darker, until Piper turned onto what might have generously been called a dirt path and parked in a clearing surrounded by bushes. Trees rose up around them like dark sentinels, their branches reaching toward the sky. The clearing was small, just a patch of open ground surrounded by wilderness, and the silence was profound—no traffic, no city hum, just the rustle of leaves and the distant call of a night bird. The night air was cool, but not quite as cool as it had been a week prior when they’d gone to their old elementary school. And, wise from how cold her fingers had been then, Elise had dressed warm like Piper had said. She’d pulled on jeans and layers—a thermal shirt under a soft cardigan, her warmest jacket. Her hair was in a loose braid down her back, practical but also because some small part of her wanted Piper to notice she’d made an effort.
“Where are we?” Elise asked.
“Miller’s Point. It’s technically private property, but the family who owns it doesn’t mind people coming up here as long as they don’t leave trash.” Piper killed the engine. “Best stargazing spot within thirty miles, or so I’ve been told. No light pollution, clear view of the sky.”
“How do you know about this place?”
“My brother. He used to be into astronomy.”
“And yet he never took you?”
“More like I never really took the time.” Piper glanced over, her face half-shadowed in the darkness. “But now it’s time.”
They spent the next fifteen minutes hauling supplies from the car. Piper spread out a large blanket in the middle of the clearing, layered another one on top for cushioning, then added pillows that seemed excessive until Elise lay down and realized they were perfect. The blankets created a soft nest in the middle of the clearing, and when Elise lay back, she could see nothing but sky, an endless darkness lit by stars. It felt like floating, like they’d left earth entirely.
“Okay,” Piper said, settling beside her with the cooler. “I may have gone a little overboard.”
She opened it to reveal an array of snacks—cheese and crackers, grapes, chocolate-covered strawberries, two cupcakes carefully wrapped in wax paper, and a bottle of wine with two plastic cups.
“A little overboard,” Elise repeated.
“I wanted it to be nice.” Piper’s voice was softer now, almost uncertain. “Is it too much?”
“No.” Elise looked at the spread, at the effort Piper had put into this. “It’s perfect.”
Piper’s smile was worth every moment of the drive.
They lay back on the blankets, shoulders touching, and looked up.
The sky was breathtaking. Without the city lights, the stars were everywhere—thousands of them, maybe millions, scattered across the darkness like someone had spilled diamonds across black velvet. The Milky Way stretched overhead in a luminous band, a river of light Elise had only seen in photographs. Constellations she’d learned names for in school but never actually seen bloomed clear and bright. The darkness wasn’t empty—it was full, abundant, alive with light.
“Wow,” she breathed.
“Right?” Piper’s voice was full of wonder. “I forget sometimes. How big everything is. How small we are. It’s kind of comforting, in a weird way.”
“How so?”
“Like… all the things we worry about, all the ways we think we’ve messed up or failed—none of it really matters in the grand scheme of things. We’re just tiny people on a tiny planet, doing our best.” Piper turned her head to look at Elise. “Takes the pressure off, you know?”
Elise turned to meet her gaze. Their faces were close, close enough that she could see the starlight reflected in Piper’s eyes. “That’s surprisingly philosophical.”
“I have my moments.” Piper’s smile was soft. “Usually between the hours of midnight and three AM when I’m stress-baking.”
“What do you have to stress-bake about?”
“Oh, the usual. Whether my business will survive another year, sometimes even just three months. Whether I’m making the right choices.” She paused. “Whether I’m brave enough to go after the things I really want.” Piper’s voice dropped quieter. “That last one’s been coming up a lot lately.”
Elise’s heart thrummed against her ribs. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
They stayed like that for a moment, looking at each other instead of the stars, and Elise felt the pull between them like gravity.
Then Piper sat up, reaching for the wine. “Okay, before this gets too intense, let’s do this properly. Wine?”
“Sure.”
Piper poured them each a cup, handed one to Elise, then raised hers. “To bucket lists and second chances.”
“And trespassing,” Elise added.
“And trespassing.” Piper laughed. “Cheers.”
