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1
JO
T  he minute she stepped off the train and onto the elevated platform of the Chicago L, Josephine Bloom’s chest tightened up.
There were people swarming all around her – even more than at the airport, if that was possible – and she felt disoriented, dizzy, microscopic. She was supposed to get off at this stop, go down the stairs to street level, somehow find her summer lodgings in the midst of this enormous city. But right now, she wasn’t sure she could even navigate back to O’Hare if she wanted to.
What if you get lost and some mugger comes and steals all your money and you have to sleep on the street and…
The stream of anxieties running through her head started out as objections Josephine’s mother had made, reasons she shouldn’t accept the summer internship of her dreams because Chicago was just too big and too scary for a country girl from Lewisia, Montana. Those were her mother’s fears, her mother’s insecurities, and Josephine had tried to tell her that a hundred times since she got accepted to the program.
But now, being jostled by rude city people and realizing just how much she’d underestimated Chicago’s size, they were becoming Josephine’s fears too.
She took a deep breath, and clutched her duffel bag a little tighter to her.
“You can do this,” she told herself. “You’re not going home with your tail tucked between your legs.”
She’d just graduated from Montana State in May and this internship was one of the most prestigious in the country, working with the Marlowe Foundation on the online communications for their new climate change project. Josephine had been selected from thousands of applicants based on the strength of her portfolio and her professors’ recommendations, and this was her chance to be more than just a small-town girl from Big Sky Country. It was her chance to do more with her life.
She wasn’t about to let her mother’s nagging insecurities stop her, or her father’s near-constant reminders that living in Chicago wasn’t cheap.
The Marlowe Foundation was putting Josephine up in a dorm with the other interns for the summer, but that only took care of the rent. She’d left home with a thousand-dollar graduation gift from her parents in her bank account. That was for food and a transit pass and anything else she couldn’t live without, but it had to last the whole summer.
That didn’t matter – she was here to be the best damn communications intern Marlowe had ever seen, and forge a path for her future self that didn’t include Lewisia.
Josephine took a couple wrong turns and backtracked until she could see the raised platform of the L again. A near-constant stream of trains rumbled overhead and she wondered if that was because it was about five o’clock – rush hour – or if it was always so busy.
“Hey, you lost?” someone asked and Josephine’s heart leaped into her throat.
Don’t talk to strangers, her mother had warned, again and again. They’re not friendly like people here, who you’ve known your whole life.
“Umm, no,” she said, but even to her own ears it was not remotely convincing.
The girl who’d asked looked to be about Josephine’s age, blonde and smiley, but looks could be deceiving. Josephine drew her duffel closer and tried not to look too obviously like she was guarding a bag that contained everything she’d brought with her for the whole summer.
“Then how come you’re walking in the wrong direction?” the girl asked.
“Huh? How would you know I’m going the wrong way?”
The girl nodded toward the papers Josephine clutched in her hands – a bundle that included her L ticket from the airport, printed-out directions from her home computer just in case she didn’t have cell service, her orientation paperwork, and the keycard she’d need to get into the Marlowe dorms.
“I’m going the same way,” the girl said, flashing an identical blue and green keycard.
Josephine relaxed by degrees. The girl seemed legit. “Oh, you’re an intern too?”
“Yeah,” she said, holding out her hand. “Annie. You?”
“Josephine.”
“Come on, Jo, I’ll show you the way,” she promised. “I take it you’re not from around here.”
“It’s Josephine, actually,” she said, but Annie didn’t appear to hear her correction. “I’m from Montana,” she said as she followed Annie up the street. “Little town near Billings. Are you from here?”
“Nah, but my aunt lives here,” Annie said, confidently leading the way. “I’ve visited a lot and I know my way around. The Loop is this way, just a couple minutes’ walk ahead. That’s where the foundation is and our dorm is walkable from there. What’s Montana like, cows everywhere?”
“Basically,” Josephine laughed. “And mountains. It’s beautiful.”
“I think the city is beautiful,” Annie said. “No offense to your mountains.”
“None taken,” Josephine answered. “So, what type of internship are you doing?”
“Finance,” Annie said. “I’m taking my CPA test right after the internship is over so wish me luck on that. I wanna do forensic accounting, figure out who’s cooking the books and how. Somebody’s gotta keep capitalism honest, or try, anyway. What about you?”
“Communications,” Josephine said. “I’m not really sure what I want to do after I graduate – I just want to do something that will make the world better.”
“Then you’re in the right place,” Annie said, steering her toward a tan building that was shorter and less grandiose than the skyscrapers all around them. Josephine didn’t get a chance to ask for clarification – did Annie mean Marlowe or Chicago? – before she announced, “Here we are, home sweet home for the next three months.”
She swiped her keycard, and Josephine belatedly noticed that Annie didn’t have any bags – she must have already gotten settled in, which explained why she knew precisely where she was going.
They went up to the third floor, which belonged to the summer interns. There were boys’ and girls’ rooms all mixed together, which Josephine’s mother did not need to know about, and she used the information on her orientation paperwork to find her room. While they walked, Annie introduced Josephine to everyone as if she knew them all already.
“This is Jo,” she said to all of them. “She’s from Montana.”
She got a few strange looks at that second part – as if Annie had said she was from outer space rather than simply another time zone. But now they all knew her as Jo, whether she liked it or not… welcome to your new life, she thought as she swiped into her room.
Anyway, Jo had a certain ring to it – it was definitely less of a mouthful than her given name, which her mother had never allowed anyone to shorten when she was growing up.
Maybe she could be Jo here.
She could be anyone here.
“Wanna get dinner in a little bit?” Annie asked.
Jo’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since she wolfed down a peanut butter sandwich that her mother had packed while she was waiting to board a connecting flight. “Is there a dining hall?”
Annie wrinkled her brow. “Eww, even if there was, this is Chicago – who wants dining hall food when you have access to some of the best pizza in the world at your fingertips?”
“I’m pretty tired,” Jo lied, mentally subtracting the cost of a pizza from her bank account, then dividing by the 12 weeks her money had to last. After her train ride from the station, she was already down to $995, It was going to be close even without frivolous dining out on the very first night. “Rain check?”
“Sure,” Annie answered, then wandered down the hall looking for a dinner companion. Jo was sure she’d have no trouble finding someone.
She closed her door and set down her duffel, then looked around.
The room was small and sparsely furnished, but it was a single and it had everything she needed – a bed, a desk, a place to store her clothes.
And no bathroom.
It was just hitting her that she’d probably have to share a bathroom with everyone on this floor – boys included? – when her phone started to ring. She fished it out of the purse she had slung across her body and saw her parents’ landline on the screen.
“Hey,” she answered, wondering if it would be her mother or her father.
“Hi, sweetie.” Mom. “Your dad’s picking your brother up from baseball practice, otherwise he would have called with me. We just wanted to make sure you got in okay.”
“Yeah, the flight was uneventful,” Jo said, leaving out the part about briefly being lost downtown and getting rescued by a complete stranger. “I’m getting unpacked in my dorm room now.”
“Is it nice?”
“Not as nice as my room back home,” she promised, knowing that was what she wanted to hear. Then she couldn’t help adding, “But I think I’m going to like it here.”
“Just don’t get too comfortable,” she warned. “That place is dangerous.”
“I’ll keep my guard up and my keychain Mace handy,” she promised.
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HAZEL
“I ’ve been working on this piece all week. I barely even slept.”
Hazel Abrams could already see the look of quiet disappointment in her professor’s eyes, even before she finished talking. She’d barely gotten her painting onto the easel and already he was looking for delicate ways to let her down.
Or not so delicate ways, as it turned out.
“Hazel, it’s good,” he said, in a voice that was not nearly as congratulatory as those words typically warranted. The tone was more like, Hazel, I killed the houseplant you asked me to water.
The painting was of the Chicago skyline, rendered in a vibrant, chaotic rainbow of oil pigments. Everything she created was colorful to the max, just like her clothes and her apartment. She happened to think this was one of her best pieces, and it hadn’t been easy to carry on the L all the way to the Art Institute.
“But?” she prompted.
It was just the two of them in the studio – school was out for the summer, and most of the students had gone home to the various corners of the country where they lived. Hazel had just graduated, but lucky for Professor Greyson, she was a Chicago native. She had nowhere to be except right here, soaking up all his professional art knowledge… and his criticisms.
“You’ve got your degree – you’re an adult now,” Greyson said.
Hazel scrunched up her nose. She always hated arbitrary distinctions like that, not to mention the ‘A’ word, adult, tended to fill her with existential dread. “Ish,” she said.
Her professor gave her an unamused look. “Have you applied for any jobs this week, in between brush strokes? I mean more serious jobs than that one you have at the coffee shop.”
“Of course,” she said. “I just heard back from Chicago Pride this morning, they’re going to hire me to help set up and tear down for the parade and a couple other events in a few weeks. It’s not art, but it’s a few extra bucks in my pocket.”
Professor Greyson’s face remained unchanged.
“What?” she asked.
“That sounds like a pretty damn temporary position,” he said. “Worse than the coffee shop gig.”
“Nothing wrong with working in a coffee shop!” Hazel argued.
“Not unless you have aspirations of actually using your degree,” Greyson shot back. “Latte art does not count. And is Pride paying you actual money, or comping you in tickets and food?”
Hazel put her fists on her hips, offended. “I’ll have you know Chicago Pride is a totally legit organization… They’re paying me minimum wage.”
“Yeah, well, I guess it’s something.” Greyson turned to her painting again.
Hazel continued, “And maybe it’ll be a foot in the door – once they know me, they’ll probably want to find a place for a Chicago-native queer artist in future events.”
He sighed. “Hazel, you’re not a bad artist. But you do know how many queer artists there are in Chicago, right?”
Professor Greyson among them, of course. He mostly did stark black-and-white stuff, beautiful pieces that really made you think, and had even brought Hazel to tears in the past. He was in his early sixties and he knew a lot of gay men who’d been victims of the AIDS epidemic – he used his art to work through that pain and make sure his friends were remembered.
It was big, important work, and Hazel couldn’t blame him for thinking her rainbowified skyline was a bit trite. But at the end of the day, what did people want to see during Pride, or buy to hang in their homes? Depressing portraiture, or a super-gay rendition of the city?
Agree to disagree, she thought.
“I know I have a lot of competition,” she said. “I spent the last four years sizing it up.”
She went to every gallery opening and new exhibit in the city, and had been doing that ever since she first picked up a paintbrush in elementary school and decided this was the life she wanted. Art school was a way to hone her skills, but more than that, it was about making connections with people like Professor Greyson. People who could open doors for her.
Which was why it was so frustrating that they were standing here having this argument for the hundredth time.
“I get that it’s difficult to build an art career,” she said. “I’m not expecting one to fall into my lap. But it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. I don’t want to sit in a cubicle working on some soul-sucking corporate graphic design. So help me get better, please, so I can make my dream happen.”
Greyson sighed again. “Okay, I’m going to level with you. I didn’t want to say this while you were a student, but since you’ve graduated…”
He paused, weighing the consequences of whatever dream-crushing thing he was about to say next.
“Yes?”
“Hazel, I know your family has money and you probably have a trust fund that you could live off of–”
“Whoa,” she held up a hand. “I’m going to stop you right there. Just because I have a famous last name around these parts and people know my father doesn’t mean I’m going to spend my whole life leeching off him.”
She’d been hearing whispers to that effect her whole life, and most of the time she tried hard to ignore them and prove that she got where she was on her own merit – even if, at times, it was difficult to convince herself of that fact. But to hear it from Professor Greyson? Had he been thinking this for four whole years, the whole time he’d known her?
“I work my ass off when it comes to my art,” she said, on an indignant roll now. “I have ten thousand TikTok followers and it’s not because my dad’s rich. I don’t want his dirty hedge fund money anyway–”
“Okay, okay,” Greyson interrupted, “I’m sorry. That came out wrong.”
Hazel just narrowed her eyes at him, making sure he knew it sure as hell did.
“What I was trying to say is that I know you don’t want to spend your life relying on other people,” he continued. “And I’m nervous for you whenever you tell me you don’t have a backup plan. There’s no rule saying that you have to be a starving artist until the day you make it big. Get a graphic design job, work on your art in the evenings. I promise it’s not that bad.”
“Let the fire die slowly over the years, give up on trying to ‘make it big,’” she added. “Yeah, no thanks to that.”
She picked up her canvas, feeling dejected and downtrodden, the exact opposite of what she’d been seeking when she shlepped this stupid thing all the way downtown.
“Thanks, Professor Greyson,” she said. “Have a good summer.”
“Hazel, wait,” he called after her, but she was already heading for the door. Just before it clicked shut behind her, she heard him add, “Keep in touch, okay?”
“Follow me on TikTok,” she grumbled, not loud enough for him to hear.
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JO
“Y ou wanna come with us for drinks?” Annie asked as Jo walked with her and a couple other interns through the lobby of the Marlowe building.
She’d been in Chicago for a little over two weeks now and was finally starting to feel like she’d gotten her feet under her. She was actually doing amazing, according to her supervisor, which was all that really mattered. Marlowe sometimes hired interns to stay on full-time, and even if that didn’t happen, Jo needed good recommendations and a stronger portfolio when she left here.
As for everything else?
She’d made a couple more friends, riding the L no longer struck terror into her, and last weekend she’d splurged on the most gooey, incredible deep-dish pizza she’d ever tasted.
But she never really got to forget that she didn’t belong here, and everyone else seemed to fit right in. It seemed like her dad was right – she simply didn’t have enough money to survive in a city like this, meanwhile none of the other interns seemed fazed by takeout every night and nine-dollar mixed drinks.
“Nah, I have some work to finish up,” she lied. “I’m just gonna head back to the dorm.”
“Boo,” Annie frowned. “It’s Saturday afternoon! Bad enough they made us come in today in the first place. Take a break!”
“Annika really needs the copy for Monday’s press release,” Jo said.
That was true – she just didn’t mention that she’d finished it before she left the office. Lying never felt good, but it had to be better than explaining that she couldn’t hang out because she couldn’t afford to. What if one of them offered to buy her drinks for her out of pity? That would be the ultimate humiliation.
“I’ll text you if I finish early enough to meet you at the bar,” she said.
“You better,” Annie answered. “We may be working our asses off during the day, but it is still summer – the last summer break before the real world comes knocking. We deserve to relax a bit.”
They took turns going through the revolving door at the front of the building, stepping into the oppressive heat of a mid-June day. The miles and miles of asphalt and the reflective windows on every building only served to amplify it, making the whole city feel like an oven. If it was this bad now, what was it going to be like in July?
“Later, hater,” Annie said, turning left with two of the other interns while Jo turned right.
She stood there for a moment first, watching them go. Annie brushed up against the arm of one of the guys – Lucas – and Jo watched him flex his hand like he wanted to put his arm around her, then decided against it. They clearly liked each other, and with the way Annie fearlessly went after everything she wanted, Jo had no doubt they’d be a couple before long.
She smirked, envy rising in her chest. Not that she was particularly attracted to Lucas – he was fine – but it would definitely be nice to have Annie’s confidence.
Take whatever she wanted.
Apologize to no one.
You can be that girl, a new voice in her head whispered, reminding her that this city was hers for the taking. Here, she was Jo, not Josephine, and Jo could be anyone she wanted – at least until the end of August.
She started to head back to the dorms like she said she would. But there was no press release to write, so what was she going to do in that tiny room all by herself all afternoon?
She pulled out her phone and did a little googling right there on the sidewalk. The whole time, her mother’s voice was nagging in her head, Don’t act distracted! A stranger will throw you into a van and human traffic you! Thankfully, that voice had been getting steadily quieter over the last two weeks, but Jo looked up periodically to check her surroundings nonetheless.
What she found was that the Lincoln Park Zoo was only thirty minutes away via train, and admission was free.
“Bingo,” she said, pleased with her own cleverness, as she stuck her phone into the roomy pocket of her sundress and headed for the L.
    
J o never made it to the zoo. She got off the train at Sedgwick and walked down to street level, but instead of heading east toward the zoo, some kind of event taking place a few blocks away to the west drew her attention.
Whatever it was, it was so loud and raucous that the noise traveled several city blocks, rising above the usual traffic drone. She could hear car horns and the drum beat of a marching band… a parade?
Parades were free, and the zoo would still be there for Jo to come back to some other day. She let curiosity lead her, the way she imagined Annie would if she was here. She followed the sounds deeper into the city. As she walked, she passed people coming to and from the source of the celebration, a lot of them elaborately dressed.
There was everything from women and men alike in rainbow tutus, to drag queens in full makeup, wearing heels higher than anything Jo could have pulled off without full-on snapping an ankle.
Pride, she thought, even as she imagined her conservative and very sheltered parents’ jaws dropping at the sight of a man who could contour his face way better than Jo ever could. Where she came from, Pride was one of those things she’d heard about in the news, but that never intersected with her own life in any way. Something for liberals from big cities.
How many gay people even lived in Lewisia? It’d make for a pretty sad little parade.
Here, though, Jo was practically swimming through people the closer she got to the action. In her cotton sundress with its demure floral pattern and her purse clutched to her, she was swallowed up in a rainbow sea and she felt like the ultimate tourist. She did not belong here, and yet everyone she passed was smiling at her like they were old friends. She felt welcome when, by all rights, she should have stuck out like a sore thumb – a feeling she’d been waiting for since she arrived in this city.
So she let herself get lost in the moment. Forgot about the heat rising from the asphalt, the body heat radiating off all the strangers crowded around her, and simply basked in this bizarre little pocket of welcomeness.
They didn’t know who she was, and she didn’t know them.
And nobody cared.
They were all having the time of their lives, and they wanted her to do the same. It didn’t matter how she got here, or why… now that she was here, she belonged.
She let herself be swept along with the movement of the crowd. She loosened her grip on her bag, letting it hang across her body as she forgot about herself and became fully present in the moment. She observed the people around her, awed by how comfortable they all were in their own skin, how free they seemed.
Out. Proud. Deliriously happy, at least in this one perfect moment.
Jo’s heart swelled for them all, and something stirred in her belly, a yearning she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
Something she’d felt before, back home in Montana, and always pushed back down because it simply didn’t square with her life.
Now, though, it rose back up insistently, demanding to be felt. There was something more out there in the world, something for her that she was missing…
Before she had a chance to grasp it, Jo heard the engine sounds of the parade rising and realized she was being pushed closer to the center of the action. Too close. Abruptly, the crowd opened up and dumped her into the street.
She took a couple stumbling steps, then heard the tinny whine of a scooter horn blasting right in her ear.
One zoomed past her, clipping her bag. Jo had just enough time to look up, to gasp at the sight of at least a dozen brightly colored scooters tightly packed together and coming straight for her.
Never should have left Lewisia, her mother’s voice chastised as Jo squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the impact.
Then an arm looped around her waist and lifted Jo off her feet. She was in motion, not a smear on the pavement but nestled against a warm lap, the breeze blowing her hair in her face.
She opened her eyes, and looked straight into the green-gray gaze of the girl whose lap she was sitting on. On top of a scooter. In the middle of Chicago’s Pride Parade.
“Hi,” the girl said, her mouth quirking into a crooked smile.
“Hi,” Jo said, still breathless from her brush with death. “Umm, thanks for not killing me.”
“Don’t mention it,” the girl answered. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Jo yet, and the possibility that they might still wreck was making butterflies take flight in Jo’s stomach. Or maybe it was the intense, soul-deep way this girl was looking at her.
There was that strange yearning in her belly again.
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HAZEL
A  cute girl had just fallen into Hazel’s lap, and she was having trouble wiping the stupid grin off her face. She was also struggling to look away long enough to glance at the road and make sure she wasn’t about to smash into one of the other riders.
Her unexpected ride-along had long, soft brown hair that was currently whipping into both of their faces. Her matching eyes turned up in the corners just slightly, giving her a feline look that immediately made Hazel fall for her. Well, that and the fact that she was sitting in Hazel’s lap, clutching her as if they were flying around a BMX track instead of puttering along on a Vespa in the middle of a parade.
It wasn’t exactly the Grand Prix, but it wouldn’t have been good if she fell in the road. She was far too pretty for road rash.
“You can, um, let me off anywhere,” the brunette said, squirming teasingly in Hazel’s lap.
She laughed. “Sorry, but I can’t, actually.”
“You can’t?”
“We’re in the middle of the parade route,” Hazel pointed out, gesturing to the two dozen other scooters all around them. They were tightly packed, with the marching band in front and people on foot following after them.
When Hazel showed up for her set-up shift riding the bright teal Vespa that had been her high school graduation present and was one of her most prized possessions, the parade coordinator told her there was a group that rode the route on scooters and bikes every year.
“Do you want to join them?” he’d asked.
The only reasonable answer had been a hearty hell yes, and now that she’d picked up a cute girl in the process, it was turning out to be the best thing about this temporary gig Professor Greyson had tried to talk her out of.
“Don’t worry, it’s only a couple more blocks,” Hazel told her. “Just enjoy the ride. What’s your name?”
“Jos–” The girl smiled shyly, her high cheekbones emphasizing the perfect heart shape of her face. Damn, she was gorgeous. “Jo.”
Hazel couldn’t help poking at that shyness just a bit. “Nice to meet you, Jos-Jo.”
“Just Jo.”
“Oh. Okay.” She grinned, glancing over Jo’s shoulder at the route ahead, biting her tongue and waiting for the girl to ask…
“What’s your name?” she took the bait.
“I’m Hazel,” she answered.
“Like your eyes,” Jo said, then nibbled on her lower lip.
How did someone this shy wind up getting thrust right into the parade route at one of the biggest pride parades in the country? Hazel looked her over, noticed the long cotton dress she was wearing, something straight out of the prairie. It was in style, Hazel had seen women wearing plenty of stuff like it on the streets around Chicago, but it definitely wasn’t Pride couture.
“Is this your first time at Pride?” she asked.
Jo laughed. “Whatever gives you that impression?”
“Just a feeling,” Hazel answered.
“I was on my way to the zoo,” Jo volunteered.
“Well, I’m glad you wound up here instead,” Hazel said, and Jo squirmed again in her lap. Just finding a comfortable position, or feeling self-conscious? It seemed like a bit of both, but Jo never took her eyes off Hazel, or removed her arms from around her neck.
They reached the end of the parade route about ten minutes later, and Hazel parked the Vespa on the side of the street with the other scooters. Jo hopped off her lap and Hazel realized her thighs had gone a little numb, but she wasn’t about to complain. She got to her feet, trying to disguise the stiffness in her legs.
“Do you need help navigating back to your friends?” Hazel asked. “Or… I could buy you a beer?”
Jo shook her head, and Hazel could sense she was losing her.
“Pop?”
“I should go…”
“Pride Puff?”
“What?” Jo’s brow furrowed and that got her attention back – for the moment.
“They’re pretty famous,” Hazel said, then mentally kicked herself as she realized, “but it is like a twenty-minute ride.”
Why had she picked a Pride delicacy that was all the way at the other end of the festivities? Stupid.
“I need to go,” Jo said. “Thanks for… saving me from certain death.”
“Well then–” Hazel had been about to try again, telling Jo she owed her a drink in that case, but she was gone, slipped into the thick crowd without a trace. “What the hell?”
Hazel’s head was still swimming, wondering what the point of all that had been. Inspiration for her art, maybe? The girl had had seriously gorgeous eyes, and that shy smile would be haunting Hazel’s dreams tonight.
“Hey,” one of the other riders, a forty-something woman named Daphne that Hazel had gotten to know during set-up, came over and interrupted her musings. “Wanna get a drink?”
“Yeah, sure,” Hazel said. “Did you see the extra rider I ended up with?”
“Yes, that was some James Bond shit you pulled, scooping her out of the street… She was cute, too. Wish she fell in front of my bike. You get her number?”
Hazel shook her head, and Daphne tutted at her.
“What a waste.”
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JO
J o made her way through the crowd feeling dizzy and flushed. It was a really hot day, and with so many bodies crushed around her, she worried that she might pass out.
That was it, right? The heat was the reason she was feeling so out of sorts.
Well, that and narrowly escaping death. That was enough to rattle anyone.
She stayed far clear of the curb, not eager to test her luck again. And she looked for gaps in the crowd, trying to find her way out of the chaos. This was enough revelry for one day, and she could check ‘go to a Pride Parade’ off her bucket list, even though she hadn’t been particularly aware of such a goal. But hell, she’d technically been in the parade.
On the lap of a very flirtatious and arresting woman – who probably assumed Jo was gay, otherwise what else would she be doing here?
She’d fled as soon as she could, embarrassed on top of the overheating issue. She salivated when she passed a lemonade stand, but the line was long and even back in Montana, festival lemonades were notoriously overpriced. What sense would it make to blow off her Marlowe friends in order to save money, only to wind up paying for a ten-dollar cup of sugar water with a spritz of lemon juice?
She could wait til she got back to the dorm. The minute she got there, though, she was turning the air conditioning on full-blast and chugging a whole glass of ice water.
Maybe a cold shower was in order too…
The day hadn’t seemed like it would be such a scorcher when she left for work in the morning. It hadn’t even felt this much like an inferno when she left the Marlowe building. Now, though, Jo would give anything for a sprinkler to run through like the one her parents always had set up in the yard when she and her brother were growing up.
The Pride crowds thinned out the further Jo walked, heading for the L. She was so distracted with the flush creeping up her neck, and with the strange, fluttery panic that had started her heart racing when Hazel asked her to get a drink, that she was actually climbing the stairs to the platform before she realized something was wrong. Missing.
Even with the heat, she felt lighter than she had twenty minutes ago. When someone brushed past her on their way down the stairs, her hand went instinctively to protect her purse.
But it wasn’t there.
Jo’s heart went from racing to a dead stop in her chest. She looked down just to confirm it.
Someone snatched your purse!! her inner Mom voice shrieked.
A cold dread washed over her and all of a sudden, she wasn’t flushed anymore. She felt a little bit like vomiting, in fact, and she’d come to an abrupt halt on the stairs. Wasn’t this exactly what her parents had been warning her about every time they tried to dissuade her from coming here?
A few people pushed grumpily past her, and Jo looked back in the direction of the Pride Parade. Which was half a dozen blocks away now. And even if Jo chose to believe the best in people and assumed that her purse strap had broken in the chaos instead of being snatched off her, could she find it in that crush of people?
Would someone find a purse lying on the ground in the middle of a huge street festival and actually do the right thing rather than take advantage of her misfortune?
Not likely! her Mom voice said. Besides, you know it didn’t just fall off – someone stole it!
She was already playing through the conversation she’d have with her actual mother the next time they talked on the phone. There were several ‘I told you so’s coming her way, Jo was sure of it.
But that was a future problem. The one that faced her right now was the fact that her bank card, her ID, her swipe card for the dorm – all of it was in that bag. Not to mention her Ventra card, which meant she wouldn’t be able to take the L home. It would take her an hour to walk it – if she was feeling peppy.
Right at the moment, she was feeling an awful lot more inclined to sit down on the stairs right where she was and just feel sorry for herself for a while.
What if they use my bank card? She was catastrophizing now, imagining her already meager account getting wiped out in a single ATM transaction. Then she’d not only be walking home to the dorms, she’d be screwed for the whole summer. She wouldn’t be able to buy food, she’d have to either beg for more money from her parents or ask them to buy her a plane ticket home…
Why the hell hadn’t she just gone to the zoo?
“Okay, stop,” she gritted out under her breath. “You have a problem, but you’re smart and capable. You got yourself to Chicago, you can survive here too.”
A few people turned their heads on their way past her and Jo couldn’t help smiling at the absurdity of the moment.
And now you’re a crazy street person who talks to herself, she added mentally. At least that meant they’d all give her a wide berth. Not that she had anything left to steal.
She started back down the stairs, steeling herself for the long walk in the late afternoon heat. And something thumped against her thigh. Hope made her heart leap into her throat and she shoved her hand into her pocket, pulling out her phone.
She’d put it there instead of back in her purse, thank God! And by some miracle, it hadn’t fallen out when Hazel scooped her into her lap on that scooter.
It wouldn’t help her avoid the walk home, but at least she could call Annie or one of the other interns to let her into the building when she got there. She checked her messages as she walked, finding a picture that Annie had sent of herself with Lucas’ arm around her shoulder. Annie was getting what she wanted out of this summer, and Jo was determined that despite this setback, she was going to figure out how to do the same. Even if she didn’t have a penny to her name at the moment.
The fact that her family’s landline appeared on her screen, an incoming call, only dampened her enthusiasm a little bit.
“Hey,” she answered. “Mom?”
“Yeah, honey, is now a good time?”
“Sure, I’m just… taking a walk.” Jo decided not to tell her about the purse – it would only worry her, and there was nothing she could do about it from Montana. Jo wasn’t quite ready to beg for a wire transfer – she’d put that off for tomorrow. But at least having someone to talk to would make the hike back to the Loop go faster.
“Should you be talking, then?” her mom asked. “You need to remain aware of your surroundings when you’re in the city.”
“I know, Mom, I am,” Jo answered. “It’s really not as bad as you think, though. And I stay out of the dangerous neighborhoods.”
“I would hope so, Josephine,” her mom huffed. “Anyway, tell me about your day. What did you get up to?”
A smile came involuntarily to Jo’s lips when she thought of the Pride Parade. Lost purse or not, it had been pretty exciting, and she was already starting to laugh about her near-death experience. Not that she could tell any of that to her mother – it would only make her fear for her daughter’s life all the more.
“I was going to go to the zoo this afternoon, but I ended up at a parade instead,” she said instead. “There were more people there than I think we have in all of Lewisia.”
“You went alone?” her mom asked.
“Umm, no, Annie came,” Jo lied.
“Good. Buddy system,” she answered.
Jo couldn’t help rolling her eyes, thinking about how she and her friends rode their bikes all over Lewisia in the summer, entirely unsupervised, and how her brother Benjamin had started doing the same at an even younger age. It wasn’t that all the boogeymen lived in Chicago and none of them ever ventured out to Lewisia. But the fear of the other was strong outside the bounds of their small town.
“What was the occasion?”
“Hmm?”
“For the parade?” her mom prompted.
“Oh.” Jo paused for a second. If her mother had been here, she would have had zero interest in a Pride Parade, and it wasn’t like they’d ever had such a thing in Lewisia. But Jo’s family weren’t bigots – they were just insulated. Right? They’d never really talked about it. “Gay Pride,” she ventured.
“Really?”
Jo could practically see her mother’s eyes widening from a thousand miles away. It was like she’d said she went to a BDSM club with naked people everywhere.
“And there were thousands of people?” her mom followed up.
Jo couldn’t help chuckling into the phone. “Yeah, Mom, Chicago’s a big city. I’m sure there are a lot of queer people here, and I think people travel to come for the parade too.”
Hazel’s striking green-gray eyes popped into her mind, the intensity of them, and their nearness. Sitting in her lap like that, they could have easily kissed… and the thought stole Jo’s breath away. Where had that mental image come from?
“Mm, okay,” her mom said. “Oh, did I tell you Benjamin’s coach wants to bump him up to varsity?”
Jo stifled a laugh. Right on cue, her mother had reached her limit for city folk are different from us talk, and shifted into more comfortable topics. She’d been doing that a lot when they talked on the phone the past few weeks, and generally Jo tried to convince her that she was building the city up to be some big, scary monster that it wasn’t.
This time, though, it was a welcome distraction from the unexpected question of what Hazel’s lips might taste like. What it would feel like to kiss a woman. That woman.
Okay, enough of that, Jo thought, then asked, “Is he still drinking that disgusting raw-eggs-and-whey-protein smoothie monstrosity?”
Her mom laughed. “I got him to switch to peanut butter instead of the eggs. He said coach agreed.”
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HAZEL
H azel was going to follow Daphne to the bar, but the first step she took almost sent her sprawling. Something was tangled around her ankles, and she braced herself against the seat of her Vespa.
“Apparently clumsy is going around today,” Daphne said, reaching out to catch her. “You okay?”
Hazel looked down and found the skinny brown strap of a purse wrapped around her feet. “Yeah, I’m good.” She freed herself, and set the bag on her scooter seat, flipping open the flap. There was a wallet inside, along with a small keyring, a lip balm, and a pair of sunglasses. She was pretty sure whose purse this was, but she opened the wallet to be certain.
Josephine Bloom, the ID said. Pretty name for a pretty girl.
Hazel craned her neck to look around, but Jo was long gone. “Shit.”
“That your mystery girl’s bag?” Daphne asked.
“Yeah.”
“Very Cinderella. Looks like you’re getting a second chance with her after all,” Daphne said, but Hazel wasn’t so sure.
“This ID has a Montana address,” she said, showing it to the older woman. “And as we’ve already established, I didn’t get her number.”
“You’re resourceful,” Daphne said. “I have faith in you.”
Hazel frowned. Jo had been the prettiest woman to ever fall into her lap – literally – and Hazel couldn’t tear her eyes off her for the length of the parade route. But after, Jo ran away like she couldn’t wait to get out of there. Cinderella ran because she had to, not by choice. Would Jo even be happy to see Hazel again?
“Anyway, I’m parched. Let’s go get that drink,” Daphne added. “There’s a bar just across the street if you want to stay close in case Cinderella comes back.”
Hazel laughed and rolled her eyes at her. “I think you have the hots for Cinderella.”
“Oh, hell yes I do,” Daphne answered. “Did you not get a good look at her while she was on your lap?”
Hazel tried to sling the purse over her shoulder and it slipped right off and fell to her feet again. She picked it up and inspected the strap while they walked. The stitching had been torn out – no wonder Jo lost it. Hazel wound the strap around the body of the bag and palmed it, following Daphne into the bar.
Inside, there were people packed around every table and lined up at the bar that ran the length of the narrow building. It was getting on toward evening and the Pride revelers who’d been chugging lemonade in the heat all day were switching over to harder stuff for the night.
“What do you want?” Daphne asked. “I’ll treat.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Hazel said, shoving a ten into her palm forcefully enough that Daphne couldn’t refuse.
It was true that Hazel had cut herself off from her father’s money, she was doing her damnedest to stand on her own two feet. But people around this city knew the Abrams name and it was synonymous with money. For that reason, she never let anyone pay for her, never gave them a chance to think she was a spoiled brat.
“Beer, please,” she said. “Anything domestic on tap is fine.”
Daphne went to the bar, and Hazel spotted a familiar face near the windows. Perfect – she could keep an eye on her Vespa from here in case Jo came back looking for her purse.
“Hazel!” her friend called as soon as they saw her. “I saw you in the parade, didn’t know you were riding.”
“Hey, Mick, mind if I sit?” Hazel asked. Mick gestured to a seat at their crowded table and Hazel made sure there was another one for Daphne. “Riding was a last-minute thing. I was on the set-up crew.”
Mick was a friend from the Art Institute. They hadn’t been in the same program, Mick was two years younger and studying fashion design, but even in a big city like Chicago, the queer students tended to gravitate to each other. Mick was nonbinary, and also the vice president of the college’s LGBTQ+ student organization. Not that Hazel had been particularly involved with it, but she’d been to a handful of events.
Daphne arrived with a beer in each hand and Hazel made introductions. Daphne was pretty outgoing and she and Mick immediately got into a pretty lengthy discussion on the nuances of androgynous and masculine-of-center gender expressions. While they talked, Hazel zoned out for a minute and tossed back her beer.
“So, what’s going on with that purse?” Mick asked after a while. “Not your usual style, is it, Hazel?”
“Not mine,” she explained.
“It’s a glass slipper,” Daphne helpfully chimed in, and when she was met with raised eyebrows, she explained about Jo on Hazel’s behalf. Then she added with a scoff, “She’s acting like this isn’t a Pride fairy tale.”
Hazel laughed. “It’s just a lost purse. I don’t even know how to return it to her. There’s no local address.”
“Give me that,” Mick said, snatching the bag off the table before Hazel could object. Mick pulled out the wallet and thumbed through it before slapping a plastic card triumphantly down on the table. “There.”
“Yes?” Hazel asked, not recognizing the blue and green pattern on the card.
“It’s a keycard,” Mick explained. “Probably for the hotel she’s staying in.”
One of the others at the table, a long-faced girl who must have been Mick’s friend, picked it up and squinted at the small print on the back. “Marlowe Foundation,” she read. “I’m pretty sure they have their own housing for interns and other temporary employees, it’s in the Loop.”
Mick laughed. “Okay, Encyclopedia Brown.”
The girl shrugged, setting the card back down. “My sister applied for an internship there like five years ago. She didn’t get accepted, though. It’s pretty competitive.”
“Ah, so Cinderella is smart as well as hot,” Daphne said.
“Stop,” Hazel laughed, gathering Jo’s belongings and packing them neatly back into her purse.
“Can you all believe she’s even still sitting at this table?” Daphne asked the others. “I sure as hell wouldn’t be, but sadly it wasn’t my lap that Cinderella landed on.”
“Are you seeing someone already?” Mick asked.
“No,” Hazel said.
“See? It’s perfect!” Daphne insisted. “If you don’t go for her, I’m gonna shoot my shot whether she likes butch, graying Gen Xers or not.”
“Okay, okay,” Hazel said, throwing her hands up and laughing in her surrender. “I will find this Marlowe building and return the glass slipper.”
She was smiling, although she didn’t remember asking her face to do that. Daphne may have a point – Jo was extremely cute, and it wasn’t every day that you got to rescue a damsel in distress right in the middle of a Pride Parade. Hazel had been smitten with Jo from the moment their eyes locked. So why was she resisting so much?
Because she ran away from me. Because apparently she lives in Montana. Because I’m a nearly unemployed struggling artist with nothing to offer anyone…
She downed the last of her beer and stood up, and the table cheered.
“Go get her,” Daphne said. “And you better look me up online after and tell me how it went, or I’ll hunt you down.”
“Can I get on that mailing list too, please?” Mick asked.
Hazel rolled her eyes. “I’ll start a Tiktok. The Saga of Hazel and Jo.”
“One hundred percent, I would subscribe,” Mick said.
“Me too, even though I am constitutionally opposed to Tiktok,” Daphne added.
The three of them were still laughing it up at the table when Hazel stepped outside. It had gotten a degree or two cooler, or maybe it was just the fact that the crowd had thinned out some after the parade ended. Still no sign of Jo, and Hazel stood next to her Vespa for a minute to look up directions to the building the keycard went to.
What was she going to do, drive over there and then hope that Jo was standing around on the sidewalk? Let herself in and go door to door looking for her Cinderella?
That was obviously the solution Daphne was hoping for, and as Hazel hopped on the Vespa and hit the ignition switch, warmth flooded through her at the thought of coming to Jo’s rescue again. Okay, maybe she was looking forward to this a little.
    
I t was around six when Hazel parked the Vespa in front of the Marlowe Foundation’s residence building. The sun was still out and heat waves were still rippling off the asphalt, but things were much quieter in this part of town.
Hazel locked the scooter’s handlebars, then stood and looked around. There were a few people passing through on foot, but no one was going into the Marlowe building and none of them looked like they belonged there. Well, so much for spotting Jo on the sidewalk and doing this the non-awkward way.
She opened the purse and took out the keycard, swiping herself into the building. The card itself was generic, with no room number, and there was no directory in the entryway.
Door-to-door it was, just like Prince Charming. Daphne would be eating this up if she were here.
Thanks to a helpful passer-by in the hallway, Hazel made her way to the floor with all the interns, and there were a couple of doors with DIY nametags on them so she was able to rule those out. She knocked on three doors with no answer and was starting to wonder if a lot of the interns who lived nearby went home on the weekend.
And then the fourth door she knocked on opened. And Jo was standing there, a cotton robe wrapped around her curvy body and damp hair wetting her shoulders.
Don’t look at her nipples, don’t look at her nipples…
It was an almost insurmountable task. They were pebbled, the only hard thing in the landscape of smooth, soft cotton on her body. Thankfully, the look of stunned surprise on Jo’s face helped keep Hazel’s eyes occupied.
“How did you find me?” she asked, then noticed the thinness of her robe and folded her arms over her chest.
“You dropped your purse,” Hazel said. “I found your keycard.” She held the bag out, adding, “Sorry I looked through it. The strap’s broken.”
“Damn it,” Jo said, her brow creasing as she inspected the tear. Then she let it go and looked to Hazel. “You came all this way to bring me my bag?”
“Well, I didn’t want you sleeping on the street,” Hazel said, “but it looks like you managed okay.”
“I had to find the building manager to let me into my room,” Jo explained. “But I’m really glad you figured out how to find me – I’m only here for the summer, and pretty much my whole life is in that bag.”
Hazel’s heart fluttered at the confirmation that Montana was in Jo’s future. But aside from the arms crossed over her chest, Jo wasn’t giving off any please leave now vibes, and now that the sun wasn’t glaring in their eyes, Hazel couldn’t stop drinking her in. Those cat-like eyes, that coy smile… she knew what she was doing looking at Hazel like that, right?
“At the risk of getting shot down twice in the same number of hours,” Hazel found herself saying before she could chicken out, “can I take you out for something to eat, or a drink if you’re not hungry?”
As if on cue, Jo’s stomach rumbled audibly, and they both laughed. “Traitorous stomach.”
Hazel cocked her head to the side. “But you don’t want to?”
“Umm, I have two problems,” Jo said.
Hazel leaned in a little closer. “Now I’m curious. Number one?”
“I’m pretty much broke,” she said. “Before you brought my purse back, I was actually wondering if this was it for my Chicago adventure.”
“I invited you out, that means I’ll pay,” Hazel explained. “So that’s fixed. Problem number two?”
Jo looked to her feet, and color came to her cheeks when she forced herself to meet Hazel’s eyes again. “I’m afraid I’ve given you the wrong impression. I’m not gay.”
Now Hazel was truly perplexed. Met you at a Pride Parade. Felt the intense chemistry sizzling between us while you were in my lap. Saw the desire in your eyes plain as day, she checked off in her head.
But she had gotten the impression Jo was newly out. Maybe she was still in the closet – even to herself.
Or maybe Hazel’s gaydar had taken a beating in their near-collision earlier and needed to be recalibrated entirely.
She shrugged. “It doesn’t have to be a date. You’re not busy, I’m not busy, we’re both hungry. Come get some grub.”
Jo smiled. “Are you sure?”
“You think I only ever share meals with women I want to sleep with?”
Jo’s cheeks colored and there was that embarrassed, sweet smile again. The truth was that Hazel did want to sleep with her. She was objectively beautiful, and in the combined ten minutes they’d known each other, she managed to be mysterious and interesting in just the right way to get Hazel’s juices flowing – creative and otherwise.
But she wasn’t an animal – she could restrain herself.
“Okay, give me two minutes to change?”
“Take all the time you need.”
Jo disappeared back inside her room, and Hazel leaned against the opposite wall, wondering what the hell Daphne had gotten her into with all that Cinderella talk. Was she setting herself up for heartache, messing around with an out-of-towner who wasn’t even queer?
Or was that metaphorical glass slipper the start of something amazing?
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JO
J o emerged from her room a couple minutes later wearing a pair of cut-off shorts and a peasant blouse, and she’d managed to fashion her broken purse strap into a loop so she could carry it as a clutch. That might just need to be a long-term solution if she couldn’t find a thrift store within a reasonable distance to replace it.
“You look great,” Hazel said, pushing off the wall. “You’ve got a very hippie girl vibe.”
“That’s probably a bad thing for this city, right?” Jo asked as they headed for the elevator. Not that she’d ever been too bothered by what other people thought of her clothes… but as they stepped into the enclosed space, she found herself wondering what Hazel thought.
“Not at all,” she said. “There are so many cookie-cutter women here, you can tell they all got their outfits from the same five popular shops, or the same Pinterest boards. I like a girl with an independent streak.”
Jo’s stomach floated up against her lungs as the elevator dropped.
“Anyway, it’s summer and light-and-breezy is very much in, according to my sources in the fashion design department,” Hazel kept going. “So you are perfectly in style.”
“Well, that’s a relief,” Jo laughed. The elevator let them out in the lobby and she asked, “Fashion department? What kind of work do you do?”
For the first time since they’d met, Hazel lost her confidence – just for a second, though. Then she stood a little taller and pulled the door open for Jo. “I was an art student – painting mostly. But I have fashion design student friend, that’s where I get all the trend news I can handle… which isn’t much, to be honest. I’m much more of a jeans and a T-shirt kind of girl. They’re just gonna get splattered with paint anyway.”
“That’s really cool,” Jo said, admiration swelling in her chest. “I wish I could do something artistic like that. I’m just not visual.”
“Everyone has their own form of creativity,” Hazel said. “Maybe you’ve got some hidden musical talent, or you’re meant to be a writer.”
“Well, I do write,” Jo said. “But I don’t think social media posts for the Marlowe Foundation count as creativity.”
“They absolutely do,” Hazel said. “But if you want to create something different, you should.”
It was clearly a passionate topic for her, and Jo got the impression that she could talk about it all night. She sort of wanted to hear Hazel talk about her art all night, in fact. But they reached their destination just down the street, and the conversation was interrupted.
Hazel had suggested the Revival Food Hall, which Jo had heard the other interns talking about but hadn’t checked out yet herself. So far, aside from that single deep-dish pizza splurge, she’d stuck to peanut butter sandwiches and ramen. Annie had called this place an
elevated take on cafeteria food, which Jo couldn’t quite imagine, but surely cafeteria food couldn’t be that expensive. That was good, because she wasn’t actually planning to let Hazel pay for her.
Especially if there was a chance that Hazel was still thinking of this as a date. That wouldn’t be fair.
They wandered through the hall for a few minutes, looking at all the different food vendors. With the soft lighting, high-end finishes and abundance of cuisines, it certainly was elevated, and they ended up deciding on burrito bowls from a Mexican vendor.
Jo reached for her wallet when they got to the counter, but Hazel put her hand on top of Jo’s wrist. “I told you, I got this.”
“I couldn’t let you–”
“You will,” Hazel insisted. “It’s twenty-five dollars – no big deal.”
Maybe not to you, Jo thought. In the end, Hazel won, mostly because Jo’s improvised purse strap got in the way of her ability to swiftly access her bank card. Jo thanked her, and they carried their food over to a nearby table.
“You really should have let me pay,” she said, “you did me a favor already by returning my purse. Don’t people normally get rewards for that kind of thing?”
Hazel just laughed. “You know how I can tell you’re not local? You’re far too polite. Stop thanking me and enjoy your burrito bowl.”
She kicked Jo under the table, just a nudge really, but it took her by surprise. Was Hazel this casual, this touchy with everyone? Or was she flirting?
And the fact that Jo’s heart had climbed into her throat and was currently making it difficult to swallow her meal… she didn’t know what to make of that either. The burrito bowl, though… “Oh my God, this is incredible.”
She let out a very unladylike groan, and Hazel grinned back at her.