The wine was sweet and crisp, and they passed snacks back and forth while Piper pointed out constellations—some real, some she was clearly making up.
“That one’s the Great Spatula,” Piper said, tracing a pattern in the sky.
“That’s not a real constellation.”
“As if any constellation is more real than someone imagining things.” Piper pointed at another set of stars. “Next to it is the Cosmic Cupcake.”
“You’re impossible.”
“You love it,” Piper said, and even though her tone was light, something in the words felt weighted.
Elise’s breath caught. “Maybe I do.”
Piper went very still. Then she set down her wine cup and turned to face Elise fully. “Can I tell you something?”
“Always.”
“There’s something else on my list. Item twenty-two.” Piper’s fingers twisted in the blanket. “Say something you actually want to someone’s face.”
“Is that really on the list?”
Piper pulled out her notebook—the notebook—and flipped to a page, angling it so Elise could see in the faint light from the phone flashlight she’d turned on.
#22 Say something you actually want to someone’s face
“It’s been on there since I made the list,” Piper said quietly. “I just… I kept waiting for the right person to say it to.”
Elise’s heart was pounding so hard she was sure Piper could hear it. “And?”
“And I think you’re that person.” Piper took a breath. “I want this. Us. Whatever this is. I want to keep doing this after the list is done. I want to see where this goes. I want—” She stopped, laughed a little. “I want you, Elise. I’ve wanted you since you showed up at my bakery with my notebook.”
The world tilted.
Elise sat up too, her whole body trembling. “Piper—”
“You don’t have to say anything,” Piper said quickly. “It’s my list, my item. You don’t have to—”
“It feels uneven if I don’t do it too,” Elise interrupted. Her voice was shaking. “If you’re being honest, I should be honest.”
“You don’t have to—”
“I want to.” And she did. God, she did. “I want—”
She leaned in, drawn by something she couldn’t name, and Piper leaned in too, and suddenly they were so close Elise could feel Piper’s breath on her lips, could smell vanilla and wine and something that was just Piper.
“Is there something you want to be honest about?” Piper whispered, and her hand came up to cup Elise’s cheek, thumb brushing across her cheekbone in a touch that sent heat spiraling through Elise’s entire body. This close, Elise could see every detail—the way Piper’s lips parted slightly, the flush on her cheeks that wasn’t just from the cold, the way her brown eyes had gone dark and soft and full of want. She was so beautiful it hurt to look at her.
Yes. Yes, I want you. I want this. I want to stop being afraid.
But the words caught in her throat like broken glass.
Because wanting was one thing. Saying it out loud was another. And kissing Piper here, under the stars, with wine on their lips and honesty hanging between them—that would make it real. That would mean admitting she was falling. That would mean risking everything.
Elise pulled back.
Not far. Just enough to break the moment.
“I—” Her voice cracked. “I don’t—”
Piper’s hand dropped from her face. “It’s okay.”
“Piper—”
“It’s okay,” Piper said again, but her smile was brittle now, hurt flickering beneath the surface. “You don’t have to say anything you’re not ready to say. You don’t have to want just because—”
“That’s not—”
“We should probably head back.” Piper was already moving, packing up the food with jerky motions that spoke to everything she wasn’t saying. “It’s getting late.”
“Piper, please—”
“It’s fine, Elise. Really.” But her voice was too bright, too careful. “I shouldn’t have—I pushed too hard. That’s on me.”
Elise wanted to scream. Wanted to grab Piper’s hands and make her stop moving and say all the things that were tangled up in her chest. Wanted to pull her back down onto the blankets and kiss her the way she should have kissed her thirty seconds ago.
But her throat was closed and her hands were shaking and all she could do was help pack up in miserable silence.
The drive back was quiet. Not the comfortable quiet of before, but something heavier. Something broken.
When Piper pulled up in front of Elise’s apartment, she didn’t turn off the car.
“Thanks for coming tonight,” she said, staring straight ahead.