“It really is, isn’t it?” She stuffed a big bite into her cheek, then asked, “So, what’s Montana like? I’ve never been.”
“Most people haven’t, and never will go,” Jo laughed. She took another bite, this one going down a bit easier as she relaxed. “Well, it’s very different from Chicago, that’s for sure. The biggest city is Billings, and that’s about a hundred thousand.”
Hazel’s eyes bulged. “People?”
Jo laughed again, and Hazel’s foot bumped into hers on accident. “Yeah, people.”
“Chicago has like, three million!”
Jo nodded. “Fun fact – the state of Montana has the same number of cows as Chicago has people. I looked it up before I came.”
She hadn’t actually shared that tidbit with anyone here until now. In fact, Benjamin had been looking at the computer over her shoulder when she was googling it, and he’d begged her not to tell anyone. “That is not a ‘fun fact,’ and you are a nerd,” he’d helpfully informed her.
“Yeah, and you’re a twerp,” she’d shot back, palming his face and pushing him out of her personal space. He was going through a growth spurt, and she wouldn’t be his big sister in the literal sense of the word much longer. That era would probably be over by the time she got back from Chicago.
“That is a fun fact,” Hazel said, smiling but with a teasing twist to her lips. “I don’t blame you for getting out of there.”
“There are good things about living in a small town,” Jo said, although at the moment she was struggling to come up with any that would impress a woman like Hazel. So instead, she shifted the attention away from herself. “Have you lived here your whole life?”
“Yup,” Hazel said. “Chicago born and bred.”
A subtle darkness came over her expression, like there was more to the story, but Hazel didn’t offer it up and Jo wasn’t one to pry. Instead, she asked, “So, you just graduated too? What’s next?”
Hazel laughed loud enough to draw a couple looks from the other tables. “Oh, if only I knew. My dad is real pleased about that, let me tell you. My art professor-slash-mentor, too.”
“A lot of people don’t know what they want to do straight out of school,” Jo offered. Although she’d always known that she wanted to work for a charity organization, making a difference in the world. Her strongest subject had always been writing, so communications had been an obvious way to achieve that. “If I hadn’t been accepted to the summer internship program here, I’m not really sure what I’d be doing. It’s not like there are a lot of high-profile charities in Lewisia that need content writers.”
“Are you going to stay in Chicago once the internship is over?” Hazel asked. “Try to get a permanent position at Marlowe?”
The idea squeezed at Jo’s chest. “The odds of that are incredibly low. They’re very competitive.”
“I hear their internship program is competitive too,” Haze pointed out. “But you got in.”
Jo smiled. “I think you have a very high opinion of me and yet you barely know me.”
“I know enough,” Hazel answered, and warmth started to bloom in Jo’s chest. It tingled lower too, and she didn’t know what to make of that so she ignored it.
“What would you do if you could do anything?” she asked.
“Get an artist’s loft in Wicker Park and do nothing all day except paint and eat great food and make love to a beautiful woman and go to gallery openings to soak up inspiration,” Hazel said without missing a beat.
Jo’s cheeks colored and that warmth low in her belly intensified, equally at the mention of making love to a woman and at the passion with which Hazel said it. She cleared her throat before she said, “That sounds amazing. I barely know you either, but with that kind of drive I can tell that you’ll make it happen someday.”
Hazel smiled. “It’s the someday part that’s the problem. I don’t want to spend the next twenty years pumping out meaningless corporate art for some design department in order to get there. I just know it’ll suck all the creativity out of me and I won’t have any left when I get to that loft.”
“I guess you have a problem to solve then,” Jo said, and their feet mingled beneath the table again.
“Thank you,” Hazel said, and Jo’s brow furrowed.
“For what?”
“You’re the first person who’s told me I can do it,” she said. “Everybody else just wants me to suck it up and get the corporate job, let it turn me into a husk because that’s what they did. That’s ‘the way the world works.’”
“The world can work any way we want it to,” Jo said. “That’s exactly what I want to do with my own career – make things better.”
Hazel’s passion was intoxicating, sweeping Jo up in it just like those blue-green eyes that twinkled at her from across the table. She reminded Hazel of a girl in her writing program back in Montana, with bright eyes and a button nose, who always seemed to turn Jo’s head no matter where she was in a room.
They talked until their burrito bowls were empty, the conversation never stalling for a moment. Hazel told Jo about the series of Chicago architectural paintings she’d been working on, and Jo found some good things to say about Lewisia and small-town living. The tables around them cleared out, and then an employee started sweeping conspicuously close to them.
“Oh shit, they close at seven,” Hazel said, looking at the time. “It’s five after.”
“Oh my gosh, I am so sorry,” Jo told the employee, who smiled politely but looked relieved when they gathered their trash and vacated the table. While they headed for the exit, Jo said, “I had no idea they closed so soon.”
“I did, but I didn’t think we’d be here long enough for it to matter,” Hazel said. “I’ve never spent more than twenty minutes here, but I lost track of time.”
“Me too,” Jo smiled. “Thanks for inviting me to dinner. And paying.”
“If you thank me one more time, so help me…” Hazel laughed, shaking her fist at Jo.
“Okay, okay,” Jo said, hands up in defeat. “Sorry.”
They walked back to the Marlowe building, and said their goodbyes on the sidewalk outside the entrance. “Am I allowed to thank you for bringing my purse to me?” Jo asked.
Hazel shrugged. “I suppose.” Then she got a little uncharacteristically fidgety and asked, “If I’m allowed to offer you my number. You know, in case you need the help of a native Chicagoan while you’re in town, or wanna hang out again.”
“Yeah, I’d like that,” Jo said. She handed Hazel her phone, then gestured for Hazel to do the same.
They exchanged numbers, and Jo stood on the sidewalk watching Hazel start up her Vespa and ride away up the street. That tingle in her belly was still going strong, and she couldn’t help smiling when she looked down at Hazel’s name newly entered in her phone.
Why?
I’m not gay. That was what she’d told Hazel this afternoon, and it was what she spent her whole life believing. Despite the magnetic girl in her writing program. Despite the way her heart fluttered every time her best friend hugged her all through high school. Despite the fact that no boy had ever made her feel so fluttery and warm.
She’d never dated a boy, though. Kissed a couple, very briefly, mostly on dares, but never actually went on a date with any of them. Put it down to shyness or lack of opportunity in such a small town, but it just never happened for her.
“Mr. Right will come along when the time comes,” her mother always told her. “I got lucky with your father, we met in high school, but don’t you worry – your Prince Charming is on his way.”
Jo had spent the last twenty-one years thinking that she never got crushes on boys because she hadn’t met the right boys. Maybe she still hadn’t. But Hazel…
The minute she drove away, Jo wanted her to come back. And she’d never felt that way about anyone before, male or female. It was confusing and overwhelming and wonderful and terrifying all at once, making her more dizzy than the afternoon heat and the anxiety of losing her purse had. She went inside, and was relieved when the first thing she saw after stepping out of the elevator on the interns’ floor was a very tipsy Annie.
“Hey, we’re gonna make ramen and watch Super Troopers,” she slurred. “Come haaaang with us, Jo!”
She laughed. “Okay, but you should let me boil the water, for safety purposes.”
“You are the best,” Annie said, hanging on Jo’s shoulder all the way down the hall to the kitchen. “Meow, what have you been up to tonight? You weren’t in your room like you said you’d be.”
Jo dodged the question, instead asking, “Where’s the kettle meow?”
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HAZEL
A  few days passed and Hazel found herself dwelling on Jo far too much for a probably-straight girl who was leaving the city in a couple of months.
Daphne tracked her down on her art Tiktok on Monday afternoon, needing the scoop, and they met up for iced coffee.
“I know you want details bad if you were willing to join Tiktok to get them,” Hazel teased her. They took their drinks out to the coffee shop’s patio, enjoying the breeze that cut through the stifling heat, and Hazel told Daphne all about her second encounter with Jo.
“I’m proud of you,” Daphne said when she’d finished. “If you got a second chance and still hadn’t gotten her number, I woulda had to knock some sense into you.”
Hazel laughed. “Yeah, but just to be friends… I don’t even know if she’ll contact me.”
Daphne rolled her eyes. “Friends, right. And you do know that phones work both ways? You should just call her.”
Hazel took the opportunity to roll her own eyes, exaggerating the expression as she poked fun at her new friend’s advanced years. “No one calls anyone anymore. That’d scare her off for sure.”
“Okay, Zoomer,” Daphne shot back, surprising Hazel into a laugh. Then she snatched Hazel’s phone off the table where she’d set it between them.
“What are you doing?”
“Texting her for you, like all the young whipper snappers do,” Daphne said.
Hazel chuckled. “Good luck. It’s passcode protected.”
Daphne held the phone out. “Unlock it, please.”
“No.”
Daphne let out a sigh, clearly done with Hazel’s crap. “What do you have against magical summer romance, girl?”
“The heartbreak at the end, for one,” Hazel said. “And did you miss all the she’s straight, we’re just friends stuff?”
“Bullshit,” Daphne answered. “Number one, you are way too young to be this cynical. Maybe you get your heart broken, and you have plenty of years ahead of you to get over it. Or maybe you don’t, and you end up asking me to officiate your wedding because I’m the reason you two didn’t just go your separate ways forever.”
Hazel arched a brow. “Are you ordained?”
“Sure am,” Daphne said. “Since June 26, 2015, very first day that all my beautiful friends were allowed to get hitched. And as to your second point… I wasn’t even on your date with you and I can tell that’s what it was. She may be closeted or just figuring herself out, but she definitely likes you.”
There had been a lot of footsie going on beneath the table while they ate. The first time Hazel bumped Jo’s foot had been an accident, but after that, it felt like Jo started to reciprocate. And those warm brown eyes, the way they sparkled… Jo didn’t look at everyone that way, did she? It’d be obscene, not to mention a serious hit to Hazel’s ego.
She let out a huff, then pressed her thumb to her phone to unlock it for Daphne.
“Thank you,” she said, turning it toward her. “By the way, why do you have this old thing? Don’t the shiny new ones have face recognition? You’re from that Abrams family, right? I can’t believe Daddy Moneybags wouldn’t buy you one.”
“He probably would if I asked,” Hazel answered, her defenses going up. “I bought that one with my own money and it works fine.”
She liked to imagine that new people she met took her at face value, that when they learned her last name, they didn’t assume she was one of those Abramses. It was always a disappointing moment when she realized they knew just who she was – and that they’d be looking at her through money-colored glasses forever after.
“Here she is. New message,” Daphne said with a flourish.
“What are you writing?”
“Mind your business.”
“It is my business!” Hazel made a swipe for her phone but Daphne held it out of the way. “You are so annoying.”
“Yeah, that’s what everyone says,” Daphne said with a smirk, tapping away. Hazel heard the whoosh of the message being sent, then Daphne handed the phone back.
Hey, it’s Hazel, the girl with the out-of-control-scooter and the dazzling green eyes. If you’re free sometime this week, would you care to take another crack at going to the zoo?
Hazel cringed. “Dazzling green eyes?”
Daphne held her hands up. “If the shoe fits.”
“You made me sound like a lunatic.”
“I was just reminding her of your best qualities,” Daphne said while Hazel started typing out a second message.
She was halfway through explaining that the first one wasn’t actually from her when a response came through. Across the table, Daphne let out a victorious whoop.
“Well?” she demanded.
“I’m reading,” Hazel shushed her.
I remember you… and your eyes. The zoo sounds nice. I’m off work early on Thursday if it works for you?
She showed the message to Daphne, a grin fighting for dominance on her face. She didn’t want to give Daphne the satisfaction of seeing it, but that was the best possible response she could have expected from the message Daphne sent.
“Told you,” Daphne said, sing-songing, “She liiiikes you.”
“Shut up and drink your coffee,” Hazel said, smiling in spite of herself.
    
H azel got swept up in an unexpected burst of creativity that evening, starting a brand-new project on a large canvas right in the middle of her little apartment. She put down a drop cloth and started mixing paints right away, not even bothering to sketch out the design ahead of time. She had it all in her head, crystal-clear, and it was begging to come to life.
She barely remembered to eat or shower, pouring all her energy into the painting for the next couple of days. The only thing that could drag her away from it was her ‘friend date’ with Jo on Thursday afternoon.
She showed up at the entrance to the Lincoln Park Zoo at three o’clock promptly, wearing a pair of board shorts and her favorite Made in Chicago t-shirt. There were still a few stubborn flecks of paint on her forearms, along for the ride no matter how much she scrubbed, and she was trying her damnedest to strike the right balance between presentable and not here for a date.
Jo appeared just a couple minutes later, punctual as well. She was wearing the same pair of cut-off shorts she wore to Revival, and she had on a cropped T-shirt that gave Hazel little glimpses of bare belly when she moved in certain ways.
You’re killing me, Smalls…
“Hi,” Jo said, beaming as she met Hazel at the gate. “I’m glad you texted. To be perfectly honest, I kinda figured you wouldn’t want to waste any more time on me.”
“I said I wanted to hang out, and I meant it,” Hazel assured her. “But in the interest of full disclosure, my friend Daphne is the one who texted you. I probably wouldn’t have phrased it quite like that.”
Jo laughed. “That explains it. Your description of yourself wasn’t really how I imagined you’d talk in a text. Anyway, should we go in?”
“After you,” Hazel said as they walked beneath the big arched entrance.
Jo grabbed a park map, and while she looked it over, she said, “Well, Chicago native, I assume you’ve been here before.”
“Lots of times.”
“What should we see first? What’s the best exhibit?”
“One of the lionesses gave birth a few months ago,” Hazel said. “It was big news around the city at the time. Want to go check out the cub?”
“Definitely,” Jo said, letting Hazel lead the way.
They spent the next couple of hours wandering around the zoo, going wherever their curiosity led them. They saw the new lion cub, along with the elephants – Hazel’s favorite – and the great apes – Jo’s favorite. They shared a bag of cotton candy, and Hazel had to keep repeating her mantra in her head, this is not a date, this is not a date.
Because it sure felt like a date.
Either her gaydar was still majorly busted, or Jo was walking closer to her than she needed to, their eyes lingering on each other, their hands brushing together all too often in the cotton candy bag. And Hazel’s dumb, misguided heart was fluttering in her chest the whole time.
Do not fall for this girl, she kept telling herself, but deep down, she knew that Daphne was right. Her heart would do what it wanted, with or without her permission.
When they’d seen every animal in the zoo and walked what felt like ten miles around the place, and talked about everything from their favorite foods to what animal they’d each be if given the choice, they ended up back outside the zoo entrance. They both had a fine sheen of sweat on their skin, and Hazel was dying for something cold.
“What now?” she asked, not sure whether she was hopeful that Jo would want to keep hanging out or looking for an excuse to leave and stop torturing herself.
“Well, as you know, I’m poor,” Jo joked, holding up the DIYed strap of her purse. “So anything that’s cheap or free would be excellent, if you have ideas along those lines.”
“My apartment’s only two stops on the L from here, and I’ve got a fridge fully loaded with ice-cold drinks,” Hazel said. “I won’t even charge you for one.”
Are you freaking kidding me? the part of her mind that had been repeating that mantra all afternoon shouted. That was the opposite of extricating herself from the situation, and yet she desperately wanted Jo to say yes.
Jo laughed. “Okay. And you’re not gonna try to murder me? My mother would appreciate me asking. She’s convinced everyone in this city is homicidal.”
Hazel held up three fingers. “I’m not, Scout’s honor. Come on.”
“Ooh, does this mean I get to see your art?” Jo asked, following her to the nearest train station.
Hazel thought of the huge canvas sitting partially completed in the center of her apartment, the entirely new subject matter she’d been compelled to paint. Standing three feet tall right in the middle of her studio. Suddenly, she thought better of her offer. “Maybe we should just get a beer somewhere, my treat.”
“Oh no, now I want to see your art,” Jo insisted. “You talked so much about it at Revival, it’s only fair to show me what I’ve been hearing about.”
“Well, my current canvas is a work in progress,” Hazel hedged.
“Aren’t they always?” Jo asked.
“Yeah… it’s new subject matter, though,” Hazel explained. “I’ve been experimenting.”
“I promise I won’t judge,” Jo said, then laughed. “You just walked around the zoo for hours with me while I was carrying a broken piece of trash for a purse, I don’t have room to be critical.”
“I think your solution was smart,” Hazel said. “I wouldn’t know it was broken if I wasn’t there when it happened.”
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JO
H azel’s apartment was a little studio that already looked a lot like the artist’s loft she aspired to – just perhaps more cramped than she envisioned. To Jo, it looked ideal – room for all the necessities, with Hazel’s passion given pride of place right in the middle of the living area.
“Is this the newest piece?” she asked, approaching a canvas in the center of the room. It was set up facing a big window, and the back of the canvas was to the door they’d entered from.
“Umm, yeah,” Hazel said, running a hand over the back of her neck. “It’s not finished.”
“So you said,” Jo answered. “Can I look?”
Hazel seemed self-conscious, very unlike her and yet it was charming. She was shy to show Jo her new piece, and that only made Jo want to see it more. But she always hated it when someone was hovering over her shoulder waiting for her to write something at work, and she wasn’t creating anything more significant than social media captions. She couldn’t imagine the amount of vulnerability that went into making art.
“Sure,” Hazel said, gesturing Jo deeper into the apartment. “Go for it.”
She closed the door behind them and went to a little kitchenette in the corner to get the beers she’d offered. Jo watched her for a moment, a surge of jealousy and desire washing through her. That was a girl who had things figured out, who was making a life for herself in this big, scary city that Jo was still trying not to get swallowed up by.
Hazel seemed so natural and comfortable no matter where she was, or what she was doing. She was comfortable in her own skin in a way Jo didn’t even know was possible until they met.
Jo took her time walking around the canvas, noticing all the other artwork adorning the walls. There were prints from famous artists that Jo knew – she’d never studied art beyond the one general education class she took in college, but she was pretty sure the large black and gray orchid above the couch was an O’Keeffe. There were plenty more she didn’t recognize, a mix of colorful geometrics and vivid portraits that covered nearly every inch of Hazel’s walls.
And stacked along the bottom of pretty much every wall were a series of rainbow-colored skylines on canvas.
“Are those yours too?” Jo asked when Hazel came to her side and handed her a beer.
“Yep, my mentor hates them,” Hazel snorted.
“Seriously?”
She nodded. “He thinks they’re too generic. I was trying to paint the Chicago that I know, but all Professor Greyson sees is ‘gay skyline.’”
“Well, I think they’re pretty,” Jo said.
From the way Hazel grimaced and tried to hide it, Jo knew she’d said the wrong thing. Maybe reinforced the professor’s opinion without meaning to. Hazel nodded to the canvas in the center of the room, still facing away from them. “Did you look yet?”
“I was waiting for you,” Jo said.
That must have been the right thing to say. Hazel smiled and brushed her hand over Jo’s. Their fingers entwined momentarily, like she wanted to take Jo’s hand. Then Hazel pulled away. “Sorry. Come on.”
She walked around to the front of the canvas, and Jo’s pulse was surprisingly fast. What was she expecting to see in that painting? What did she want to happen in this apartment? She had no answers, so she took a fortifying swig of her beer and followed.
They stood shoulder to shoulder in front of the painting, and Jo felt her breath being pulled from her lungs.
“Oh my God. That’s…”
She grasped for words but came up empty. The painting in front of her had the same vibrant colors as Hazel’s skylines, but this was something else entirely. Soft, sweeping lines formed the curves of a nude woman in an unmistakably erotic pose.
Jo couldn’t look at Hazel, but she could feel her beaming beside her. “That is the type of response that art is meant to evoke. I guess Greyson may have a point about my skylines.”
Jo’s eyes went to the fullness of the painted woman’s breasts, the mound of her sex teasingly hinted at behind the woman’s strategically placed right hand. Her face was little more than a sketched circle, the same with her feet crossed delicately at the ankles and her left hand.
“Is it meant to be anonymous?” she asked.
“You mean because she doesn’t have a face?” Hazel laughed. “No, that’s the unfinished part.”
“I kind of like it… you could imagine she’s anyone you want.”
“Who do you think she is?” Hazel asked, her voice softer, nearer.
Jo’s heart skipped a beat. She finally forced herself to look Hazel in the eyes, and found them glimmering with that passion she was so full of. They were the prettiest eyes Jo had ever seen, and she felt herself leaning closer.
Closer.
Closer.
Hazel leaned in too, and the scent of her – a peachy freshness from her hair along with the intoxicating musk of her skin – flooded through Jo’s senses. She inhaled deep, getting drunk on it, and then their lips came together.
Jo thought she might be tentative if something like this ever happened. Not that she’d let herself dwell on it. But the thought had occurred to her – particularly in the last week. Instead, her body took over, yearning and grasping and eager for more.
She was the one to deepen the kiss, stepping closer and parting her lips, inviting Hazel in. She felt Hazel take the beer bottle out of her hand and set it somewhere nearby, and then Hazel’s fingers were tangling in Jo’s hair, cupping her face. Jo’s hands found a tentative place on Hazel’s hips.
The kiss lit her whole body on fire. She could feel every cell, from the tingle of her scalp to the curl of her toes. And Hazel’s full lips against hers were so warm and soft and perfect.
Their lips parted again, the tip of Hazel’s tongue venturing forth and finding Jo’s. Electricity jolted through her, hands squeezing Hazel’s hips tighter. Hazel let out a little moan, and the sudden sound in the silent apartment was enough to tear Jo out of her trance.
She opened her eyes, took a step back. “I’m sorry.”
“No, I am,” Hazel said. “Did I misread the situation?”
“No?” Jo said, shaking her head. “I don’t know.” She looked around for her beer bottle, needing the liquid courage to keep her from running out of there. Hazel handed it to her, and Jo took a long drink. “I don’t know who I am around you.”
“I don’t–” Hazel began, but Jo realized how that sounded and hurried on.
“It’s not a bad thing… I don’t think.” She took another drink, nearing the bottom of the bottle already. “I’m confused,” she confessed.
“That’s okay,” Hazel said, hazarding a step closer and putting a hand on Jo’s shoulder. “You’re what, twenty-two like me?”
“Twenty-one.”
“You don’t have to have everything figured out right now,” Hazel said.
Jo laughed. “You sure seem to. You know exactly what you want, and who.”
Now it was Hazel’s turn to laugh. With a snort, she said, “I may know what I want, but I have no fucking clue how to get it.”
    
J o’s head was still swimming from her afternoon with Hazel – and their kiss – the following evening when her parents called to check in on her.
She was sitting in the kitchen in the dorm, picking at an unappetizing microwave dinner she’d gotten for a dollar, which was proving to be worth every penny. The cheese in her mac n’ cheese was congealing, and the bits of chicken mixed into it were spongy and not the least bit convincing as ‘food.’ So she was all too happy when her phone rang and gave her a distraction.
When she saw her parents’ landline on the screen, she figured her mom and dad were calling together, which they tried to do about once a week. She put it on speakerphone and set the phone on the table, going back to picking out edible noodles.
“Hello?”
“Hey, pumpkin!” her dad said.
“Hi, honey,” her mom chimed in. “We’re both here. Good time to talk?”
“Definitely. Where’s the big-shot varsity ballplayer?” she asked.
“He’s at a movie with friends,” her dad said.
“We think he has a girlfriend, but he won’t tell us,” her mom added. “Caitlin, you know her, right?”
Even though Benjamin was six years younger than Jo, in a small town it wasn’t hard to keep track of everyone. She knew who her mom was talking about, and she wasn’t surprised Benjamin had finally figured out that the girl who was basically glued to his side every chance she got was doing that because she liked him.
“Yeah, I remember her. Good for him,” she said.
Of course, thinking about her fifteen-year-old brother getting his first girlfriend made her think of the kiss. Not that she needed much reminding. It had been running through her mind almost non-stop for the last twenty-four hours, along with the question, What the hell was that?
Also, why did it feel so good?
“We miss you so much, honey,” her mom said. “Can’t wait to see you. I’m so glad you’re letting us buy you a plane ticket to come home for the Fourth of July.”
Her mom had come up with the idea before Jo even left home, and at the time Jo was all for it. She’d never been away from home for a whole summer before – even in college, she’d commuted, and she figured she’d be insanely homesick by the Fourth. Now, though, she was getting used to her life in the city and there was a thing or two she wanted to stick around for.
Like Hazel.
“How’s everything in Chicago?” her dad asked. “How’s the internship?”
“It’s great,” Jo said. She filled them in on the work she’d been doing on the climate change project, then said, “I finally made it to the zoo yesterday. It was really nice – better than the one in Billings.”
“But do they have a Bear Cam?” her dad asked.
“No,” Jo chuckled. “They do not. One point to ZooMontana.”
“Who did you go with?” her mom asked, the not-so-subtle undertext being, please tell me you didn’t go alone.
“Don’t worry, Mom, I’m not taking my life into my hands wandering around the city with a lost look on my face and hundred-dollar bills hanging out of my pockets,” she said. That joke got a laugh from her dad, but she could practically see her mom’s worried expression through the phone. “I went with a new friend, Hazel.”
“Hazel? Is she in your internship program?”
“No… I met her last weekend,” she said. “At the Pride Parade.”
There was a pregnant pause on the line, and her mom said, “Oh.”
Processing, processing… Jo could practically see the dots connecting in her mother’s mind. That must mean that Hazel is gay! But my daughter was at that parade, and she’s not gay…
Yeah, Mom, I’m just as confused as you are, Jo thought, carrying out a whole conversation in her head before her dad asked, “So, is she your age?”
Her mom added, “What does she do? What’s her last name?”
Jo rolled her eyes. She imagined her mom reaching for a pen and paper, ready to write down all the identifying information she could about Hazel just in case Jo ended up dead in a gutter, then she’d have something to give to the police.
“She just graduated too, she’s an artist,” Jo said. “And I don’t know her last name.”
“Josephine,” her mom scolded. “You went out with someone whose name you don’t even know?”
Yeah, and I went to her apartment alone afterward and we made out a little bit, she thought, but she sure wasn’t ready to go there – for a couple different reasons.
“It’s fine, Mom, she’s very nice,” Jo said. “Not at all an ax-murderer.”
“Yeah, well, nobody seems like an ax-murderer until the ax comes out.”
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HAZEL
E very time Hazel’s paintbrush ventured up toward the top of the painting, all she saw was Jo.
She hadn’t set out to paint Jo – certainly not in such a suggestive pose. But she couldn’t deny that the inspiration for this piece had come out of thin air immediately after they met. And her muse only grew more insistent after their kiss.
What was that?
Hazel tried not to think too hard about it. Jo had changed the subject pretty quickly afterward, and made an excuse to leave not long after. Like she said, she was confused, and the best thing Hazel could do was give her space to figure herself out.
But damn… for a girl who didn’t know what she wanted, Jo sure kissed like she did. Her lips had been soft and honey-sweet, her hair just as silky as Hazel imagined it would be as she threaded her fingers through it.
For the next couple of days after that kiss, Hazel did her best to keep her head down and focus on her work. And her work just kept turning into Jo.
So she avoided the top third of the canvas. Tried not to even look at it as she shifted lower, adding in the tricky detail work of the figure’s hands and feet. Eventually, though, she’d have to face the woman she’d created, see her finished – whoever she was.
On Sunday afternoon, she put down her paints and scrubbed the multicolored specks from her arms, then got dressed in a slim-fitting pair of black slacks and a button-down shirt. Not at all her usual comfy attire, and she was chafing the moment she’d done up the last button, but she had a late lunch appointment with her dad and stepmom.
That was how she always thought of their monthly get-togethers – appointments. Her dad loved her, genuinely cared about how her life was going, and yet he always ran their lunches like business meetings. Hazel was always a little surprised he didn’t ask her stepmom, Julia, to take notes.
Today, they were meeting at The Lobby, an opulent restaurant inside the Peninsula Hotel where Hazel could easily envision her father having power lunches with clients.
Hazel found her dad and Julia already seated at a table by the floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of a courtyard beyond. They both stood, Julia delicately dabbing at her lips with a napkin just in case a drop of white wine might remain there. They were both such caricatures of upper-class wealth, Hazel immediately felt uncomfortable around them, even though Julia had been in her life since she was ten.
“Hazel, darling,” Julia said, air-kissing each cheek. “You’re looking… well.”
Julia had spent years trying to get Hazel into dresses and florals and cute little frumpy clothes from the expensive boutiques she frequented. Slacks and a button-up was as formal as Hazel ever got, and she’d be damned if she willingly wore a floral print.
“Thank you, Julia,” Hazel answered. “Is that a new tennis bracelet?”
The thing on Julia’s wrist was sparkly in a show-off-y way, and Hazel figured Julia was wearing it on her left wrist because if it was on her right, she wouldn’t be able to lift her fork.
“Oh, this?” Julia said, shaking her wrist to emphasize the diamonds. “Your father got it for me for a black-tie dinner we attended last month for his investors.”
“Wish you could have made it,” her dad said. “You were invited.”
“Alas, I am not an investor,” Hazel said, hugging him.
The three of them sat, and her dad said, “No, but you are my heir. Someday you’ll hold the reins for Abrams Financial.”
Hazel held in a sigh. Her butt had been in her chair for less than two seconds before her dad reminded her of the ball and chain he couldn’t wait to clamp around her ankle. Sadly, that wasn’t even a record. Her dad wanted her to follow in his footsteps with as much conviction as she had in knowing she didn’t want that.
A waiter came over and she placed a drink order – this was definitely going to be a boozy lunch. Once she had a Tom Collins in hand and her entrée order placed, Hazel attempted to change the subject in her favor.
“I’ve been working on a new piece,” she said. “Totally different from my skylines.”
“I like your skylines,” Julia said. “We always get compliments on the one you painted for our informal dining nook.”
“Thank you, Julia.” She wasn’t exactly an evil stepmother – just not the type of person Hazel would choose to hang out with if she hadn’t married into the family. Julia tried, and she was supportive of Hazel’s art.
Her dad was too – to a point.
“And you’re working on these in your downtime, when you’re not improving your resume and applying for jobs?” he asked.
Hazel bristled. “I’ve been working at the coffee shop, paying for my own apartment since I moved out of the dorms junior year,” she reminded him. “It’s not like I’m mooching off you to work on my art.”
“I just don’t like to see you stagnating,” he said. “You’re twenty-two years old, adult enough to start making smart decisions for your future.”
Hazel couldn’t help the snide remark that shot out of her mouth. “My future’s all locked up – I’m going to be the CEO of Abrams Financial.”
“Not if I can’t trust you with the company,” he snapped, not finding her funny in the least – not when it came to passing down his life’s work, anyway.
She didn’t usually poke the bear on that particular topic. She knew how important the company was to him – as important as painting was to her. But she was trying to explain that to him and he just wasn’t listening. Like always.
“I’m sorry that you didn’t wind up with a little clone who couldn’t wait to follow in your footsteps,” she said. “If I could be that person, I would. I appreciate what you’ve achieved in your life… but I don’t want it to be my life. I don’t want Abrams Financial.”
The immediate spear of pain on her father’s face was like she’d actually stood, braced her hand against his shoulder and thrust her butterknife into his chest. But this was hardly the first time she’d delivered this news. In fact, it wasn’t even the harshest delivery. He just kept waiting for her to want what he wanted for her life. Clearly, she’d gotten her stubborn streak from him.
“I built it for you,” he said.
“You built it for yourself,” she shot back. “And it’s awesome – for you. I want to make art, and I don’t care if I have to live in a tiny studio apartment to do it.”
Julia reached across the table, putting her hand on Hazel’s wrist. “Your father just wants to know that you’re financially secure. You stopped accepting money from us years ago, and he worries about you.”
“I don’t want your money because I don’t want people looking at me like some spoiled rich kid who only got where she is because she comes from money,” Hazel said, though she’d explained that a hundred times before too. “And I’m doing just fine. No twenty-two-year-old has everything figured out, especially a couple months after graduation. I know lots of people from my art program who are still looking for jobs.”
“The difference is you could have any job in the city – at Abrams Financial or just about anywhere else, despite spending four years earning an art degree rather than something more practical, like a business degree,” her father said. He was really reaching the end of his rope now and the claws were coming out. “You’re just too proud
to let me help, or something. I can’t figure you out, Hazel.”
“I’m simple,” she said as she spied the waiter coming over with their meals. “I just want to make my own way, like you did, Dad.”
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JO
T  he dorms were utterly quiet, and Jo couldn’t sleep.
Even Annie had gone to bed at least an hour ago, and she was the biggest night owl on the floor. Jo had tossed and turned from about eleven o’clock to one a.m. and had finally given up on sleep. She wandered down the hall twice to see if Annie wanted to keep her company through this bout of insomnia. The first time, Jo heard giggling and flirtatious voices and guessed that Annie had Lucas in her room.
The second time, about an hour later, the light beneath her door was gone.
Jo padded down the hall to the kitchen with a ceramic mug and a bag of lavender tea she’d ‘splurged’ on. She boiled water, then sat at the dining table sipping her tea. The kitchen window looked out over the street, and there were a couple other night owls on the sidewalk out there, on their way to destinations unknown.
It was two a.m. now and Jo had her alarm set for six. Four more hours to get some shut-eye so she wouldn’t be falling asleep at her desk at work tomorrow… or today, technically. That was, if this tea worked.
Normally, sleep wasn’t something she had trouble with. Lately, though, her brain simply would not be quiet long enough to allow for a little REM.
Every time she lay down and closed her eyes, she felt Hazel’s lips against her own. She remembered the way her body reacted to that kiss, vibrating at a higher frequency and urging her further along that path. She wondered.
What if she did go further?
What if she liked girls, and Hazel specifically?
What if, her whole life, she’d been trying to fit herself into a box that just wasn’t right for her?
There were a thousand what-ifs in her head, and all she could do was speculate about the answers. She didn’t know anyone she could ask except for Hazel herself, and she started to feel giddy and warm every time she thought about picking up the phone to talk to her.
Jo got to the bottom of her mug and her thoughts were no calmer than before, her eyelids no heavier. She looked at the time. Two-fifteen.
“Oh, screw it.”
She opened her messages and tapped one out to Hazel, hitting Send before she had the chance to rethink it.
I can’t stop thinking about the kiss. Can we talk?
It was rudely late at night, but pretty much everyone on the planet under the age of thirty did the Do Not Disturb thing at night anyway, right? If little country girl Jo did it in Montana, then surely Hazel wouldn’t let her phone bother her in the middle of the night either. She would see the message when she got up in the morning – or the early afternoon, if she was keeping artists’ hours.
Instead, three little dots appeared immediately on the screen as Hazel tapped out her answer.
“Oh crap,” Jo mumbled, imagining the telling-off she was about to receive for waking Hazel up.
Instead, the message Hazel sent said, I can’t stop thinking about it either. Now?
Jo’s heart leaped into her throat.
It’s late, I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d be up – a reasonable hour is totally fine.
She only had to wait a few seconds, and Hazel responded, I’ve been painting, lost track of time. Not tired though. You want to come over?
Jo’s heart told her that she very much wanted to come over, to see Hazel in the middle of a creative burst and pour her heart out to her. But her annoying Mom voice piped up with, Is it safe to ride the L at this hour? She asked Hazel that in her next text.
I’ve never felt unsafe, but I’ve lived here my whole life so I may be more acclimated. I can come get you, or we can hang out in your room.
Jo thought about the optics if Annie or anyone else spotted her sneaking a girl into her room at two a.m., or hopping on her Vespa out front. Not that any of them would care that she was seeing a girl – but Jo didn’t want to field the questions that would inevitably arise. The whole reason she was up this late was that she didn’t have any answers.
No, Jo typed back. I’ll be fine on the L. Be there in twenty.
If she was going to survive in this city, in this new life she was trying to build, she’d have to get comfortable with it sooner or later. Besides, it had to be statistically less likely that she’d get mugged at a time when there was hardly anyone around, right?
    
A lmost exactly twenty minutes later, with no incidents to report, Jo was standing in front of Hazel’s apartment door. She knocked, and the door swept open, revealing Hazel with a paintbrush in one hand, streaks of red and yellow smeared across her forehead. A smile broke across Jo’s lips, and Hazel took her hand, drawing her into the little apartment.
“So, you liked the kiss?” Hazel asked, tossing her paintbrush in the vicinity of her palette. It fell on the drop cloth instead, but she didn’t seem to care.
“I did,” Jo confessed.
“Do you want to try it again?”
Jo’s breath caught in her throat, and she nodded. She hadn’t expected Hazel to be so forward, but then again, wasn’t this what she was hoping for in the back of her mind when she came over here in the dead of night?
Without another moment’s pause, Hazel swept Jo into her arms, holding her tight, kissing her deeply. Jo felt her back pressing against the door, Hazel’s stomach and her plump breasts pressing into her body. Soft and warm and inviting. Gentle and yet demanding at the same time, so much different from the boys Jo had kissed.
So much better! her mind shouted.
Jo’s hands found Hazel’s hips like they did before, then hesitantly ventured upward. She felt Hazel’s ribs faintly beneath her T-shirt, then wrapped around her back, up to her shoulders. Hazel had her arms wrapped all the way around Jo’s waist, holding her snug in a way she never wanted to be released from.
Eventually, though, they were forced to come up for air.
Arms still wrapped around her, Hazel asked, “Still good?”
Jo nodded her head. “Very.”
“I’ve never had a girl come all the way across the city to kiss me in the middle of the night before,” Hazel said. “It’s very flattering.”
Jo laughed. “It was only a couple of train stops.”
“Shh, let me tell it my way.” Hazel kissed her again, this one more of a playful peck, then loosened their hug. “But I’m guessing you didn’t come over just to make out. Do you want to talk?”
“Yeah, if you don’t mind?”
“Not at all. Beer?”
“I would love a beer,” Jo said. Lavender tea was not exactly known as liquid courage. Hazel let her go, heading for the refrigerator, and while she retrieved two beers, Jo said, “You’re up this late painting?”
“Whenever the mood strikes,” Hazel said. “Actually, I have a confession.”
“Oh?”
“Take a look,” she said, nodding to the canvas. “I’ve been working on the face.”
Jo walked around the easel, and her grin returned when she saw the changes Hazel had made since she last saw the painting. “Is that me?”
“I kept trying to make it some random, generic girl,” Hazel said. “But the more I tried, the more she became you. Do you mind?”
“Mind? Now I’m the one who’s flattered,” Jo said. Her eyes dipped to the painted woman’s bare breasts and her barely concealed sex. “Although I think I’d prefer it if you didn’t tell anyone that’s my face. They’ll assume it’s my body too.”
Hazel had color in her cheeks when she handed Jo a beer. “It’ll be our secret. I promise.” She leaned down and scooped up the fallen paintbrush, then said, “You want to sit on the couch? There’s also a rooftop terrace if you prefer–”
“Actually,” Jo said, then got embarrassed.
“Yeah?”
“I had this vision in my head on the ride over here.”
Hazel looked at her with unmistakable desire in her eyes, enough to send heat flooding into Jo’s core. “Tell me more.”
“Why don’t you keep painting?” Jo suggested. “I’ll sit on the couch and we’ll talk, but if you’re partly distracted by your work then maybe I won’t feel so embarrassed saying all this out loud.”
“What do you have to be embarrassed about?” Hazel asked.
“I’m twenty-one years old and just now figuring out I’m gay, or bi, or… I don’t even know,” she said. “See? Embarrassing.”
“Hey, like I told you before, there’s nothing that says you need to have your whole life figured out by the time you graduate college,” Hazel insisted. “That’s just some bullshit made up by our parents, far as I can tell. There is one problem with your vision, though.”
“What?”
“Well, if you’re here and I’m working on this piece, I’m going to be tempted to use you as a model,” she said. Jo’s mouth dropped open and Hazel hurried to add, “for the face, of course!”
Jo took a long drink, considering. “Okay.”
“Really?”
Jo shrugged. “The resemblance is already there. I never imagined myself worthy of being painted, but since you’re doing it anyway,” she bit her lip, teasing, “you might as well get it right.”
“Okay, then,” Hazel said with a pleased smile.
She got Jo seated on the couch, apologizing as she dragged a floor lamp over to illuminate her features, and told her to just look straight ahead at her standing at the easel. Jo sat patiently, waiting for Hazel to get situated with her palette and her brush, enjoying the look of determination on Hazel’s face.
Hazel made a few brushstrokes, and when Jo didn’t start talking on her own, she prompted, “So, the kiss… was that the first time you ever did anything with a girl?”
“For sure,” Jo said. “It wouldn’t have even occurred to me that it was an option back in Lewisia. People there just assume everyone is straight and there’s no alternative.”
“Bigots?” Hazel asked with a frown.
“Not really… probably?” Jo said. “I honestly don’t know. Obviously the state is pretty conservative as a whole, and there’s a reason queer couples aren’t flooding into the area. But my parents were in favor of same-sex marriage before it went through the Supreme Court, and I don’t see any blatant homophobia in Lewisia. I hope they’re not hateful.”
“Yeah, me too,” Hazel said. “Lots of people have to actually encounter a gay person for the homophobia to come out, though. I was lucky growing up in Chicago, I’ve always had plenty of access to queer literature and theater and art, and my high school had a GSA. Must feel like growing up in the sixties, being gay in a small town.”
“Maybe that’s why I never even considered it until now,” Jo mused.
“Turn toward me a little bit,” Hazel said, narrowing her eyes as she studied Jo and then applied her brush to the canvas again. “Did you ever have a crush on a girl? High school, college?”
“Not that I would have been able to identify at the time,” Jo said. “But you got me thinking.”
“Oh yeah?”
“There was this girl in my college writing classes,” Jo said. “I always found myself staring at her, no matter how many times I told myself to stop it, that I was being weird.”
“Did you two become friends?”
“Talk to her?” Jo said. “After I spent all that time trying not to stare? Uh, no.”
Hazel laughed. “Yeah, been there.”
“You have?” Jo’s heart swelled and she had to remind herself to sit still because she was being painted. “I never agreed with my friends on who the cute boys in our classes were. Or hot celebrities, for that matter. All those bulging muscles and that stubble… I didn’t get it.”
“But now you do,” Hazel winked at her. “Guys just don’t do it for you in general, and that’s okay.”
“Does that make me a lesbian?” Jo asked. It was the first time she’d said the word in relation to herself, and it sent a little jolt through her belly. Good or bad? She couldn’t tell.
“Maybe,” Hazel said. “There are a million labels out there that you can use if they help you, but you don’t have to claim any of them if you don’t want. Just be Jo Bloom if you prefer. At least for a while.”
“Okay,” Jo said, digesting that. “Although I’ve only been Jo since the beginning of the summer. Before I got here, I was always Josephine. One of the other interns called me Jo on my first day and it kinda stuck.”
“Well, I think it suits you,” Hazel said. She wrinkled her nose as she added, “Josephine sounds like a country girl who’s following other people’s rules and hasn’t found her true self yet.”
“Is that what I am with you?” Jo asked. “My true self?”
Hazel met her gaze, lingering there. “You’re the only one who can answer that one, I’m afraid.”
“I know.”
“You know what we should do?”
“What?”
“Go on a real date,” she said. “I mean, if you’re up for it.”
“Like, dinner and a movie?”
“Pfft, nothing so cliché,” Hazel said. “But it will be romantic. I can show you some of my favorite queer spots in the city, and you can see how it feels to be out on a date with a woman. If you decide it’s not for you – or I’m not for you – then at least you know, right?”
“You’d do that for me?” Jo asked.
Hazel smirked. “Gorgeous, in case this big-ass canvas in the middle of my living room hasn’t already let you know, I’ve been dying to take you out since you landed in my lap.”
Jo grinned. “Okay. Let’s go on a date. This weekend?”
“Sure. That’ll give me plenty of time to make plans to really wow you.”
Hazel went back to her painting, and Jo finished her beer. She peppered Hazel with all kinds of questions about her own sexual awakening and her experiences dating women in high school and college. She wanted to ask about the sex too, but one beer wasn’t quite enough to get her asking those kinds of questions.
Maybe on their date.
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HAZEL
H azel finished her painting that night. They talked until it got so late Jo had to hurry back to the dorm to change into her work clothes. And they kept talking via text in every spare moment all week long.
It seemed to stretch on forever.
Hazel barely had the attention span necessary to look for jobs of the non-soul-sucking variety, and she kept messing up people’s drink orders all week at the coffee shop. All her energy was going into planning the perfect welcome to gay Chicago date for the weekend.
And, of course, she spared a couple of minutes to update Daphne and Mick on the developments. She didn’t opt for a whole Tiktok account, but Hazel couldn’t resist a group text.
We’re going out on Friday! As in, a date!
When had she gone from aloof and friendly to positively giddy over her Cinderella, Daphne wanted to know? The scales began to tip during that first kiss, and Hazel had slid full-bore into wild crush territory the moment she pressed Jo up against her apartment door for the second one.
She hadn’t wanted to hope before, but now…
What about Montana? Mick asked.
Fuck Montana, Hazel typed right back. In truth, she’d gotten so swept up in Jo’s scent, her soft skin, her novel energy, that she’d forgotten all about Montana. And now, she didn’t want to think about it. We’ll deal with it when we have to.
Great life decision, Mick shot back, though Hazel knew they were just teasing her.
‘Deal with it when you’re forced to’ – it’s my motto, Hazel answered.
She’s your Cinderella, Daphne chimed in. You have to do whatever you can to keep her.
And finally, Friday came. Hazel was more excited for this than for any other date she’d ever been on – maybe because Jo was unlike any girl she’d ever met before. Maybe because showing Jo around to all her favorite queer spaces would be like seeing them again for the first time.
Maybe simply because she was hoping for another one of those fiery, scalp-tingling kisses.
Hazel asked Jo to meet her at the coffee shop where she worked. It was not far from her apartment, and it was one of her favorite places in the city. It had incredible coffee and pastries, which one always wants out of a neighborhood coffee shop. But its biggest draw was the full-sized Airstream camper inside the café.
It had been modified into a permanent fixture, and now served as both the ordering counter and the display case. It always got surprised, delighted looks from people coming in for the first time, and that was why Hazel took a barista job here when a spot opened up. That, and the fact that the owner was very chill and never minded if she needed to get someone to cover her shift because inspiration had struck and she couldn’t step away from her canvas.
Hazel was just finishing a shift, balancing her till, when Jo stepped through the door.
Another barista bumped into Hazel’s shoulder, asking softly, “That her?”
Hazel met Jo’s eyes. She grinned, and felt warmth flooding into her face. “It is.”
“She’s cute.”
“Understatement of the century,” Hazel said, then called to her boss, “Hey, I’m out for the night!”
She practically vaulted over the counter, bringing a couple of the shop’s signature coffees with her. Jo watched, looking slightly nervous, unsure of herself, and Hazel hoped to change that by the end of the night.