“Piper—”
“I’ll text you about the next item. Or—I don’t know. Maybe we should take a break. Let you think about whether you actually want to keep doing this.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Isn’t it?” Piper finally looked at her, and her eyes were too bright. “Elise, I can’t—I can’t keep doing this if you’re just going along because you feel guilty. If this is just about fixing the past.”
“It’s not—”
“Then what is it about?” Piper’s voice cracked. “Because I’ve been falling for you for two weeks and I thought—I thought maybe you were falling too. But if you can’t even kiss me, if you can’t even say you want this—”
“I do want this.” The words burst out of Elise. “I do. I’m just—”
“Scared. I know.” Piper’s smile was sad. “But I can’t be the only brave one.”
Elise sat there, drowning in her own cowardice, and watched Piper’s walls go back up.
“Good night, Elise,” Piper said softly.
It felt like a goodbye.
Elise got out of the car and walked to her door on legs that didn’t feel connected to her body. She didn’t look back until she heard the car pull away, and by then it was too late.
Inside her apartment, she sank down onto the couch and dropped her face into her hands.
She’d had one chance. One perfect moment under the stars with someone who saw her and wanted her anyway, and she’d panicked. She’d pulled away. She’d let fear win.
Again.
Her phone buzzed.
Piper

I’m sorry. that wasn’t fair. you don’t owe me anything. I just needed you to know how I felt. 


Elise read the message through tears she hadn’t realized she was crying.
She’d spent eleven years regretting staying silent when Piper needed someone.
And tonight, she’d done it again.
She typed and deleted a dozen responses before settling on: 
I’m sorry too.


It wasn’t enough.
It wasn’t anywhere near enough.
But it was all she had.






  
  Chapter 7
Thirty After Thirty

Tuesday, March 24th


Elise had looked at her phone about half a million times in the past three days. 
Yet Piper hadn’t texted.
Elise hadn’t texted either, because what was she supposed to say? Sorry I panicked when you told me you wanted me. Sorry I ran away from the best thing that’s happened to me in years. Sorry I’m a coward who can’t figure out how to want things out loud.
She’d typed and deleted a hundred messages. None of them were right, because this wasn’t something that should be said over text message.
As much as it frightened her, this was a face-to-face conversation.
By Monday afternoon, the silence felt like a physical weight in her chest.
“You look like hell,” Rina said, appearing in Elise’s office doorway with her arms crossed.
“Thanks.”
“I’m serious. I’m pretty sure you were staring at that exact spot in that exact spreadsheet when I passed by twenty minutes ago.” Rina came in and shut the door. “What happened?”
“Nothing.”
“Elise.”
“I messed it up, okay?” Elise’s voice cracked slightly. “I had a chance to be honest and I panicked and now she’s not talking to me and I don’t blame her.” The words flowed from her, as if they’d just been waiting for the slightest excuse to escape.
“Did you try talking to her?”
Elise ran a hand through her hair, which had to be messy at this point, even though she didn’t do messy. She probably looked as bad as she felt—dark circles under her eyes from three nights of terrible sleep, her blouse wrinkled because she’d grabbed it off the floor that morning without caring. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d checked her reflection and not cared what she saw.
“What am I supposed to say?” she asked.
“How about the truth?” Rina perched on the edge of the desk. “How about ‘I’m sorry, I was scared, I want you anyway, now please kiss me’?”
“It’s not that simple.”
“It literally is that simple.” Rina’s voice gentled. “Babe, you’ve spent your whole life being careful. Being safe. Not taking risks. And now you have a chance at something real with someone who clearly sees you and wants you, and you’re going to let fear win? Again?”
Elise wanted to glare at her for making it sound so simple, but she just managed a pathetic stare.
“You’re going to end up a crazy cat lady at this rate,” Rina said.
“I’m allergic.”
“Whatever.”
Elise sighed. “I don’t know how to do this.”
“Nobody knows how to do this. That’s not the point.” Rina stood. “The point is deciding that wanting something is worth the risk of losing it. And you have to decide that for yourself. Nobody can do it for you.”
She left before Elise could respond.