She was wearing the same floral sundress she’d had on the day they met, and her hair was down, flowing lusciously over her shoulders. Hazel wanted to run her fingers through it, bring it to her nose and inhale the subtle sweetness of Jo’s coconut shampoo.
“You look beautiful,” Hazel said.
Jo smiled shyly. “I have to confess, this whole date thing feels a little weird.”
“Weird bad?”
“No,” Jo shook her head. “Just… different. I have to confess, it’s my first one – ever.”
“Really?” Hazel’s eyebrows rose and she was wondering how on earth that was possible for a girl as irresistible as Jo. She could see the self-consciousness in Jo’s eyes, though, so she added, “We’ll take things at your pace. Here.”
She held out one of the to-go cups. Jo sniffed it and asked, “What is it?”
“It’s called a Date Night Latte,” Hazel explained. “One of our specialties. Espresso, milk, rosewater, dried and crumbled edible flower petals.”
Jo raised an eyebrow. “Flower petals?”
Hazel took the lid off her own cup to show Jo the artfully arranged petal dust on top of the frothed milk. “Admittedly, it’s an Instagram-friendly menu item, but unlike most, it actually tastes really good too.”
Jo took a sip, and pleasure washed over her face. “Oh wow. I would not have bet on it, but that’s amazing.”
“Told you,” Hazel said, trying not to let her mind go to naughty places. Like how much she was hoping that later tonight, or someday soon, she’d be the one to etch pleasure on Jo’s face like that.
“So, are we staying here?” Jo asked.
“At my job? Pfft, no,” Hazel said, linking her arm in Jo’s then second-guessing it. “This okay?”
Jo looked down, then squeezed her arm a little tighter against Hazel. “Yeah. Feels good.”
“Good. First stop, in that case, is my favorite indie bookstore,” she said, steering Jo toward the door. “There’s a huge LGBTQ+ section, and I’ve got a couple titles in mind for you.”
“You do?”
Hazel nodded. “Classics that every budding sapphic should have on her shelf. Especially a literary-minded one like yourself.”
“Sappho’s poetry?” Jo guessed.
“I’m sure we can find that if you want it, but I was thinking a little more modern,” Hazel said. “Do you know The Price of Salt?”
“No.”
“Or Tipping the Velvet?”
Jo smiled. “Guess I’m not very well-read after all.”
“We’ll fix that,” Hazel said. “And I have some favorite indie authors I think you might like too, if you’re open to something a little more… spicy.”
Jo’s cheeks turned the color of the flower petals in her cup. “Spicy?” She practically choked on the word.
Hazel laughed. “Or we can skip that for now.”
“Well, I didn’t say that, exactly,” Jo answered with a bashful smile.
They drove to Unabridged Books on Hazel’s Vespa and spent over an hour pouring over the women-loving women fiction section. Jo seemed very embarrassed just to be standing in that aisle at first, but curiosity soon won over and she ended up with a whole stack of books in her arms – including a few spicy ones Hazel picked out for her.
“I’m going to have to make book jackets for these,” she teased as they stood in line at the check-out counter. “Not even because they’re sapphic – I’ve never read an explicit book in my life.”
Hazel just shook her head. “Never been on a date, never read smut. What the hell do they do for fun out there in Montana?”
Jo laughed. “Cow tipping.”
“Seriously? That’s a real thing?”
Jo laughed harder. “Not that I’ve ever heard of, I was joking. We do the same stuff people here do, I bet. Only there’s more grass, less concrete.”
“Less dirty books too, apparently,” Hazel said. “Definitely not for me.”
She insisted on buying the start of Jo’s sapphic book collection, and they just managed to stuff them into the storage compartment of the Vespa. They left it parked on the street and walked a couple of blocks to a female-oriented queer bar that had quickly become one of Hazel’s favorite haunts once she was old enough to drink.
The bar was large, with a lot of activity on a Friday night. There was the long row of stools at the bar itself, mostly occupied, and tables scattered around the room, all oriented toward a stage for the nights when the bar had live entertainment. It was still early tonight, and the jukebox was playing. There was a dance floor too, although there were only three couples on it right now.
“There’s a downstairs area with pool tables and dart boards too,” Hazel explained. “Something for everyone. You ready for a drink?”
“Yeah, can I buy since you bought my books?” Jo asked.
Hazel shook her head. “If I don’t screw this up and we get to date two, we’ll talk about you paying then. Tonight, I’m treating you.”
She got them each a beer, and Jo decided that the quieter atmosphere downstairs sounded a little less overwhelming than the main floor. They played a game of pool – Jo won – and a round of darts – Hazel won – and got to the bottom of their first round of beers. While Jo was returning the darts to the board for the next couple, Hazel leaned against the wall next to her.
“Well, what do you think?” she asked. “How’s our date going? Does it still feel weird?”
“A little, if I’m being honest,” Jo said, her voice low. “I keep stealing glances at the other couples and they seem so comfortable. I just can’t stop thinking about how many wide-eyed looks we’d get if we had this exact same date in Lewisia.”
“Well, it’s a good thing we’re not in Lewisia,” Hazel said. “There’s a big queer community in Chicago, and lots of allies too. We get to be ourselves here.”
“A luxury,” Jo smiled.
“A right that everyone should have,” Hazel answered. “One day, they will. Anyway, another beer?”
“Yeah,” Jo said. “And I think I hear the band playing now. Maybe a dance?”
“I would love that,” Hazel answered, taking her hand to lead her back upstairs.
The band was playing cover songs, and the lead singer had a gravelly, Courtney Love kind of voice that turned every song grungy. Hazel and Jo stepped onto the dance floor to a gruff version of ‘Shut Up and Dance,’ and a couple more up-tempo songs followed.
Hazel didn’t do a whole lot of dancing herself – she was too busy enjoying the way that Jo completely lost herself in the beat of the music. She may have been self-conscious and uncertain about her sexuality, but in every other area, she was confident and beautiful and mesmerizing.
And then the band played ‘Señorita,’ and the couples around them shifted into a decidedly more sensual rhythm. Jo looked around, noticing them, then glanced back at Hazel, who held out her hand.
“You ready for this?”
Jo’s chest heaved with her breath, and she nodded. She took Hazel’s hand, and Hazel pulled her close, eliciting a gasp.
They moved against each other, swaying to the music. They had a height difference of just a couple of inches, but the way Jo looked up through her eyelashes at Hazel… Oh, it was everything. Their eyes stayed locked on each other for the whole song, their bodies in sync.
Hazel felt Jo’s hips against her, craved the sensation of her thigh sinking between Jo’s legs, barely managed to hold back her urges. Jo had her arms looped around Hazel’s neck, and Hazel tightened her grip on Jo’s tiny waist.
More, I need more of this girl… The desire was fierce, and if it was anyone else – someone she didn’t care so much about, someone who was just here for a hook-up – Hazel wouldn’t hesitate to drag her into the nearest private space and ravish her.
But this was Jo. And Jo was special.
It was literally painful to pull away from her at the end of the song, an ache throbbing between her legs. But when they did take things further, oh, how sweet it would be.
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JO
N othing happened on their first date, outside of another little make-out session in the lobby of the Marlowe building when Hazel dropped Jo off.
“I’m not sure I’m ready for more yet,” Jo said apologetically after a few minutes, when she was breathless and wondering just what more would feel like.
“That’s okay,” Hazel said, tucking a stray tendril of hair behind Jo’s ear. “You’re worth waiting for. But I want you to know, I’m taking a very cold shower as soon as I get home tonight.”
Jo laughed. “Me too.”
“I have an idea for something you could do instead.”
“Oh?”
Hazel picked up the bag of books they’d bought at Unabridged and held it out for Jo. “Crack the spine on one of the spicy ones. See what you think.” She leaned in, her lips brushing against Jo’s ear as she added, “And if you’re feeling brave, text me with your thoughts after.”
Blood rushed to Jo’s face at the idea – equal parts mortifying and hot has hell. She accepted the shopping bag, then said, “I have a confession.”
“A sexy one?”
“Kind of the opposite,” Jo said. “I’m not hesitating just because you’re a girl. I’ve never… done that with anyone. I want to make sure my first time is special.”
Hazel couldn’t help chuckling. “I kind of figured if you’d never gone on a date, you probably weren’t banging your way across Montana before we met.”
Jo smacked her shoulder. “Of course not!”
Hazel shrugged. “Hey, what do I know about what you people do for fun out in the middle of cow country?”
“Rest assured, it’s not that,” Jo said, her cheeks a gorgeous shade of scarlet. “At least not for me.”
“Well, if I’m lucky enough that your first time is with me, I’ll make damn sure it’s just as special as you deserve,” Hazel promised. Then she planted a soft, chaste kiss on Jo’s lips and said, “Have a good night, gorgeous.”
“You too… thank you for this,” she answered, meaning more than just the bag of books in her hand. “Tonight was amazing.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Hazel said with a wink and another kiss that turned into something a little more passionate. “I better go before I follow you up to your room whether you like it or not.”
“I’ll text you,” Jo promised, feeling scandalous and excited and nervous all at once.
And she did. She went right upstairs and dug into the erotic scenes of one of the books Hazel picked out for her, far more curious and less inhibited in the privacy of her room. In text messages while they were both at work or otherwise occupied, it was a lot easier to talk honestly about how she was feeling than when they were face-to-face.
She told Hazel how turned on those books made her, and even how wet she’d been on the dance floor during their date. She told Hazel more about her college crush, and how confused her high school best friend made her feel whenever she got touchy and clingy.
And they went on a lot more dates – some of them were formal, dinner or a museum exhibit or a free outdoor concert. Others were more like hanging out, mostly at Hazel’s apartment where Jo let herself be posed for more paintings, or just wandering around the city and seeing what they could get into.
They kissed, and went dancing and relished the sexier songs. They slowly explored each other’s bodies, as if it were both of their first times, opening up a whole new world. For Jo it was true, dizzying and satisfying in a way she’d never known before. And Hazel did a great job of making Jo think she didn’t mind the marathon make-out sessions that never went further than a little hand stuff. It was frustrating as hell for both of them, leaving them breathless and aching for more, but something was holding Jo back.
“I’m almost ready,” she promised Hazel one night at the end of June. “There’s just one thing I need to do first.”
“Find the right girl?” Hazel teased.
Jo laughed. “I’ve got her. She’s currently lying on top of me with her hand down my pants.”
They were on the couch in Hazel’s apartment, their limbs entwined, and Jo had her own hand beneath Hazel’s T-shirt, lazily massaging her breast. It felt so good to have Hazel’s body pressed up against her own. It would be easy to just keep going right now, strip bare and swallow each other up.
But her heart kept pulling her back. Telling her this wasn’t who she was – at least not in every part of her life. Not in Lewisia. There, she was Josephine, country girl with a small life, presumably waiting for her Prince Charming to come along. Her male prince.
That wasn’t her reality anymore – not since the moment Hazel scooped her into her arms on her Vespa. But Jo was still living a dual life. Every time she talked to her parents on the phone, made plans to come home for the Fourth of July, she slipped back into her role as Josephine again. And she didn’t want to be two people.
She wanted to be herself – the version of her that Hazel had helped her discover. The real her.
“I love you,” Jo blurted now, before she had the chance to chicken out. “I know it’s fast, and I know all of this is new, especially to me, but I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” She looked into Hazel’s blue-green eyes, suddenly nervous about her outburst. “I hope that doesn’t scare you.”
Hazel laughed. “Look at the canvases I’ve been painting lately. If you can’t see how much I love you, I’m a terrible artist.”
Jo smiled. “You love me too?”
“From the moment you nearly died in front of my scooter,” Hazel said.
“Under your scooter,” Jo corrected.
“But you didn’t, and the rest is history,” Hazel said. They kissed again, getting lost in it for a moment, then she pulled back, forehead still resting on Jo’s. “So… I don’t want to be presumptuous, but was that the thing you had to do? Tell me you love me?”
“It was part one,” Jo said. As much as it pained her, she sat up, forcing Hazel to remove her hand from between her thighs. This was a sitting up kind of conversation. “Part two happens next weekend. I told you I was going home for the Fourth of July, remember?”
“Yeah, and I’m gonna miss you like crazy, even if it is only a long weekend.”
“Well,” Jo took a deep breath, “I want to come out to my parents while I’m home.”
Hazel’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“Is it crazy?”
Hazel shook her head. “You have to do what you think is right. I don’t want to dissuade you, but are you sure you’re ready for that? Are they going to take it okay?”
“I hope so,” Jo said, in response to both questions. “It might be a little fast. I haven’t even really figured out the label thing yet – I guess I’m a lesbian, but mostly all I know is that I love you. And I love who I am here, with you. This is who I want to be, who I want them to see me as.” She took a deep breath and added, “Josephine needs to step down so that Jo can start her life.”
“With me,” Hazel said.
“Yes,” Jo answered, scooting back down on the couch and drawing Hazel down with her.
    
A ctually being back in Lewisia felt a lot different than lying on the couch with Hazel, telling her all her grand plans.
It was the same old town with the same people Jo spent her entire life surrounded by. The house looked the same, and even though Benjamin had grown an inch since the beginning of the summer, the family was all the same too.
But it all felt smaller, tighter, more claustrophobic even in the middle of Big Sky Country.
Jo got home late on Friday, and her mom spent the whole afternoon fussing over her, making sure she was happy and healthy after a month away. The fourth was on Sunday, with extended family coming to the house to celebrate, and Jo would spend a good portion of Monday flying back to Chicago. That left Saturday to find the right time to make her announcement, and she decided she’d do it after dinner.
That way, if things didn’t go how she envisioned, she could go to bed and the next day all their cousins and aunts and uncles would be there, leaving them with no further time for awkwardness.
It was a good plan, and Hazel kept sending encouraging texts all day long, but the closer the time came, the more Jo questioned her decision. Did she really know her parents, and how they’d react? Or was she just being hopeful? She’d heard rumors about her great uncle in Butte being gay, and her mom and dad were just happy for him finding a ‘roommate’ who made him happy. But when it was their daughter, would things be different?
They were all sitting at the picnic table in the back yard, citronella candles burning to keep the mosquitos at bay. It was getting dark, and Jo had already relayed pretty much all her news from Chicago already – except the stuff that had to do with Hazel. The important stuff.
“Everybody ready for dessert?” her mom asked, standing. “I made a peach pie for tomorrow, and I had extra filling so I turned it into cobbler for tonight.”
“Sounds great, I’m gonna put a pot of decaf on to go with,” Dad said.
“In this heat?” Mom asked, shaking her head. “You’re gonna be sweating eating that cobbler.”
“It’ll be worth it,” Dad answered. “Kids, clear the table, will you?”
Jo and Benjamin stood, gathering plates.
“Josephine, you barely touched your hamburger mac,” Mom said with a frown when she noticed her nearly full plate. “You feeling okay?”
“Just didn’t have much of an appetite tonight, sorry,” Jo said.
“You coming down with something? There are so many people in that city, it’s amazing they’re not all sick all the time.” Her mom put the back of her hand on Jo’s forehead.
“Mom…” Jo pulled away. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you all about something.”
No time like the present. Anyway, the longer the meal dragged on, the more she felt her nerve slipping away. By the time the cobbler came out, she would have talked herself out of the whole idea.
“I hope you’re taking your vitamins, Josephine–”
“Mom, will you call me Jo?”
That got everyone’s attention. Suddenly, nobody was clearing plates or thinking about coffee or cobbler. All eyes were on her, and she realized how hard this was going to be if a simple nickname made them all stop in their tracks.
Maybe Hazel had been right – it was too soon, and Jo had majorly underestimated how difficult the conversation would be.
“Joe? Like the boy’s name?” her dad asked.
“No, J-O, like in Little Women,” she said. “It’s what people call me in Chicago, and I like it.”
“I think it’s cool,” Benjamin said. “Josephine’s such a mouthful.” He shot a look at their mother and added, “Benjamin is too.”
“Josephine is the name we gave you,” Mom objected. “It’s beautiful.”
“It is,” Jo agreed, “for someone else. But I just feel more like Jo.”
Her mom pursed her lips, thinking for a moment, taking in the request. Then she sighed as if the whole thing were silly and said, “Okay, fine. You’re an adult, you can decide what to go by. But you can’t blame me if I slip up. I’ve been calling you Josephine for twenty-one years.”
“That’s okay,” Jo said. “And that’s, umm, not all.”
“Don’t tell me you pierced your tongue or something,” her dad said.
Jo stuck her tongue out at him to lighten the mood. “Nope, still intact.”
He stuck his tongue out too, making a silly face she and Benjamin knew well from their childhoods, when he used to chase them through the sprinkler in the yard, pretending to be a monster. It took a little of the weight off her chest, giving her the courage to continue.
“I’m dating someone,” she said.
“Well, it’s about time!” her mom said. “Although you really better not get too attached to him – remember, you’re only in Chicago for two more months and then you’re coming home to us.”
Jo’s chest squeezed. God, she’d dangerously underestimated this entire conversation. Why had she ever thought it would be a simple thing?
She wasn’t ready to have the talk about how much she loved Chicago and her internship, and how much more possible it felt to change the world from a big city like that rather than a little dot on the map like Lewisia. She wasn’t ready to break her mother’s heart by telling her she didn’t really want to come home at the end of the summer.
Heck, she wasn’t even ready to talk to Hazel about that deadline looming at the end of August. They’d both silently agreed to just kick that problem down the road for now.
Instead, she focused on the announcement she’d intended to make this weekend. “Actually,” she took a deep breath, “I’m seeing a woman. Her name is Hazel and she’s an artist.”
The back yard was utterly silent. It seemed like even the crickets were holding their breath, and Jo was pretty sure her heart stopped beating. It was just dark enough that it was difficult to read her parents’ expressions, making the wait for a response agonizing.
Then Benjamin said casually, “I knew you were a lesbian.”
“What? No, you didn’t,” Jo objected.
“You’d have to be blind not to see it,” he shot back.
“I didn’t even know til I met her,” Jo argued.
“Well, then, I guess I’m smarter than you,” he said, and Jo reflexively smacked his shoulder.
“Twerp.”
“Don’t hit your brother,” Mom said, an equally automatic reaction. But it seemed to break the silence. She recovered from her initial shock and asked, “Is that why you went to that Pride Parade? Because you’re gay?”
“No, that was an accident,” Jo explained, “but it’s where I met Hazel.”
“Well, we love you no matter what,” she said, then turned to Dad. “Right?”
“Of course, pumpkin,” her dad said, coming around the table and pulling her into a hug, though he seemed to still be processing the news. Not that Jo could blame him, exactly – it’d taken her several weeks to wrap her own head around it after she met Hazel, even though it’d been buried inside her all along. Just waiting for the right girl to bring it to the surface.
“You still shouldn’t get too attached,” her mom said. “I don’t want you coming home with a broken heart in August.” Jo opened her mouth to say more, but her mom added, “Anyway, let me get the cobbler.”
“And I’ll start the coffee,” Dad said.
“We’ll have dessert and you can tell us more about Hazel,” Mom said.
Jo slumped back down in her seat, and Benjamin seemed to realize that her legs had turned to jelly on her. He took pity, carrying the entire stack of plates into the kitchen. And while Jo was momentarily alone outside, she took a long, deep breath of the crisp country air.
She’d did it, and the sky hadn’t fallen. Both of her parents had been stunned, and her twerp of a baby brother thought he knew her better than she knew herself, but nothing bad had happened. She hadn’t been disowned or abused like so many unfortunate people who’d come out before her. She could tell from how quick her mom was to turn the conversation back to cobbler that she was a little uncomfortable, but Jo also knew that she would come around, once she’d had time to digest the news.
And best of all, Jo had successfully shed the old version of herself that was no longer really her.
All in all, she was one lucky girl, and she couldn’t wait to get back to Chicago, back to Hazel and the new life she was building there. Her best life.
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HAZEL
H azel already knew how things went with Jo’s family by the time she got back to Chicago – they’d been texting all weekend, and it was positively killing her not to be able to see Jo in person. That was why she offered to come to O’Hare to pick her up when her plane landed Monday evening.
I can take the L, Jo texted in response.
I know you can, but I want to see you, Hazel sent back.
She’d really lost all control over her impulses, telling Jo everything that was in her heart. She’d never told a woman she loved her before, other than her mom and then Julia. Definitely never romantically. And their weekend apart was proving to be a special kind of agonizing.
So Hazel was waiting for Jo at the airport Monday night, and the feeling of Jo’s body curled around hers as she hopped on the Vespa at curbside pickup was heavenly.
“Damn, I’ve missed you,” Hazel sighed.
“It’s only been three days,” Jo reminded her, wrapping her arms around Hazel’s stomach and kissing the base of her neck.
“It’s been an eternity,” Hazel answered. Someone honked, wanting them to move on, and she asked, “Where to? Your place to drop your stuff off?”
“I was thinking… your place,” Jo answered, kissing her neck again. This time, her tongue snaked out and drew a wet line along Hazel’s neck.
“Damn, you must have missed me too,” Hazel said, shifting into gear.
“So much,” Jo agreed.
The ride back to Hazel’s apartment was thirty minutes that went by in waves of steadily increasing desire. The feeling of Jo’s full breasts pressed against her back, her breath teasing Hazel’s neck… and her strong suspicion of what would be happening when they arrived.
Jo had said she had something to do before they made love for the first time, and now it was done.
Not that Hazel was going to pressure her into anything… but she couldn’t stop herself from hoping for it.
“What did you do while I was gone?” Jo asked, voice elevated against the wind.
“Missed you,” Hazel said. “Painted. Went to a barbeque at Mick’s place.”
“Did you see your parents?”
“For the Fourth? Nah,” Hazel said. “We’re pretty attached to our once-monthly lunches. My dad really doesn’t have time for more than that – one of the many reasons I have no desire to take up the family mantle when he retires.”
“Well, you’ll have to come to Montana next year, then,” Jo said. “We do Independence Day up right there.”
“Does everyone scream ‘Murica’ the whole day long?” Hazel asked.
“Sure do, and you have to say it to gain admission,” Jo teased.
Hazel grinned the rest of the way home at the idea of going on a trip to Montana with Jo – to meet her family, to celebrate with them, to make this thing growing between them official.
They went inside and Jo dropped her duffel bag near the door. Then she turned to Hazel. “Do you know what I want to do now?”
“I have a pretty good idea,” Hazel said. Jo was looking at her with those cat eyes, that seductive smile she found impossible to resist. She started to close the gap between them, but Jo held up one hand.
“Just one more thing first,” she said. “I’ve been traveling all day and I feel grungy. Could I use your shower?” She glanced at her duffel, then added, “I bought something special to change into after, I’ll make the wait worth your while.”
“It’s already worth it,” Hazel told her. “Of course you can use my shower… and hear me out on this… I would be willing to soap your back for you if you want.”
Jo laughed. “And my front?”
Hazel shrugged. “If you insist.”
Jo nodded. “Okay. Come on, lover girl.”
She turned and walked across the living area to the bathroom opposite the kitchenette. She stood in the doorway, her back still to Hazel, and nudged the spaghetti strap of her summer blouse down over her shoulder. She let the whole loose, flowing thing fall down to her ankles, then stepped out of her shorts too, standing there in nothing but a blush-pink bra and panty set.
“Look who’s full of confidence all of a sudden,” Hazel said, hurrying after her.
“I read a few naughty books that came into my possession,” Jo said, turning to her. “They gave me a few ideas, and I guess I’m also just feeling more comfortable in my skin lately – thanks to you.”
“You’re so damn beautiful,” Hazel said, joining her. “I can’t believe I get to love you. In every sense of the word.”