Elise stared at her phone again.
No messages.
She looked at her planner, at the neat rows of appointments and deadlines and obligations. Her whole life, organized and planned and safe.
She thought about Piper’s notebook, full of crossed-off adventures and unfinished dreams.
She thought about the way Piper had looked at her under the stars, open and vulnerable and hoping.
She thought about all the years she’d spent waiting for permission to want anything.
And then she opened a desk drawer and pulled out a fresh notebook.

      [image: image-placeholder]The bakery was closed when Elise arrived at 6:15 PM on Tuesday, but she could see light in the back and movement through the window. She knocked.
Piper appeared after a moment, still in her apron, flour dusting her cheek and caught in her curls, which were pulled back in a messy bun. Her eyes looked tired, the brightness dimmed, and Elise hated that she’d done that—taken some of Piper’s light away. Her expression when she saw Elise was complicated—hope and hurt and caution all at once.
“Hi,” Piper said quietly.
“Hi.” Elise’s hands were shaking. “Can I come in?”
Piper hesitated, then stepped back to let her through.
The bakery felt different now. Still warm, still smelling like sugar and cinnamon, but the ease between them was gone. The space felt bigger somehow, the distance between them more pronounced. Evening light filtered through the front windows, casting long shadows across the display cases. Elise had broken something Saturday night, and she didn’t know if she could fix it.
She hoped she could.
She’d try, at least.
“I’m sorry,” Elise said. “For Saturday. For panicking. For—”
“You don’t have to apologize for not being ready,” Piper said. “I shouldn’t have pushed.”
“You didn’t push. I just—” Elise took a breath. “I’ve spent my whole life being afraid to want things. And then you showed up with your bucket list and your ridiculous optimism and you made me want everything. And that was terrifying.”
“Was?”
“Is. Still is.” Elise clutched the notebook tighter. “But I’m tired of being afraid more than I want you. So I—I made something.”
She held out the notebook. It was pristine, with no coffee stains and no doodles, totally unlike Piper’s.
Piper took it carefully, like it might break. 
“Should I…?” she asked.
Elise nodded, mouth too dry to answer.
She opened it to the first page, and Elise watched her eyes move over the words written there in Elise’s careful handwriting.
PIPER’S 30 AFTER 30 LIST because the best adventures are the ones we haven’t had yet
Piper’s breath caught. She turned the page.
#1. Kiss Elise Ward like I mean it
#2. Go on a real date (where we both know it’s a date)
#3. Go to Elise’s apartment and have her make me dinner
#4. Take a weekend trip somewhere neither of us has been
#5. Teach Elise to bake something more complicated than box brownies
#6. Let Elise meet Gabe and survive his interrogation
#7. Go dancing (not salsa) (maybe just slow dancing in the kitchen)
#8. Spend a whole day in bed doing nothing
#9. Celebrate six months together
#10. Start planning what comes after the bakery eventually expands
The list went on. Thirty items, some silly, some serious, all of them building toward a future Elise wanted so badly her chest ached with it.
Piper looked up, and her eyes were bright with tears.
“You made me a bucket list.”
“Yes. Or us. I made us a bucket list,” Elise corrected. “If you want it. If you still—” Her voice cracked. “I know I messed up. I know I hurt you. But I’m here now, and I’m trying to be brave enough to say what I want.”
“And what do you want?”
“You.” The word came out steady and sure. “I want you, Piper. I want to do every ridiculous item on your list and then everything on mine, and then after we’re done with all that, make new ones. I want to stop hiding and start living and I want to do it with you. I’m probably going to panic sometimes and I’m definitely going to overthink everything, but I want to try. If you’ll still have me.”
Piper set down the notebook with trembling hands. “You’re sure?”
“I’m terrified,” Elise admitted. “But I’m sure.”
“You know what item number one on this list is, right?”
“I really hope you want to do that one first.”
Piper’s laugh was half sob. And then she was crossing the space between them, and her hands were cupping Elise’s face, and she was looking at her with such tenderness Elise thought she might break apart from it. Piper’s brown eyes were still wet with tears, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted. She looked vulnerable and hopeful and so beautiful that Elise wondered how she’d ever convinced herself she could walk away from this.