She grazed her hands along Jo’s torso, bringing excited goosebumps to her skin. Her thumbs played over the cups of Jo’s bra, then wrapped around behind her to release the clasp. The little pink scrap of fabric fell to the floor, and Hazel bent to take Jo’s nipples into her mouth one at a time. They were salty-sweet, and Hazel would have licked her from head to toe right then and there, shower or not.
But Jo stepped back, reaching for the buttons on Hazel’s shirt. “You too. I don’t want to be the only one who’s naked.”
Hazel let Jo undress her, taking her time to explore her exposed skin with her hands along the way. Then she turned on the shower faucet and stepped beneath the stream. “Join me,” she said, holding her hand out.
Jo hooked her thumbs under the waistband of her panties, sliding them down tauntingly slowly. Revealing the small tuft of light brown hair above her mound, her thighs slick with desire. Then she stepped into the shower.
They met beneath the showerhead, water trickling between them and making everything slick and warm. They kissed, water streaming into Hazel’s mouth and pooling between their joined bodies. They’d done plenty of fooling around in the past month. Hazel knew just how sweet Jo’s sex smelled and she’d felt her thighs clenching against her hand as she teased her. But this…
Their bare bodies meeting, Jo’s ass round and supple and bare against Hazel’s hands, their hips sliding against each other as the water streamed down… this was something altogether new.
Beautiful.
Heavenly.
Well worth the wait.
“You’re not washing,” Jo teased.
“Neither are you,” Hazel shot back. She did pick up a bar of soap, though, lathering it between her hands. “Turn around.”
Jo did as she was told, and Hazel washed her shoulders, her back, her ass. And then she let the soap shoot out of her hands, landing in front of Jo near the drain.
“Oops,” Hazel said. She put her hands on Jo’s hips, dropping down to her knees behind her. “Let me just get that.”
She reached between Jo’s legs.
“Oh,” Jo groaned, bracing herself against the tile wall in front of her. “Wow.”
“Good wow?”
“Very good,” Jo said, spreading her legs wider.
Hazel slicked her fingers with Jo’s juices, teasing her clit and nudging a finger inside of her, then another. Jo canted her hips backward, giving her a better angle, and Hazel kept pumping into her. When she felt Jo’s muscles beginning to pulse, she withdrew, taking a quick nibble of Jo’s inner thigh.
“You’re stopping?” Jo whined.
“Not at all,” Hazel assured her. “Just looking for that elusive soap.”
She crawled between Jo’s legs, which she widened to accommodate her. Turning around with her back to the wall, she sat on her heels and brought her hands up Jo’s thighs, pausing on her hips.
“This okay?”
“Very,” Jo said, looking down at her. Hair wet and hanging over her shoulders. Breasts full and perfect from beneath. Panting already, so that her chest heaved with every breath.
Damn, I’m a lucky woman, Hazel thought. Then she brought her mouth to the sweetness between Jo’s thighs, lapping at her nectar and teasing the tight little bud of her clit. Jo’s hands went from the wall to Hazel’s shoulders, and she started making all kinds of mind-blowing noises, moaning and crying out with every swipe of Hazel’s tongue.
Her hands went to Hazel’s hair, tangling in her short locks, and she gasped, “Put your fingers back inside me, please.”
“You’re waterboarding me,” Hazel sputtered into the shower stream. “Sorry… move forward.”
Jo obliged, using her body to block the deluge of water, and Hazel returned the favor by sliding two fingers into her tight little hole. Jo immediately bucked against her mouth, practically riding Hazel’s face as her pussy clenched against her hand.
She came hard, both of them pressed against the front wall by the end of it, Hazel not even minding the faucet grinding into her back. Jo was breathing hard, her cheek pressed against the cool tile.
Hazel let her come down for a moment, then gently walked her backward and stood up. “I’d ask how it was, but I think I know.”
“Fucking amazing,” Jo beamed. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. It was the best orgasm I’ve ever had, and at the same time, I want another one immediately.”
“Your wish is my command,” Hazel said. “I’m not sure how clean we got, but should we move to my bed?”
“Yes,” Jo said, framing Hazel’s face with her hands and kissing her passionately. “And when we get there, I want to try to make you feel this good.”
“You already do, baby,” Hazel said, turning off the water.
“Well, I want you screaming my name then,” Jo said, the words sending a jolt of white-hot desire through Hazel’s core.
“Damn, you did get some good ideas from those books,” she said, holding out her hand to help Jo out of the shower.
They toweled off and went naked back into the main room. Hazel pulled out the sofa, revealing the mattress within, and tossed a couple of towels down on top of the sheets to absorb the wetness still beading on their skin. Then she turned to Jo.
“So, you want to show me what your spicy romance books taught you about eating pussy?” she asked, hand sliding between Jo’s thighs.
Jo nodded, nibbling on her lower lip, a flash of uncertainty in her eyes. “I can’t wait to taste you, but I want you to guide me. Teach me. Help me make you scream.”
“It’s not going to take much tonight,” Hazel promised. “You’ve had me all spun up since the day we met.”
She took Jo’s hand and pulled her onto the bed, crawling backward toward the top of the mattress. They lay down in each other’s arms and kissed for a few minutes, giving Jo time to catch her breath from their shower, allowing Hazel to luxuriate in the feel of Jo’s warm, damp skin. And then Jo bowed down and kissed Hazel’s breast.
“I’m ready,” she said. “Are you?”
“Can’t wait,” Hazel said. She lay back while Jo slowly kissed her way down Hazel’s body. Licking her nipples. Lapping at the curves of her small breasts. Leaving a trail of little pecks down the center of her belly.
And then she nudged Hazel’s thighs apart, crawling in between them. Hazel sucked in a breath when Jo exhaled against her. Being with her, it was so intense, it was almost like this was Hazel’s first time too.
“You have a pretty pussy,” Jo said, taking her time letting her eyes crawl over Hazel’s folds.
“So do you,” Hazel said. “Delicious too.”
Jo smiled, then lowered her mouth to Hazel’s swollen clit. Her thigh twitched, and Jo raised her head. “Too much?”
“No,” Hazel said, reaching down and running her hand through Jo’s wet hair. “Perfect.”
“You taste good too,” Jo said. She brought her mouth down to Hazel’s sex again, in earnest this time.
She licked and sucked and ran her tongue through Hazel’s folds, increasing the speed and the pressure as Hazel directed her, bringing her steadily closer to the edge.
“That is so fucking good,” Hazel groaned, peppering encouragement in whenever she could catch her breath. Soon, her whole body was shaking and she wanted to hold back, make this moment last as long as possible since she’d been waiting for so long. But Jo’s mouth on her was heaven, and it sent her catapulting over the edge.
Hazel’s thighs squeezed against Jo’s ears, and her hips bounced against the mattress as the orgasm overtook her. Jo kept swirling her tongue over her clit, and dug her nails into Hazel’s thighs, taking her to new heights.
When her muscles finally relaxed and she sank into the mattress, relieved and warm and fuzzy and content, Hazel lifted her head to ask, “Are you okay? I didn’t squeeze too hard, did I?”
Looking up from between her thighs, Jo wore a huge grin. “You can squeeze my head anytime you like. That was so fucking hot.” She crawled up to the top of the bed, wrapping her arms tightly around Hazel. “I love you so much.”
“I love you too,” Hazel said. “More than anything.”
“Even art?”
“Well…”
Jo bit Hazel’s nipple, playful but just hard enough to smart. “Hey.”
“Kidding! You inspire my art, how could I love it more than you?”
Jo snuggled against her again, her face tucked into the crook of Hazel’s neck. “I’m glad we waited. Tonight was perfect.”
“Me too,” Hazel agreed.
They kissed, and just as their lips met, fireworks exploded into brightness outside the large window opposite the bed.
“Somebody had leftovers, I guess,” Hazel chuckled, her lips still pressed to Jo’s.
“Just for us,” Jo agreed. “How nice of them.”
Then she kissed her again, hand venturing across Hazel’s breasts.
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JO
“W anna come out with us for lunch?” Annie asked, startling Jo out of the flow she’d achieved writing social media copy. Annie chuckled when she saw Jo jump. “Sorry.”
Jo took her headphones out. “It’s okay. I brought my lunch, though. I’ll probably stay here.”
“Boo, you bring your lunch every day,” Annie said. She was leaning against the wall of Jo’s cubicle, a pouty look on her face that absolutely would have worked if Hazel had been the one giving it to her.
It wasn’t as if Jo was excited about the smashed peanut butter and jelly sandwich waiting for her in her purse. It was the same thing she had every day, just about, and she’d be happy to never look at another PB&J for the rest of her life. But it was mid-July and despite her best efforts to live frugally, her savings account was more than half empty.
She hadn’t even replaced her broken purse yet, and she was still not sure she’d make it to the end of the summer without asking Hazel to put in a good word for her at the coffee shop for a part-time job.
“I have work to do–” she tried, but Annie wasn’t having any of it.
“Bullshit, you work harder than anyone else here,” she said, abruptly grabbing Jo’s hand. “Take a break with us.”
“Us?”
“Me and Lucas, of course,” Annie said. She named a couple other interns Jo knew in passing, then added, “And Annika’s coming too.”
“Annika?”
Well, that did change things a bit. Annika oversaw the interns, and it was an open secret that she was also part of the hiring committee in charge of extending the rare and coveted full-time job offer to particularly exceptional interns.
It really couldn’t hurt to have lunch with her.
“Okay, fine,” Jo said.
Annie’s face lit up. “I knew that’d change your mind… and I’ll try not to be too offended that my own dazzling presence wasn’t enough to entice you.”
Jo logged out of her computer mid-sentence, then retrieved her bag from a drawer. Hazel was right – the broken strap fashioned into a wristlet looked surprisingly intentional, which had simply been a stroke of luck. “So, where are we going?”
“Ema,” Annie said as Lucas came over and scooped her into his arms. They were officially an item now, and Jo rarely saw one without the other. Not that she could blame them – she spent every spare minute with Hazel. Annie and Lucas didn’t seem particularly worried about the end of summer, but it was never too far from Jo’s mind.
Right now, though, she had more pressing concerns.
“Ema, what kind of restaurant is that?” Jo asked while they walked over to the elevator, picking up a few more dining companions along the way.
“Mediterranean,” Annie said, although what Jo was really looking for was either cheap or expensive.  A plate of hummus and falafel couldn’t be too bad though, right?
They met Annika in the lobby and took the train to the restaurant. There ended up being six of them in total, and thanks to a little creative maneuvering – and one ‘accidental’ hip check that forced Lucas to move down a chair – Jo wound up sitting next to her boss.
The menu wasn’t too terribly pricey, but Jo stuck to water and a dish off the appetizer menu just to be on the safe side. After six weeks in this city, including a couple of upscale dates that she grudgingly allowed Hazel to pay for, the sticker shock was wearing off and she no longer heard her mother’s voice in her head screeching, They want how much for a pop?!
“So, Annika, how long have you been working at Marlowe?” Jo asked after their orders were all placed.
“About fifteen years now,” she said, “though it feels like just yesterday I was in your shoes.”
“You started out as an intern?” Jo asked, surprised.
“Yep,” Annika answered. “That’s why I like to be a part of the program, help to bring in and retain the best talent each summer. What do you want to do once your internship is over?”
“Stay,” Jo said, which earned her a round of chuckles. She wasn’t sure if they meant everyone agreed with her, or if they were laughing at her naïveté, thinking she might actually get to stick around.
“I think I read in your application that you’re from what, Wyoming?” Annika asked.
“Montana,” she corrected.
“You wouldn’t miss it?” Annika wondered. “It must be just beautiful there, a whole other world from Chicago.”
“It’s definitely another world,” Jo agreed. “Better in a couple of ways, like the tight-knit community you get in a really small town, and you can’t beat the mountain views. But there’s so much more opportunity to make a difference in the world here.”
Not to mention that Chicago had Hazel, and for that reason alone it was a million times better than Lewisia.
“And what kind of difference do you want to make?” Annika asked.
Jo was starting to feel like she was in a job interview. The other interns seemed to have gotten bored of their one-on-one conversation and were all talking among themselves, but maybe this was her moment. Don’t screw it up, she begged herself.
“Well, to be perfectly honest, I’m still figuring that out,” she said. “I haven’t really decided what area I’m the most passionate about yet – I just know that if I could make a living by improving the world for other people, I’d be happy with my career. That’s why I like the Marlowe Foundation – it has so many different projects in so many different areas.”
Annika nodded along, although her eyes were glazing a little bit. Jo couldn’t blame her – it was a hell of a vague answer, even if it did happen to be the truth. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the server coming with plates tiered all the way down his arm, and Jo knew she only had a few more seconds of guaranteed attention from a woman who had the power to control her future.
“I have pretty recently become aware of how few resources there are for LGBTQ+ kids in more rural areas, though,” she said, her mouth racing ahead of her brain. “Places like Unabridged Bookstore, they just don’t exist in towns like the one I grew up in. Kids who never get to see diversity in their books, their TV shows, their music, let alone their neighbors, grow up wondering why they feel like outsiders when the answers are all available – we just have to make sure they can access them.”
It was an idea that had been percolating in the back of Jo’s mind ever since her first real date with Hazel, but it had never bubbled up to the surface until now. Something solidified for her while she was talking, though, and it lit a fire in her chest. Yes. That is what I want to do with my life.
Annika smiled as the server set down her plate. “I guess you do know your cause after all.”
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HAZEL
I t was Saturday morning and Jo was curled up against Hazel’s side. They were lying in her pull-out bed, stark naked and enjoying the faint breeze from the open window across from them. The sun had risen two hours ago, but neither of them had anywhere to be for a while, and they’d made love slowly and lazily when they first woke up.
Jo’s stomach was starting to rumble – Hazel could hear it in the silent apartment, and her own body was starting to complain about the lack of caffeine in her bloodstream. But she didn’t want to be the first to suggest they leave the bed. She didn’t want to let Jo go, even for a minute.
“Got anything going on today?” Jo asked, nuzzling her face against Hazel’s breast, giving her nipple a small, teasing lick.
“Supposed to meet up with Professor Greyson in the afternoon,” Hazel told her. “I want to show him my new series.”
She felt Jo tensing against her. “The me series?”
That was what they’d been calling it, at least privately. Not that Hazel had shown anyone else yet, but they both knew that someday that was the goal.
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell him who she is,” Hazel reassured her. “Besides, it’s not really supposed to be you… it just kind of accidentally became you.”
“Yeah, the first one,” Jo said, then gestured around the small apartment. There were canvases everywhere you looked, and the new pieces – beautiful, tastefully but seductively posed women with intriguing secrets in their eyes – had overtaken the old city skylines. “I’ve modeled for every one after that.”
It was true – Hazel had even convinced Jo to strip naked and drape herself over the couch for a couple of them, and then she’d painted every sweet curve and delicious angle of Jo’s body, not from memory but from life. They were some of the best in the series, and she had the fondest memories of them too… for some reason.
“Well, I was going to ask you if you wanna come meet my mentor,” Hazel said. “We could talk him into getting lunch after. But it sounds like–”
“Show my face at the same time that you show him… everything else?” Jo asked. “I don’t think so.”
Hazel chuckled. “Fair enough.” She hooked one finger beneath Jo’s chin and tilted her head up until their eyes met. “If you don’t want me to share these, I won’t. They can be for us, and I can work on painting a more anonymous woman to show Professor Greyson.”
Jo thought for a moment, then said, “No. They’re beautiful, and I love that you were inspired by me. It’s kind of surreal, actually.”
“You’re my muse,” Hazel agreed. “Whether you like it or not.”
“Oh, I like it,” Jo said. “But maybe when you land your first big gallery show, you can ask them to make the opening a masquerade event so I can come without showing my face.”
Hazel chuckled and waggled an eyebrow at her. “You wanna come?”
“You know what I mean,” Jo answered, but she didn’t object when Hazel looped her arm around Jo’s waist and dragged her down the mattress, onto her back.
“You wanna come without showing your face,” Hazel repeated. “Your wish is my command.”
Then she flipped Hazel onto her stomach, eliciting a delighted yelp from her. Hazel crawled on top of her and nudged her legs apart, then sank her fingers into Jo’s still-slick pussy. Jo buried her face in the pillow and groaned, hips rising to meet Hazel.
“How could you not be my muse?” Hazel asked, bending down to playfully bite Jo’s ass. “You’re perfect.”
    
T  hat afternoon, Jo went back to her dorm for a change of clothes and a nap – they’d been up most of the night trying to make the most of their time together. And Hazel picked the best canvas from the Jo
collection and schlepped it on the subway to the Art Institute.
That task was never much fun, especially on days when the train was busy. There was always the fear that someone would lose their balance or get pushed and fall right through Hazel’s art. And then there were the busybodies who saw her holding a canvas and wanted to have a whole conversation about her art, despite not really giving a shit who she was or what she did.
This time, with a painting of a naked woman who she was beginning to love more than herself, it was even more stressful. Hazel pragmatically covered it in butcher paper – that at least kept the perverts away and prevented angry looks from parents on the train. And after thirty nerve-wracking minutes, she arrived at the college.
Professor Greyson was in his classroom waiting for her, and he pointed to a pair of coffees in a cardboard to-go holder on his desk. “I figured you’ve probably been keeping artists’ hours since you graduated so I got you a coffee.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Hazel said, setting her canvas on an empty easel. “And thanks for meeting with me. I know you probably have current students who want your attention, but I appreciate your input.”
“You’re talented, Hazel, that’s never been the problem,” Greyson said. “I’m always happy to encourage a fellow artist, plus it’s the summer so I’ve got time.” He took the two coffees out of the holder and poured about fifty packets of sugar into his. “So, what do you have for me today?”
“Like I told you over text, I’ve been working on something new,” Hazel said, suddenly feeling nervous. She felt so good about the Jo collection. She could hardly be motivated to stop painting by anything other than the presence of the subject herself. But what if Greyson hated it? What if she unwrapped the canvas and suddenly, in the harsh light of day, all its flaws were evident?
“Mmhmm,” Greyson said. “Figure painting?”
“Yes,” Hazel said. She hadn’t given him any more details than that, preferring to see his full reaction in person. The urge to explain, to make excuses for any imperfections, to apologize before she even revealed the painting bubbled up in her throat. But she held back, instead saying, “Here goes.”
She stepped behind the easel, sliding her finger beneath the tape that held the butcher paper in place. When she’d fully unsheathed her painting, she stepped back, pulse pounding in her ears as she studied Greyson’s face.
At first, it was torturously blank.
Then his eyebrows lifted slightly, eyes widening subtly.
And then his mouth popped open. Was that a jaw-drop? Or the closest thing to a jaw-drop that Professor Greyson was ever going to give a piece of art? Holy shit.
“Well?” Hazel asked.
“It’s breathtaking,” he said. “Striking.”
“Really?” Her heart was pounding even harder. “You think I have something at last?”
“It’s certainly not the generic Chicago skylines you’ve been painting,” Greyson agreed. “This feels… inspired. Who is she?”
Hazel smiled. “I promised not to tell.”
“Girlfriend?” Greyson guessed.
“Yes,” Hazel said. “Although I wasn’t really trying to paint her at first.”
“That’s where all the best art comes from – things from the heart. Things we just can’t bear not to express on the canvas,” Greyson said. “Is this the only one you’ve done?”
“No, I have almost a dozen,” Hazel said. “This is my favorite, though.”
“Keep going with it,” he said. “Keep exploring your subject.”
“Oh, I intend to,” Hazel said, the words popping out before she could rein them in. Greyson chuckled, though.
“Young love… I miss that feeling,” he said. He paused, looking introspective, then added, “I know of a gallery owner who’s looking for pieces from queer creators for a showcase in the fall.”
Hazel’s heart ceased to beat entirely. “You think this is good enough?”
“I think it’s worth submitting,” Greyson said.
Even when he was complimenting her, he had to find a way to make it sound grudging so her ego wouldn’t balloon out of control. But right this second, she didn’t even care. She was already imagining her art hanging on a gallery wall. And she was imagining Jo in her masquerade mask, the mysterious model behind Hazel’s best work standing right next to her during the opening.
Greyson grabbed a sticky note from his desk and wrote down the website for the gallery, as well as the owner’s name. He held it out to Hazel, and seemed to sense the fantasy she was crafting in her mind. Clearly, he decided now was a good time to slap her back down to earth. “Let’s talk about your career prospects.”
Hazel stuffed the sticky note in her pocket, trying to fend off annoyance. “You just said this is my best work yet, and now you want to stick me in some corporate art department just like my dad?”
“You’re young and you’re talented, but that doesn’t mean you have the skills and the connections that you need to make it as a full-time artist right now,” Greyson said. “This painting is a great first step toward that goal – but you have to eat in the meantime.”
“I eat fine,” Hazel said. “The coffee shop doesn’t earn me ‘lobster for dinner’ money but I’m doing fine.” She’d completely forgotten about the search for temporary gigs like the one at the Pride Parade – the minute Jo stepped into her life, that idea flew right out the window.
“Well, I’m glad you have a job,” Greyson conceded. “But don’t you think it would be better if you had something a bit more stable? With benefits? Last time we talked you were looking for day labor.”
“Yeah, and guess where I met her?” Hazel asked, pointing at the canvas. “If I didn’t work a temp job, I never would have met her and this painting wouldn’t exist.”
“And that’s a wonderful bit of serendipity,” Greyson said, “but you can’t count on it to provide for you in the long term.”
Why was he being such a downer over this, just when he finally agreed that she’d made something worth displaying? Frustration swelled in Hazel’s chest.
“If I wanted a lecture about my finances, I’d hang out with my dad,” she said, taking the canvas off the easel and then snatching her coffee too. “Thanks for the caffeine and the gallery information.”
“Hazel–”
“Tough love about my art I can take,” she said. “Parental advice from you… no thanks. I already have a dad.”
She was halfway to the subway before she realized that she’d left the butcher paper on the floor of Professor Greyson’s classroom, and she was gonna have to carry her naked-Jo painting home bared to the world.
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JO
A ugust came entirely too quickly. Jo and Hazel were both in holding patterns regarding their future prospects. Jo found a couple more opportunities to rub elbows with Annika, but with no concrete results, and Hazel submitted her best piece to the gallery her professor suggested, but heard crickets in response.
“They’re probably just reviewing the submissions,” Jo reassured her one night while they were exploring the Navy Pier, wandering along with ice cream cones in hand. “Remember how long it took between applying for college and getting accepted?”
Hazel smiled. “I didn’t really notice. I bet you were waiting by the mail slot every day though.”
Jo chuckled. “Mail slot? You’re such a city girl.”
“What did you have?” Hazel asked. “Oh right, a mailbox like a mile from your front door.”
Jo rolled her eyes. “Please, it was a quarter mile at the most. But yeah, I stalked that thing every single day after school, and every day I didn’t get my acceptance letter, I got more and more sure I’d been rejected.”
“But you got in.”
“Yep, and I’m sure your acceptance into the gallery show is coming too. You and Professor Greyson both said it’s your best work yet, so how could you not get in?”
They’d been talking about that a fair amount lately. Hazel was putting a lot of hope into the gallery show, probably mostly because her mentor had been so harsh at their last meeting. But Jo suspected the real reason they were talking so much about the gallery show was that it allowed them to avoid a different subject.
It was the end of the first week of August already. Nine weeks had flown by like nothing, and Jo had just three more before the end of her internship. Annika and the rest of the hiring committee wouldn’t meet to talk about the interns for another week, and they wouldn’t pass down their decision until the last week of the program.
Even if Jo got offered a full-time job, she’d still be expected to move out of the Marlowe dorms at the end of August. They would assume that she’d go home and pack her things, find herself an apartment in the city and come back.
And her family expected her home too. Every time she talked to her mom on the phone, she mentioned movies she wanted to see with Jo, new dishes on the menu at their favorite restaurant in Lewisia that she wanted Jo to try. She expected her to come home and resume her life.
But Jo didn’t want to go back to Montana, even for a little while. She loved Chicago, and more importantly, she loved Hazel.
So they just didn’t talk about it. They explored the city together, Hazel showing Jo all her favorite things and finding some new ones she’d never discovered before. They fell deeper in love, and it was all Jo could do to tear herself away from Hazel long enough to go to work and put in a good showing for Annika.
In the back of her mind, though, she wondered.
Was this real? Could it actually last beyond the summer? Could this truly be her life? Or was it all just a fairy tale? Was she just a country girl fooling herself into thinking she belonged here?
“Come on the Ferris wheel with me,” Hazel said when they got to the end of the pier and turned around to come back toward shore.
The Ferris wheel stood in the center of the pier, illuminated in red neon in the night, slowly rotating. They finished their ice cream cones and got tickets, then cuddled up in a gondola. As soon as the wheel began to rotate, Hazel grabbed Jo’s hand and squeezed tight.
“You okay?” Jo asked.
“I’m afraid of heights,” Hazel admitted.
Jo laughed, then put her arm around Hazel. “Why did you suggest the Ferris wheel, then?”
“Couldn’t resist the romance of being alone with you at the top,” Hazel said. “Being scared is no reason not to do something you want.”
“You’re amazing,” Jo said, kissing Hazel’s temple. Hazel looped her arms around Jo’s waist, holding her tight as she kissed her back. Then she rested her head against Jo’s shoulder and they both watched the skyline shrink beneath them as they rose into the air. “It’s beautiful,” Jo said as they got close to the top.
“My city,” Hazel said. She gave Jo’s waist a squeeze and added, “My girl.”
When they got to the top, the wheel paused to let more riders on and the cool, refreshing breeze up there was a welcome reprieve from the thick summer heat at ground level. Jo let out a long breath and asked, “What are we going to do when my internship ends?”
“You’re going to stay, right?” Hazel asked, sitting up and looking at her, no longer worried about the height.
“I want to,” Jo said.
“But?” Even in the dark, Jo could see the worry knit across Hazel’s face.
“There’s just a lot of logistical stuff to figure out,” Jo said. “I’m not saying I want to leave. But this is a really expensive city. If I hadn’t met you, I’d have probably spent the whole summer in my dorm room eating ramen noodles. And… my family is in Montana.”
“You can still go home to see them, go for visits,” Hazel pointed out. “And I’ll help you figure out the money. You can move in with me.”
Jo’s heart leapt at the offer, but even though she didn’t have much experience with relationships, she knew that was a bad idea. “In your tiny studio? When we’ve only been dating two months?”
“We’ll make it work,” Hazel insisted.
“I can’t just mooch off you if I don’t get a job offer from Marlowe,” Jo said. “You’d start to hate me.”
“I could never. You’re my muse.”
“Exactly,” Jo said, kissing her softly. “And I want you to keep seeing me that way – not as the freeloader eating all your food and jacking up the utility bills.”
Hazel laughed. “I wouldn’t see you that way. Just tell me you won’t leave me.”
Jo hesitated, and the gondola lurched, the Ferris wheel beginning its descent. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” Hazel said, holding her tighter again.
When they got off the Ferris wheel, it was getting late and Jo was feeling guilty that she couldn’t give Hazel a more concrete answer about what would happen after the summer. If she could, she would in a heartbeat. But wasn’t the future always uncertain?
They meandered hand-in-hand up the pier, making their way in the direction of the train station. “What should we do with the rest of our night?” Jo asked.
“Oh, I have an idea,” Hazel said, tugging her closer for a kiss.
Just before they left the pier, a particular bit of flashing neon caught Jo’s eye – a small miracle, given the amount of flashing neon all around. This one said Tattoos and it gave her an idea. She stopped in her tracks.
“What?” Hazel asked.
“I want to get a tattoo,” Jo said.
Hazel followed the path of her eyes, seeing the shop. “Now?”
“No,” Jo said. “I want you to design me something, so I can keep a little bit of your art with me no matter where I go.”
Hazel frowned. “It sure sounds like you’re planning on leaving me at the end of the summer.”
Jo let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t want to–”
“Then don’t.”
“Life isn’t that simple!” Artists – they were amazing, visionary, mesmerizing people, but Jo was coming to see that the trade-off for all that creative energy was practicality. She tugged Hazel’s hand to turn her, standing face to face. “I love you. I want to be with you and I don’t want this to end. But we don’t always get what we want exactly how we want it. We have to be prepared for other possibilities.”
Hazel pursed her lips. “Well, now you’re sounding like my dad and Professor Greyson.”
Jo looked poutingly through her lashes at Hazel. “I’m sorry, it’s just the truth. Will you design me a tattoo?”
Hazel relented, and they started walking again. “Okay. What do you want?”
“Something small, maybe for the inside of my ankle?” Jo thought aloud. “Something that will remind me of you, and the city, and this summer.”
“I can do that,” Hazel said. “As long as you promise it’s not my parting gift to you.”
Jo gave up trying to make her see reason, at least for the night. “It’s not,” she said. “Because I don’t want to part from you.”
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HAZEL
A  week later, Hazel and Jo went to a cozy little tattoo shop that Mick had recommended – they had a number of tattoos, all from the artist who owned this shop. Hazel had her design carefully drawn on a piece of paper and tucked into a folder, and Jo had been bouncing with excitement all the way to the shop.
“Are you sure you like the design?” Hazel asked as she opened the shop door for her.
“I love it,” Jo said. “It’s more perfect than I could have imagined – but that’s why you’re the artist between us.”
What Hazel had come up with was simple just like Jo requested, a scale representation of the North-South train route they took back and forth between the Marlowe dorms and Hazel’s apartment, with a heart at Hazel’s end of the line.
“Why only one heart?” Jo had asked when Hazel first unveiled it. “Why not one at the Marlowe end too?”
“Well… that’s what makes it us,” Hazel said. “I know you’re not the kind of girl to get a great big Georgia O’Keeffe orchid on your leg, but with the heart there, what does it remind you of?”
She’d slipped her hand between Jo’s legs, then, her finger finding the hardened bud of her clit through her sundress. Jo’s cheeks colored, her eyes sparkling with understanding, and they’d made love then.
Now in the tattoo shop, Hazel’s whole body was thrumming for a variety of reasons. Part of her wanted to find the nearest unoccupied room and tear Jo’s clothes off. Another part couldn’t stop asking her if she really wanted this design permanently inked on her skin. She’d never received a tattoo request for her art before, and she was still silently worried that this was a going-away memento. If Jo got a piece of Hazel tattooed on her, was it to remember her by?
“It’s not too late,” Hazel said while they waited for the receptionist to get Jo’s tattoo artist. “We could wait another week, and I could make some more sketches in the meantime.”
Jo laughed. “Babe, stop. I love it. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this insecure about your art before.”
“I’ve never had anyone ask to have it permanently needled into their skin,” Hazel reminded her. “No less my perfect little muse.”
“Do you think I’ll be less perfect with your artwork on my body?”
“Of course not,” Hazel said. I’m just worried I won’t get to keep you. I’m worried you’re getting a keepsake tattooed on your body, and you’re going to regret it in a few years when it’s the only thing you have that reminds you of me, and you’d rather forget me.
Why the hell had she ever let Daphne talk her into going after this girl in the first place? Yes, she was head over heels in love with her, but she could see the heartbreak coming, like a cliff on the horizon. Just two weeks away now, far too close.
“Jo Bloom?”
They both looked to the doorway behind the reception counter, where a girl about their age with bright pink hair and gauged earlobes stood.
“That’s me,” Jo said. “I have to warn you, this is my first time.”
“But I see you brought an emotional support person,” the tattooist said. “That’s good. I’m Davina.”
“This is Hazel,” Jo said. “She did my artwork.”
“Awesome, let’s see it.”
Hazel pulled it out of the folder and handed it to Davina. “Aww, a Chicago love story?” she asked as she took in the design.
“Yeah, that’s the route between our apartments,” Jo explained, smiling. “Well, at least for a little while longer.”
Davina smiled back. “Moving in together?”
I wish, Hazel thought.
“Someday,” was all Jo said.
They watched as Davina transferred Hazel’s design to a paper template, then they followed her down a short hallway to a small room with a couple of chairs crammed into it. Jo hopped up on the adjustable one in the middle, and Hazel took the normal seat beside her while Davina placed the stencil on Jo’s inner ankle and then prepared her colors.
“Nervous?” Hazel asked, taking Jo’s hand.
“Yeah, a bit.”
“Getting the tattoo will just feel like I’m scratching you – a few hundred times,” Davina said with a chuckle. “You might have some stiffness the next couple mornings while it’s healing, particularly with this placement, but it’s a small tattoo. It probably won’t bother you much.”
“You got this, babe,” Hazel said, standing to kiss Jo’s forehead and then sitting back down at her side as Davina came at Jo’s ankle with the tattoo gun.
Thirty minutes and a minimum of squirming later, the two of them walked out of the tattoo shop with big grins on their faces. Jo had plastic wrapped around her ankle to start the healing process, and all of Hazel’s anxiety from before the appointment had faded away, replaced by the buzz of having her artwork permanently inked on someone’s body. And not just anyone – the most beautiful girl in Chicago, her muse, her girlfriend.
“I can’t even express how fucking honored I am that you wanted to put my artwork on your body, even if it is just a simple sketch of the L,” Hazel said. “This is an art career milestone for sure.”
Jo chuckled. “No longer worried about marring your muse?”
“It wasn’t about that and you know it,” Hazel said, scooping Jo into her arms and kissing her. “I just don’t ever want to let you go.”
“I hope you don’t,” Jo said. They kissed again, and when people started having to part to skirt past them on the sidewalk, Jo chuckled and added, “Except, you know, literally. We should probably get out of the way.”
Hazel kissed her one more time, then took her hand. “What do you want to do now? Does your ankle hurt? Do we need to go home and ice it?”
“Nah, it stings a little but I’ll live,” Jo said. “It’s still early. Want to get drinks and maybe dance a bit, provided my ankle doesn’t start hurting any more?”
“I’d love that,” Hazel said.
They made their way to the bar where Hazel had taken Jo on their first date. It was a different crowd than their first time here early on a Friday. This time, it was packed, a band playing onstage and people lined up three deep at the bar.
“What do you want to drink?” Hazel had to shout over the music.
“My usual,” Jo answered. “Thanks!”
The summer was a particularly hot one, and they’d both been favoring light, fruit-infused beers to keep cool. Hazel went to the bar and, after a protracted struggle for the bartender’s attention, got them each a bottle of grapefruit shandy.
When she returned to Jo, she found her sitting at a table with none other than Daphne.
“Look who I found!” Daphne called when she spotted Hazel.
“She keeps calling me Cinderella,” Jo told Hazel as she sat beside her. Then she leaned in and whispered, “I think she’s a little drunk already.”
Hazel laughed, handing Jo her beer. “Do I need to make introductions, or have they already been made?”
“Oh, we’re old friends by now,” Daphne said, patting Jo on the shoulder. “Took you so long at the bar.”
“Are you aware of how crowded this place is?” Hazel teased.
“Are you aware that I haven’t gotten the updates you promised?” Daphne asked. “What was it, The
Ballad of Jo and Hazel? I even followed your art Tiktok, and nothing – just a bunch of paintings!”
Jo looked to Hazel for an explanation, a bemused look on her face.
Hazel laughed. “I believe it was Saga, not Ballad, and that was a joke.” She turned to Jo to explain. “Daphne was at the Pride Parade the day we met. She saw me scoop you onto my scooter, and after you lost your purse she said if I didn’t go after you, she would.”
“Shame,” Daphne said, shaking her head at Jo. “We coulda had fun.”
Hazel playfully punched her shoulder. “Back off my girl.”
“You two really hit it off, huh?” Daphne said, beaming at the two of them. “That’s awesome. A real fairy tale ending.”
Hazel took a swig of her beer, resisting a frown. It would be a fairy tale, if they knew how the summer was going to end.
“Anyway, I forgive you for not keeping me up to date,” Daphne said. “I’ve been busy lately myself.”
“Oh?”
Daphne nodded to the stage. “See the bassist? Isn’t she cute?”
The bass player caught Daphne’s eye and nodded at her without losing the rhythm of the rest of the band.
“Your girlfriend?” Jo asked.
“Not yet,” Daphne said. “We met when her band played a gig near my apartment a few weeks ago. Just friends so far, but I’m optimistic.”
“That’s adorable,” Hazel said. “Good for you. Soon you’ll need a Tiktok.”
Daphne laughed. “Over my dead body.”
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JO
T  he end of August came, and Jo got more and more impatient to hear from the hiring committee at the Marlowe Foundation. She talked to Annika as often as she could without making a pest of herself, but all her boss kept saying was that there was no news to share.
“It’s so frustrating!” Jo vented to the other interns one day over a strong cup of coffee in the break room. “Are they going to wait until the very last day to tell us anything?”
“Maybe they don’t even have any open positions,” Lucas suggested. “They don’t hire interns every single year.”
“Which is great for us,” Annie lamented. “Especially Jo. What are you gonna do? Go back to Montana?”
She said the name of the state as if it was a penal colony, as if she couldn’t even fathom going there herself.
“I might not have a choice,” she said.
She’d been looking for jobs in Chicago – even ones that weren’t with the non-profits she wanted to work for – but all she’d found so far were part-time, no-benefits jobs with no chance of turning into a career. The coffee shop was good enough for Hazel because it was allowing her to chase after her true passion… but for Jo, the career in charity work that she’d been dreaming of was her passion. How could she compromise on it with the very first job she got?
“What does Hazel think?” Annie asked.
She was leaning against Lucas, her arm linked with his, but Jo knew that their situation was nothing like hers and Hazel’s. The two of them were simply having fun this summer, and they’d always planned to go their separate ways at the end of the internship.
When Jo told Hazel that, she’d said it was a cold and utilitarian way of dating, and Jo agreed. She couldn’t see herself being in such a transactional relationship, but on the other hand… knowing for sure you weren’t going to get your heart broken because you’d never allowed it to truly get invested had its merits.
Not that she wanted to say goodbye to Hazel. It was just… what if she didn’t have a say in the matter?
“She wants me to move in with her,” Jo said. “She said I could stay rent-free while I look for a job, but I don’t know… it seems like too much of a strain on our relationship, especially when we’ve only been dating a few months. And I’ve never been the mooching type.”
“No, the girl who voluntarily works weekends?” Annie teased with a roll of her eyes.
“I love her, but the two of us squeezed into that little apartment, me not even working… it sounds like a recipe for disaster,” Jo said. “I just can’t get her to see it that way, that I’m saying no thanks to that offer because I care about us. She just thinks if I go home to Montana, I’ll never come back.”
“You did call it ‘home,’” Lucas pointed out.
“Well, it is home,” Jo said. “At least in the sense that it’s where I grew up.” She sighed. “I really can’t see myself staying there, though. Even before I came here and met Hazel, I knew the chances that I’d be able to build a career within driving distance of Lewisia were slim. And now…”
“Now your heart is in Chicago,” Annie said.
The finance department head – Annie and Lucas’ boss – popped his head in the door. “Long break?” he asked.
“Sorry, we’re getting back to it now,” Annie said.
“Ball-buster,” Lucas grumbled as soon as their boss was out of earshot.
They all got coffee refills, then went their separate ways back to their own departments. When Jo logged into her computer, there was an email waiting for her – from Annika.
Intern Hiring Committee Update, the subject read.
“Finally!”
Jo breathed relief, although she was a little disappointed that the subject wasn’t something more along the lines of Jo Bloom specifically, please come to my office to sign your onboarding paperwork!
She opened the email, noticing that every intern in the building had been CC’d. Also not a good sign.
And inside… We regret to inform you… The email was filled with business speak – there were many talented interns this summer, etc. – but the gist of it was that, thanks to the expense of launching the climate change project, the very one Jo had spent all summer working on, there wasn’t enough money in the budget this year to hire anyone on full-time.
“Shit,” Jo said, sinking into her chair.
Her phone pinged. It was Annie, asking if she’d seen the email.
Yup, Jo replied.
Sorry about your luck, Annie wrote back. I bet Montana’s not that bad.
It is, Jo thought petulantly. It didn’t have Hazel in it, which was its worst quality, but Jo tried to keep in mind that her return to her home state didn’t have to be forever. Just until she found a job in Chicago that would allow her to get an apartment of her own, or at the very least, pull her weight if she moved in with Hazel.
Still, all the wind went out of her sails at that news, and for the first time all summer, she couldn’t force herself to focus on her work. She spent the next hour just staring at her computer screen, wondering how she was going to make this work.
When her phone pinged again, she assumed it was Annie adding on a snarky reply to try to lift her spirits. Instead, it was Hazel.
I’ve got news – meet me at Revival for dinner after work?
I’ve got news too, Jo thought sadly. She left that detail out when she replied in the affirmative. They had five more days together, and Jo’s parents had already bought her a plane ticket back to Montana that she’d been dearly hoping to cancel. She could still hope for a miracle.
    
H azel was glowing when Jo met her at the entrance to the food hall that evening. Jo felt like she’d been hit by a city bus then dragged behind it for a few blocks, but she tried not to let it show.
Of course, Hazel noticed right away. Her brow furrowed as she asked, “Rough day?”
“I’ll tell you about it later,” Jo said. “First, let’s get some food and you can tell me your news. I’m guessing from your expression that it’s good?”
“Very.” Hazel linked her arm in Jo’s and they went inside. “What are you in the mood for tonight?”
“Carbs,” Jo said. “I have fifty-three dollars left in my bank account and largely thanks to you, I did not starve this summer. I think it’s time to splurge a little. Wanna order an irresponsible number of empanadas? My treat in honor of your news.”
“Definitely,” Hazel said. She kissed Jo’s temple and added, “And you’re way too cute to starve. I’m sure if I hadn’t come along, someone else would have scooped you up. I’m just glad it was me.”
“Me too.” Jo turned her head and kissed Hazel back, then added, “And it couldn’t have been anyone but you – you know that.”
They ordered a mix of savory and sweet empanadas to go, then went outside and found a shady bench beneath a tree. They’d barely sat down when Hazel positively burst with her news. “The gallery called. I got accepted!”
“That’s amazing!” Jo said, squishing the bag of empanadas between them as she pulled Hazel into a fierce hug. “I always knew you would.”
“I wish I was that confident,” Hazel said. “I’ve been holding my breath literally since I submitted my piece.”
“I kind of guessed that was probably your news,” Jo admitted. “I’m so proud of you. When’s the opening?”
“October third,” Hazel said. “So now you have no choice but to stay here in Chicago with me – you’ve got to be my masked muse at the opening.”
Jo couldn’t hide her disappointment at Annika’s email any longer, and it broke through her expression – just for a second. Then she tried to think about Hazel’s art instead, how happy she was that Hazel’s dream was coming true, but Hazel caught the sadness on her face.
“What?” she asked.
“I heard from Annika today… at last,” Jo confessed, letting out a sigh. “It was bad news.”
“They didn’t pick you? Those stupid assholes! They’re gonna regret it because you’re going to do amazing things, babe.”
Jo shook her head, and even through her sadness she had to smile at how immediately indignant Hazel had gotten on her behalf. “Not just me. They didn’t hire anyone. It wasn’t in the budget.”
“Damn it,” Hazel said, setting the empanadas aside and scooting closer so she could put her arm around Jo. “Well, they’re still stupid assholes for passing you up.”
Jo let out a small chuckle. “I have to agree. But anyway, we knew that was a possibility. Especially as time wore on and they didn’t say anything until the last minute. We’ll figure it out, right?”
“Will you please just come live with me?” Hazel asked. “I swear I’m not as messy when I have a roommate, and you already know I don’t snore.”
“I love you,” Jo said. “And you know it’s not about messiness or snoring. We’ve only been together two and a half months. If I wasn’t imminently leaving Chicago, would you still be asking me to live with you? And not only that, offering to pay all my bills?”
“Yes,” Hazel lied. “Anyway, you are leaving, and I don’t want you to. That’s all that matters.”
“Hazel, you work at a coffee shop,” Jo reminded her. “Could you even afford to support two people with your paycheck?”
“I’ll… ask my dad for money,” Hazel said. “Or get a soul-sucking corporate graphic design job like Greyson wants me to.”
Jo grabbed her and pulled her into a deep kiss. Inhaling her peachy scent, memorizing the curves of her lips. She framed Hazel’s face with her hands, and when she pulled out of the kiss, she kept her hands there, making sure their eyes stayed locked on each other when she said what she needed to say.
“I know how much it means to you to be independent, so I appreciate you being willing to ask your dad to help keep me here,” she said. “But I need to be independent too, and it’s important to me that we do this right so we don’t screw up a good thing. I love you and I promise you, this isn’t the end for us. I just don’t think there’s any option for me right now but to go home for a little while and keep applying for jobs. I will  come back to you, Hazel.”
“In time for the gallery opening?”
“I won’t miss it even if I have to walk from Montana.”
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HAZEL
D espite several weeks of consistent effort, Hazel couldn’t convince Jo to stay in Chicago. She worked harder on that argument than on perfecting her gallery piece, on her Tiktok channel, certainly on making lattes at work.
And it wasn’t good enough.
Hazel drove Jo to the airport on her Vespa, Jo’s single duffel bag strapped to her back, on the morning she was set to fly out of O’Hare. They’d stayed up all night, trying to soak up as much of each other as they could, and Hazel tried to believe Jo when she said she’d be back as soon as she could. October third for the gallery show at the latest. She just couldn’t shake the awful feeling that letting Jo walk into that airport was tantamount to letting her walk right out of her life.
They stood on the sidewalk together in the drop-off lane, Jo hefting her duffel onto her shoulder while they both choked back tears.
“This isn’t forever,” Jo promised. “I love you, Hazel.”
“I love you too,” Hazel said. Then she threw her arms around Jo, hugging her with every ounce of passion and desire and need in her body. A few tears fell from her eyes, staining the shoulder of Jo’s T-shirt. And then she pulled back. “I better let you go before they start honking at me.”
For an airport as crowded as O’Hare, it was a minor miracle the cars behind them weren’t already rushing her along.
“Call me when you get home?”
“Of course,” Jo said. “We’ll talk every day. And I’ll be here for the gallery opening no matter what else happens.”
“I hope you’ll be back sooner,” Hazel said. “The offer stands if you want to stay with me.”
Jo smiled. “I know. And for our own good, I’m declining. I want to come back when we can do this right.”
Finally, somebody did honk, and Jo stepped up onto the curb.
“Wait!” Hazel said. “I almost forgot, I got you a present.” Hazel lifted the seat of her Vespa and pulled out a gift wrapped in butcher paper. “It is not a going-away gift… it’s just because I thought you’d like it. And because you need it.”
The car waiting behind them in line honked again, and Hazel waved at them.
“Give us two minutes!” she shouted. Then she turned to Jo, who was carefully unwrapping the paper.
As she unveiled the gift, a faux leather, cream-colored handbag, her eyes lit up. “Oh my God, Hazel, it’s beautiful!”