“I really want to do that one first,” Piper whispered.
And then she kissed her.
It was nothing like Elise had imagined. It was better—soft and sure and full of promise. Piper’s lips were sweet, probably from whatever she’d been baking, and when Elise made a small sound and pulled her closer, Piper smiled against her mouth.
“Is this okay?” Piper murmured.
“More than okay.”
They kissed again, deeper this time, and Elise felt something unlock in her chest. All the fear and hesitation and years of holding back—it didn’t disappear, but it didn’t matter as much anymore. Not when Piper’s hands were in her hair and her back was pressed against the counter and the whole world had narrowed down to this moment, this person, this terrifying wonderful feeling of letting herself want something.
When they finally broke apart, both breathless, Piper pressed her forehead to Elise’s.
“You made me a bucket list,” she said again, wonderingly.
“Thirty items. It took me a while”
“Some of these are really ambitious. Meeting your parents?”
“I called them on Sunday,” Elise said quietly. “After you dropped me off. I couldn’t sleep and I just—I called them and I told them I was gay and that I’d met someone and that I was done hiding.”
Piper pulled back to look at her. “You did?”
“They didn’t take it well. My mom cried. My dad got quiet. They said they needed time to process.” Elise’s throat was tight. “I’m not… I’m not sure they’ll come around. But I did it. I said it out loud. And even if they don’t want me anymore, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life being afraid of what people might think. I don’t want to hide anymore.”
“I’m so proud of you,” Piper said fiercely. “That took so much courage.”
“I learned from the best.” Elise smiled. “Someone once told me that the people who really love you will stay. I’m hoping she was right.”
“She was definitely right.” Piper kissed her again, soft and sweet. “So. Thirty items, huh? Think we can finish the list before I turn thirty-one?”
“I don’t know. Some of these might take a while.”
“Which ones?”
“Item number eight,” Elise said, feeling her face warm. “Spend a whole day in bed doing nothing. That one might require some practice.”
Piper’s eyes darkened. “Practice is important.”
“Very important.”
“We should probably start working on the list soon, then. We’re already behind schedule.” Piper’s smile turned wicked. “Unless you have somewhere you need to be right now?”
“I’m exactly where I need to be.”
“Good.” Piper took her hand, threading their fingers together. “Come on. I need to lock up and then we’re going to my place to discuss this list in detail. Especially item eight.”
“It’s Tuesday night.”
“So?”
“I have work tomorrow.”
“Elise Ward.” Piper turned to face her, expression serious. “Are you really going to prioritize work over kissing me?”
Elise pretended to think about it. “When you put it that way…”
“That’s what I thought.” Piper pulled her toward the back of the bakery. “Now help me turn off the lights so we can get out of here. We have a bucket list to start.”

      [image: image-placeholder]They did item seven that night, slow dancing in Piper’s small kitchen to music playing from her phone. The kitchen was tiny—barely room for the two of them between the counter and the refrigerator—with warm yellow walls and mismatched mugs hanging from hooks, plants on the windowsill, evidence of Piper everywhere. It smelled like vanilla and coffee and home. Then they did item one about six more times on the couch, until they were both flushed and breathless and laughing, and Elise could no longer remember at all what she’d been so afraid of.
“I can’t believe you made me a list,” Piper said, curled against Elise’s side. “That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever done for me.”
“It seemed appropriate.”
“It’s perfect.” Piper tilted her head up to kiss her jaw. “You’re perfect.”
“I’m really not.”
“You are to me.” Piper’s hand found hers, squeezing. “Item number nine. Celebrate six months together. Think we can make it that long?”
“I think we can make it longer than that.”
“Good.” Piper yawned, snuggling closer. “Because I’m already planning what goes on the 30 after 31 list.”
Elise smiled into the darkness of Piper’s apartment, listening to her breathing even out as she drifted toward sleep. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, probably Rina demanding details, but Elise ignored it.
She had everything she needed right here.
For the first time in years, she wasn’t afraid of wanting something.
She wasn’t afraid of being seen.
And she definitely wasn’t afraid of falling anymore—because she’d already fallen, and Piper had been there to catch her.






  
  Chapter 8
Home

Friday, April 18th


The bakery was packed with people when Elise arrived at seven PM, carrying a carefully wrapped present and trying not to look as nervous as she felt. 
Piper’s thirtieth birthday party was in full swing, with friends and regulars and what looked like half the neighborhood crammed into the small space, eating cupcakes and laughing and celebrating. The bakery had been transformed: streamers in shades of pink and gold crisscrossed the ceiling, balloons clustered in corners, fairy lights doubled to make everything glow. The display cases had been pushed back to make room for people, and someone had set up a speaker system playing upbeat music. Her best friend Gabe—whom Elise had met a couple of times at this point, and whom she definitely liked—was behind the counter, looking harried but happy. The whole space buzzed with energy and warmth.
Elise spotted Rina first, waving from near the window. She’d insisted on coming, claiming she needed to “properly vet” Piper now that things were official.
“She’s in the back,” Rina said when Elise reached her. “Gabe said she’s been asking about you every five minutes.”
“I’m only ten minutes late.”
“That’s ten minutes of Piper panicking that you changed your mind.” Rina grinned. “Go. Put her out of her misery. I’ll guard your present.”
Elise handed over the wrapped present and headed for the back.
She found Piper in the kitchen, frantically frosting what looked like her hundredth cupcake of the day. She looked beautiful—golden curls piled in a messy bun with tendrils escaping around her flushed face, flour dusting her nose and forearms, wearing a t-shirt that said “30 and Thriving” that was already splattered with frosting. Her dimples flashed when she smiled, and there was a smudge of chocolate on her cheek that Elise wanted to kiss away.
“Hey,” Elise said softly.
Piper spun around, and her whole face lit up. “You came.”
“Of course I came. It’s your birthday.”
“I know, but there are so many people and I wasn’t sure if you’d be comfortable—” Piper stopped when Elise crossed the kitchen and kissed her. “Okay. Hi.”
“Hi. Happy birthday.”
“Much better now.” Piper set down the frosting bag and pulled Elise closer. “I missed you today.”
“I saw you this morning.”
“That was eight hours ago. That’s forever.” Piper kissed her again, then took her hand. “Come on. I want you to meet some people. Fair warning: Gabe is going to be embarrassing.”
“More embarrassing than Rina?”
“It’s a competition at this point.”
They walked back out to the party together, hand in hand, and Elise tried not to feel self-conscious about all the eyes that turned their way. She’d dressed carefully for tonight, in a soft emerald sweater Piper had complimented last week, jeans that fit well, her hair loose around her shoulders. Not invisible. Not hiding. Just herself, and somehow that was enough. But this was still new—being out, being public, being someone’s girlfriend in a room full of people. 
Piper squeezed her hand and smiled at her like she was the only person in the room, and it got easier.
Gabe was, indeed, embarrassing. He insisted on hearing the story of how they met three times and made at least seven innuendos about bucket lists. Rina matched him beat for beat, telling stories about Elise’s spreadsheet obsession and the time she’d sorted Rina’s snack drawer according to color.
“I can’t believe you two are ganging up on me,” Elise said.
“I like him already,” Rina said, unrepentant.
Eventually, Piper pulled her aside to the small table where presents were piled. “Okay, I’ve been patient. What did you get me?”
Elise handed her the wrapped box, suddenly nervous. It wasn’t much—just something small she’d found that had made her think of Piper.
Piper tore open the paper to reveal a vintage compass, the kind that looked like it belonged in someone’s pocket on an adventure. The brass was worn smooth with age, and when Piper opened it, she found an inscription Elise had added on the inside of the lid: For finding your way home.
“Elise,” Piper breathed, her eyes going suspiciously bright. “This is so beautiful.”
“I know it’s silly, but I thought—you’re always going on adventures, and I wanted you to have something that…” Elise trailed off, feeling foolish. “I don’t know. Something that reminds you that you have a home to come back to. With me.”
Piper looked up at her, and there were definitely tears now. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” She kissed her, soft and sweet, not caring that they were in a room full of people.
And Elise didn’t care either.
“Best birthday ever,” Piper murmured, tucking the compass carefully back in its box. “And we still have twenty-nine more items on our list to do together.”
“Twenty-eight,” Elise corrected. “We already did item one. Several times.”
Piper’s grin turned wicked. “We should probably practice that one more. Just to make sure we got it right.”
“Practice is important.”
“Very important.” Piper took her hand, threading their fingers together. “Thank you. For being here. For being brave enough to want this. For making me a list and actually meaning it.”
“Always,” Elise said, and meant it.
They stood there in the corner of the crowded bakery, surrounded by noise and people and celebration, and Elise thought about how her life had looked six weeks ago. Quiet. Organized. Safe.
Empty.
And now it was full of cupcakes and laughter and a woman who made her want to climb fences and sing badly and build a future that looked nothing like the one she’d planned.
It was messy and terrifying and absolutely perfect.
“Come on,” Piper said, pulling her back toward the party. “Gabe’s about to do something embarrassing with the cake. You don’t want to miss it.”
Elise let herself be pulled along, still holding Piper’s hand, still marveling at the fact that she got to do this. That she got to be here, public and open and unafraid.
That she got to keep Piper.
The cake was, indeed, embarrassing—three tiers decorated with tiny fondant cupcakes and a banner that read “30 and Still Causing Mischief.” Gabe had outdone himself.
When it came time to blow out the candles, Piper pulled Elise close and whispered, “I don’t need to wish for anything. I already have everything I want.” She looked radiant in the glow of thirty candles, her face lit up with joy, surrounded by people who loved her. Elise had never seen anything more beautiful.
She kissed Piper’s temple. “Sap.”
“You love it.”
“I really do.”
Piper blew out the candles, and everyone cheered, and somewhere in the chaos Rina caught Elise’s eye and mouthed, I’m proud of you.
Elise mouthed back, Thank you.
Because she was proud too. Proud of herself for being brave enough to want this. Proud of choosing love over fear. Proud of building something real with someone who saw all of her—the careful parts and the messy parts and everything in between—and chose to stay anyway.
Later, after the party wound down and most of the guests had left, Elise helped Piper and Gabe clean up. Rina had long since gone home, promising to get the full debrief tomorrow.
“You don’t have to help,” Piper said, but she was smiling.
“I want to,” Elise said, and realized it was true.
She wanted to be here, in this space that smelled like sugar and possibility. She wanted to wipe down tables and stack chairs and steal kisses between tasks. She wanted all of it—the mundane and the magical, the everyday and the extraordinary.
She wanted Piper.
And for the first time in her life, Elise wasn’t afraid to want something.
When they finally locked up and headed to Piper’s apartment, Elise was exhausted and happy and more content than she could remember being in years. The night air was cool and clear, the street quiet now. Above them, a few stars were visible despite the city lights—not as many as at Miller’s Point, but enough to remind her of that night under the cosmos when everything had almost fallen apart. And then came back together.
“Best birthday?” she asked as they climbed the stairs.
“Best birthday,” Piper confirmed. She unlocked her door and pulled Elise inside. “And it’s not over yet. We still have item eight to work on.”
“I thought we agreed that one needed practice.”
“Exactly.” Piper’s smile was soft and warm and full of promise. “And we’re both off tomorrow.”
Elise kissed her, slow and deep, and let herself be led to bed.
And later, wrapped up in Piper’s arms with the compass sitting on the nightstand and the notebook of their future tucked safely in her bag, Elise thought about bucket lists and second chances and the courage it took to let yourself be seen.
She thought about a lost notebook and a duet and climbing fences at midnight.
She thought about how sometimes the best adventures were the ones you never planned for.
And she fell asleep smiling, already looking forward to the next item on their list.
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