“That’s plant-based leather, none of your Montana cows were harmed in the making,” Hazel promised. “Nice, sturdy strap that should last you a good long while.” She turned it over in Jo’s hand to reveal the customization she’d done. “And now you have a little piece of my art that you can carry around with you all the time – something a little less subtle than the tattoo.”
She’d painted a big, vibrant orchid on the front of the bag, a nod to the O’Keeffe painting they’d spent so much time looking at this summer, but with her own rainbow of colors to give it personality.
“What do you think?”
“I love it!” Jo said. “It’s way too nice, though.”
“You’re too nice,” Hazel said. “You deserve it.”
The car honked again, and they both turned to shout, “One minute!” The driver threw up his hands, but stopped interrupting for the time being.
“I really have to go,” Jo said. “Before that guy runs us down. But I love the bag, and I love you so damn much, Hazel. I’ll see you soon – I swear it.”
They kissed again, hugged one more time, and then Jo was gone and Hazel was driving away in a daze. It felt like a piece of her was missing, one she hadn’t even known existed before she met Jo but which now made up a huge part of her. There was a hole in her chest like a cartoon cannonball had gone straight through her, and the ache wouldn’t stop until she had Jo in her arms again.
    
J o had made it clear she thought that Hazel’s apartment was too small for the two of them to live together there without destroying each other, but without her in it, the little studio felt positively cavernous and empty.
The fact that everywhere Hazel turned, she was met with Jo’s face, her supple body, her delicate curves within the confines of Hazel’s canvases only made it harder to move on with life without her. She spent most of the day Jo left in a haze, actually wishing she needed to go work a shift at the coffee shop because she certainly didn’t have the motivation to paint. And when Jo called that evening to let her know she’d gotten home safe, all Hazel wanted was for her to turn right back around and come home – to her new, rightful home in Chicago.
“Does Lewisia need an artist-in-residence?” she joked.
“Babe, you would not be happy here,” Jo said. “I’m not even really happy here anymore.”
“How many days til October third?”
Jo chuckled. “Only thirty-three. A totally manageable number.”
“Says the woman who clearly doesn’t love me as much as I love her,” Hazel pouted.
“Impossible. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me,” Jo said. “Oh, and I got a lot of compliments on my purse while I was traveling. I’m beginning to suspect your ulterior motive was to turn me into a billboard for your art.”
“It really hadn’t crossed my mind,” Hazel swore. “If you like it, that’s all that matters to me.”
“I do, it’s the most beautiful bag I’ve ever owned,” Jo said. “You should have given me some business cards with your Tiktok channel and your website to carry around with the purse. I gave your name out to at least ten women between Illinois and here who all wanted purses like mine.”
The idea sparked like flint in Hazel’s mind, but she was too distracted to pursue it. “So, what are you going to do without me for a month?”
“Apply for every communications job I can find in Chicago so I can get back to you,” Jo promised. “And miss the heck out of you.”
“Heck?”
Jo laughed and lowered her voice. “My dad’s in the other room. Can’t have him thinking the big city and my new girlfriend are a bad influence.”
“Making you say dirty swear words like hell,” Hazel chuckled. “What would he think if he knew how hard I fucked you last night?”
“He wouldn’t think anything, and neither would I because we would both be dead from mortification,” Jo said.
They talked for a little while longer about more mundane things, and Jo put Hazel on speakerphone so she could say hi to Jo’s mom, dad and brother. Hazel could hear the reservation in Jo’s mom’s voice – from everything Jo had told Hazel, her mom wanted her to stay in Lewisia forever and Hazel presented a clear and present threat to that plan. She was civil, but Hazel could feel the chilliness through the phone.
Her dad was nice, though, and her little brother Benjamin was very supportive for a teenage boy who’d much rather be outside practicing his pitching.
Finally, Jo’s mom said it was time for dinner and insisted that Jo get off the phone. So they said goodnight, and Hazel was once again alone in her little one-room apartment. She had nothing to do until her next shift at noon the following day, and no desire to do anything either.
She’d eaten a whole sleeve of frozen Thin Mints from her freezer, cracked open a beer, and half-heartedly pulled her sketchbook down from its shelf when her phone rang again. Hoping it was Jo calling after dinner, Hazel snatched it up and answered before she’d even looked at the caller ID.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s Mick.”
“Oh, hi.”
“Yeah, nice to hear your voice too,” Mick said sarcastically. “Who were you hoping I was?”
“Sorry,” Hazel said. “Jo just went back to Montana this morning. I’ve been lonely.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mick said. “But selfishly, I hope it means you have some free time?”
Hazel slithered into an upright position on the couch where she’d been languishing. “What’s up?”
“I just had my first meeting with my advisor about my senior project,” Mick explained. “She likes my clothing designs, but she said they need something. She suggested I explore different fabrics, something with color, and I immediately thought of you. You’re the color goddess.”
Hazel laughed. “Color goddess, I’ll have to add that to my artist’s statement.”
“Anyway, since you’re an alum, I thought it could be cool to commission some custom fabric from you,” Mick continued. “My pieces will be in the senior showcase at the end of the semester, and I’ll include credit for the collaboration of course. I know offering to pay in exposure is a cardinal sin, but I can point people to your Tiktok channel or wherever you want. That is, if you’re interested?”
Hazel smiled. Sometimes, no matter what you did, inspiration was just beyond your grasp. And other times, it fell into your lap – literally – at the least expected moments.
“As luck would have it, I very recently dipped my toe into fashion design for the first time and I’m getting rave reviews,” she said. A bit of a glorification considering she’d painted a flower on a handbag and Jo told her that women in a couple airports liked it… but hey, no press was bad press.
“So you wanna do it?” She could hear the excitement ratchet up in Mick’s voice.
“Let’s meet for coffee before my shift tomorrow,” Hazel suggested. “You can show me your designs and we’ll talk about what kind of artwork will go best.”
She and Mick made plans, and as soon as Hazel hung up the phone, she texted Jo. Everything is starting to fall into place for my art – all that’s missing to make my life perfect is you!
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JO
“W hat are you doing today, pumpkin?” Jo’s dad asked as she came into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee.
Jo had been home for a week and she was already feeling shiftless and out of place in the town that used to be her whole world. She’d been applying for every job in Chicago she could find that was even tangentially related to charity. She’d gone to the movies with her mom and brother twice already. The whole family went to dinner at their favorite restaurant in Lewisia as a welcome-home celebration. Jo hung out with old high school friends who still lived in town.
And of course she talked to Hazel in text and on the phone as much as she could. Big things were happening for Hazel, between the collaboration with Mick and the unexpected side hustle of pretty handbags with custom floral artwork that had arisen ever since Hazel made Jo’s bag. Which was awesome… but it only made Jo feel the distance between them all the more keenly. She wanted to be there, celebrating with Hazel, and instead she was reminded that her presence here in Lewisia was her own choice.
A stupid choice after all, maybe.
“I think I might go into town,” Jo said, sitting down at the breakfast table with her dad. “I’m getting stir-crazy sitting at my old desk all day applying for jobs.”
“You should apply at the newspaper in town,” her mom said, standing at the stove and frying bacon. “You wouldn’t have to just report on Lewisia. They cover state news too.”
“Mom, I’m not a journalist,” Jo reminded her.
“You’re a writer, though,” her mom shot back. “You can make a difference right here, you know. You don’t have to try to change the whole world.”
Jo could hear the subtext plain as if her mom had said it out loud. You don’t have to leave us again.
“Bacon’s done,” her mom said, sliding a plate onto the table. As if summoned by the smell alone, Benjamin suddenly appeared, grabbed a handful of strips, and muttered a goodbye on his way out the door. School had started up for him again last week, and a friend with a car who lived down the street was picking him up.
“I’m going to bum a ride into town off Benjamin’s friend,” Jo said, slinging her new purse over her shoulder and chasing her brother out the door. “I’ll probably walk home.”
“Have a good day!” her mom called after them both.
Jo rode in the back seat on the way into downtown Lewisia, about a ten-minute drive through mostly open grazing fields and farmsteads. They parked in the high school lot and a wave of nostalgia washed over Jo as she looked at the building. It was small, with graduating classes of only about fifty students, but the football field behind it was the center of Lewisia activity on Friday nights.
“See ya later,” Benjamin said as he and his friend headed for the building.
“Bye, twerp,” Jo said. “Thanks for the ride.”
She turned and wandered out of the parking lot in the other direction, not entirely sure what her destination was. She’d had a vague idea of going to the public library in town to apply for jobs there, simply for a change of scenery, but they didn’t open for another hour and she hadn’t planned to catch a ride with Benjamin until the opportunity presented itself. Now she was here early and the whole day stretched out before her.
Main Street was only a five-minute walk from the high school, and as Jo meandered down it, she realized for the first time just how tiny Lewisia was. In Chicago, she couldn’t get anywhere in five minutes on foot, but no matter where she went there was something to do, something interesting to see.
Or maybe that was just because Hazel made everything more interesting simply with her presence.
On Main Street, there was a combination coffee shop-bakery. There was a little boutique clothing store that Jo had gotten a lot of her clothes from in high school. There was a grocery store and a bank and a one-screen theater that showed a lot of second-run movies. There was a drug store that Jo’s high school best friend had once stolen a tube of lipstick from, and Jo hadn’t willingly set foot inside it since that incident.
The color was Forbidden Fuchsia, an irony that had not escaped Jo’s notice at the time, and it had looked horrendous on her friend when they went next door to the coffee shop bathroom to try it on. She’d insisted on applying it to Jo’s lips next, the heel of her hand resting on Jo’s chin and her face just inches from Jo’s. At the time, Jo thought her stomach was upset the whole time they were in that bathroom because of the theft, but now – thanks to Hazel – she knew there were other factors at play.
Forbidden Fuchsia had actually looked pretty good on her, but she never wore the color again, too ashamed of its ill-gotten status.
She went into the drug store now, nodding hello to the pharmacist who was also the owner. She wandered up and down the aisles of the narrow little store, glancing at the lipstick display that hadn’t changed much since high school.
“Help you find anything, honey?” the pharmacist asked.
“Just passing some time until the library opens,” Jo said, glancing at the time on her phone.
The bell above the door jingled, and someone came in to pick up their prescription. While the pharmacist was busy with his customer, Jo slipped a couple of dollars into the tip jar near the register and then headed out the door. There, now at least fuchsia wasn’t quite so forbidden anymore. Not that it was her color preference, exactly, but it felt good to finally right that old wrong.
Jo went into the café next, getting another cup of coffee and a muffin. Her mom and dad had given her a hundred dollars of spending money as a welcome home gift, and it was nice to have a little cash that didn’t have to be earmarked purely for survival. It was a relief not to have such a strict budget anymore, although she would have traded her coffee and muffin for Hazel in a heartbeat if given the choice.
You do have the choice, her brain helpfully chimed in. You chose this.
I chose the responsible thing, Jo thought, having an internal argument with herself right there in the middle of the coffee shop. I chose the best long-term option.
And in the short term, she was sitting alone at a little café table, eating a muffin that just didn’t taste as good without Hazel by her side. She finished up, left a tip in the café too, and went back outside. There weren’t too many people on the sidewalk in the morning on a weekday, but Jo recognized everyone she passed – such was life in a small town.
When she finally got to the library, it was open and she went to a public computer to look through the job listings for Chicago. She’d even started to widen her search to surrounding areas – anywhere she could get to on public transportation – but there just wasn’t much at the moment. It seemed Marlowe wasn’t the only non-profit tightening its belt.
If it weren’t for Hazel, Jo wouldn’t be worried about taking her time looking for the right job. She’d live at home, maybe look for some remote work to bulk up her portfolio while she waited, and keep searching for the perfect job until she found it. With Hazel waiting for her in Chicago, though, Jo just wanted to take any job and make it work. She could settle into her career later.
“You doing okay, hon?”
Jo blinked and her eyes stung. She realized that she’d been staring at her computer screen for a good hour, and the librarian was standing beside her.
“Can I help you with anything?” the librarian asked. Their eyes met, and the older woman smiled. “You’re Josephine Bloom, right?”
“Jo now,” she said.
The librarian nodded. “And your brother is Benjamin. Your mom used to bring you both to story time. I never forget any of my kiddos.”
“That’s right,” Jo said, summoning the woman’s name from the depths of her mind. “Mrs. Dalton. I remember you reading The Missing Piece.”
“Shel Silverstein is one of my favorites,” the librarian said. “And you must be, what, in college now?”
“Graduated in May,” Jo said. “Looking for jobs now.”
Mrs. Dalton glanced at the computer and said, “Well, it looks like you have it pretty well under control, but let me know if you have any questions. I just wanted to check in with you.”
She started to turn to go back to the reference desk, but Jo said, “Actually… I do have a question.”
Mrs. Dalton’s eyes lit up like a kid getting a piece of candy. “What can I help you with?”
“Do you have an LGBTQ+ section?” Jo asked, thinking of Unabridged Bookstore and the shelf upon shelf of queer fiction there. It had never even occurred to her to look for those types of books here, but now she was curious.
Mrs. Dalton looked pensive. “Do you mean history, self-help like for coming out…?”
“Fiction?” Jo asked.
Now the librarian frowned. “Give me a moment and I’ll check.”
Well, that wasn’t promising. Mrs. Dalton disappeared for about ten minutes and Jo went back to her job boards. When the librarian reappeared, it was with a meager stack of three books. “Here’s what I found,” she said, seeming pleased that she had anything to present at all.
She set the books on the table and Jo looked at them. “The Well of Loneliness, Tales of the City and The Color Purple.”
“It’s not much, I know,” Mrs. Dalton said.
And none of these editions look like they’re newer than thirty years old, Jo thought, but kept her comment to herself. “Do people ever check them out?”
Mrs. Dalton frowned. “Not particularly. The Color Purple goes out sometimes, but I think that’s for the high school’s assigned reading.”
Jo explained how she’d been in Chicago all summer, and that Hazel had introduced her to a wide world of queer literature that she’d never known existed. There was a flutter of nervousness in her chest as she told her old librarian all this, wondering how the older woman would react, but Jo reminded herself that Hazel wouldn’t be afraid. She’d just be herself and challenge the world to accept her.
Besides, what did Jo have to lose? She was out of here as soon as she found a job that would allow her to survive in Chicago.
“I hope you don’t mind me sharing this, but I came out this summer,” Jo soldiered on. “I’ve been queer, or sapphic, or LGBTQ+ my whole life… I haven’t figured out my label just yet…” You’re rambling, she thought, reeling her words back in. “But I didn’t know it until I left Lewisia and met someone who helped me see who I really am. And I had no idea how many books were available with people like us, until she showed me. I just wonder if the library had a more diverse collection, would other Lewisia kids have an easier time figuring themselves out than I did?”
She paused then, letting her breath catch up to her words, wondering if she was about to be shunned by the sweet-seeming older librarian that she didn’t really know all that well.
But Mrs. Dalton smiled. “That’s a beautiful thought, and I happen to agree with you. My board of directors oversees what I purchase and they tend to make decisions based on what parts of the collection get checked out the most – which happens to be the big bestsellers. Baldacci, King, Roberts, you know.”
“But how can people check out something that’s not there?” Jo protested.
“Good point,” Mrs. Dalton nodded along. “You’ve given me a lot to think about today, young lady. I’ll have to get a suggested reading list from the American Library Association and make the argument to the board next time we meet.”
Jo reached for a scrap paper and a pencil from a basket on the table. “Would you let me know what they say?” she asked, writing down her number. “I’d love to find out what happens.”
“I’ll do that,” Mrs. Dalton promised, taking the paper. She looked over Jo’s shoulder toward the reference desk, spotting a patron waiting for her.
“Here for the latest Danielle Steel, honey,” the patron called, and Mrs. Dalton gave Jo a see what I mean wink.
“Duty calls,” she said. “And I will call you next month after the board meeting.”
“Thank you,” Jo said, turning back to the job boards once more. At least the morning hadn’t been a total bust. She glanced at the stack of books Mrs. Dalton had left at her side, and flipped through The Well of Loneliness. “Grim,” she muttered.
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HAZEL
I t was October second and Hazel had just finished a shift at the coffee house. She’d been practically vibrating all day, between the anticipation of her gallery show tomorrow night and her excitement at Jo coming back to Chicago for it.
The four cups of coffee she’d anxiously guzzled during her shift certainly hadn’t helped either.
It was three o’clock and she was supposed to go to O’Hare to pick Jo up in two hours. At the rate she was going, she’d be too shaky to drive her Vespa with any amount of safety, so her first order of business once she got back to her apartment would be to guzzle some water to counteract the caffeine running through her veins.
She didn’t get that far, though. Instead, she stopped dead in her tracks about half a block from her front door. Because there was an angel standing on her stoop.
“Jo!” Hazel shouted, then took off at a run toward her. “You’re early!” She threw herself into her girlfriend’s arms and damn near knocked Jo off her feet. They spun around and kissed, and Hazel asked, “Did your plane land early?”
Two and a half hours early? It was unheard of, but Hazel wasn’t going to question it – she was just going to drag Jo upstairs and use those precious hours to make love to her.
“Actually,” Jo said, “I wanted to surprise you.”
“Oh yeah?”
They kissed again and Hazel fisted her hands on Jo’s hips, pulling her closer. Before she could get too thirsty for her right there on the stoop, Jo turned them both sideways and pointed to an SUV parked on the curb.
“My parents drove me here,” she explained, and Hazel noticed there were indeed a man and woman sitting in the front seats of the SUV, watching them. The woman waved, and Jo leaned in to speak into Hazel’s ear, the warmth of her breath sending pleasant shivers through her. “They drove me so I could bring my stuff. You said the offer to stay at your place for a little bit was open-ended.”
Hazel’s eyes snapped back to Jo’s. “You’re staying? You’re not going home again after the gallery show?”
Jo was grinning, those gorgeous feline features alight with an excitement that renewed Hazel’s desire to drag her upstairs and ravish her. “I am home now. Do you like the surprise?”
“Are you kidding?” Hazel asked, tightening her arms around Jo’s waist and spinning her around again. “I fucking love it! Does that mean you found a job here?”
“More like I made a job,” Jo said. “My parents want to take us out to dinner after they help me move my stuff in, get to know you in person. I’ll explain it all then if that’s okay?”
“That sounds amazing,” Hazel said. “I want to meet them. Is your brother here too?”
Jo shook her head. “He has school in the morning. Rest assured, he’s thrilled that Mom and Dad let him stay home alone – he’s probably throwing a rager right now.”
Hazel laughed. “What’s a rager in Montana? Twenty kids and a case of beer?”
“Eh, more like ten and a bonfire,” Jo chuckled. “He’s a good kid.”
They headed for the SUV, and Jo’s parents got out to meet them. While they walked, Hazel asked, “So, what made you change your mind about living in my studio with me?”
“Well, for one thing, I missed you like I didn’t know was possible,” Jo said. “But I’m also hoping that between my new job and the commissions you’ve been getting for your bags – and all the publicity you’re about to get at the gallery – we’ll be able to afford a bigger place soon, where we’re not stacked on top of each other.”
Hazel leaned in and whispered, “What if I want to be stacked on top of you though?”
She was perversely pleased by the color she saw rising up Jo’s neck moments before they reached her parents. Jo made the introductions, then her dad popped open the back of the SUV. There were only about six cardboard boxes back there, and Hazel looked to Jo with surprise.
“You sure you’re staying? That’s all you brought?”
Jo shrugged. “I lived a whole summer with the contents of a duffel bag. I don’t need much – just you.”
Hazel stepped up to the trunk to grab a box, and suddenly visions of a naked Jo popped into her head – not the real one for once, but the dozens of exquisitely erotic paintings scattered all over her apartment. “Umm, you know what? I better run ahead to prop open doors for you all,” she said, setting the box down and mouthing the word paintings to Jo.
Jo’s jaw dropped, surely thinking the same exact thing and even less enthusiastic about the possibility of showing off naked artwork – of herself no less – to her parents. She nodded understanding and stepped into her parents’ path.
“Did you know Hazel works just up the street?” she asked, pointing toward the coffee shop. “The whole city is extremely walkable, which saves so much money on transportation. And of course there’s the L…”
Hazel ran upstairs and quickly shifted all her canvases so that her old “trite” cityscapes were in front – at least they were good for something. She propped a few doors on her way back down, and met Jo and her parents in the entryway. Hazel gave her a subtle all clear nod, and move-in day commenced.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said, taking a box out of Jo’s arms. “I mean, I knew you were coming today regardless… but I thought it was just for a couple of days. You’re really staying?”
Jo laughed. “Do I need to pinch you so you know it’s real?”
“It wouldn’t hurt.”
This time it was Jo’s turn to lean in and whisper dirty things in Hazel’s ear. “It might.”
They got all of Hazel’s boxes upstairs in record time – it was probably the easiest move Hazel had ever taken part in – and Jo’s parents stood in the doorway, taking in Hazel’s studio.
Their studio now.
“This isn’t so bad,” Jo’s mom said. “I was picturing one of those New York walk-ups that’s barely more than a closet.”
“And I’ve lived in this city my whole life, never been shivved once,” Hazel pointed out. “I know you’re concerned about safety, and Chicago’s no doubt more dangerous than Lewisia simply because of how many people are here, but I’ve never felt unsafe here.”
“This is a good neighborhood, too,” Jo added. “Lots of young people, new graduates like me and Hazel.”
Jo’s dad was a little more adventurous, moving out of the doorway and wandering along the wall where Hazel’s canvases were lined up. He was studying them as if he were in a museum. He looked at a few of the cityscapes, then tilted one forward to peek behind it. His mouth opened and he quickly replaced the canvas he’d moved, and Hazel had to stifle a laugh.
“I’ve been working on commissioned pieces lately,” she said, redirecting his attention.
Where she used to have an easel taking up the whole center of the room, she now had a work bench – formerly the dining table. Her sketchbook was open to a page where she’d been trying out a few different patterns for Mick’s senior project, and she’d begun to experiment with one of the designs on a big piece of muslin. There were also a couple of shopping bags from upscale stores like Coach, Prada and Hermes on the bench.
“When I designed Jo’s bag, all I really wanted was to give her something beautiful to carry around that would remind her of me,” she explained. “But it turns out Jo is an awesome brand ambassador, and I’ve gotten requests to customize several more purses since.” She pointed to the shopping bags. “My clients send me the bags and an idea of the colors and styles they like, and I do the artwork.”
“Prada, isn’t that a very expensive bag in the first place?” Jo’s mom asked.
Hazel nodded. “I have to admit some business shrewdness – after Jo’s bag was such a hit, I made one for my stepmother knowing that she rubs elbows with a lot of Chicago’s upper class. She loves hers, and she’s sent a few of her friends my way already.”
“Very smart,” Jo’s dad nodded approval.
Hazel couldn’t help smirking. “Even my dad had to admit it was a good move. He’s been on me since before I went to art school about getting serious and joining the family business. He’s a hedge fund manager, which I think is worse than watching paint dry. But our last lunch, when my stepmom gave me the Prada and Hermes that her friends want me to customize, was the first one he didn’t spend trying to convince me that art is a better hobby than it is a career.”
“I’m really proud of you,” Jo said, wrapping her arms around Hazel’s shoulders. “You’re only gonna get more business after your opening tomorrow, once more people know your name.”
“Mick and I have been brainstorming too,” Hazel said. “I didn’t tell you this yet because it’s all up in the air right now, but if I can spend the next year building up a client base, when Mick graduates we’re going to try to launch our own line. Mick will design the bags, I’ll handle the fabric design. What do you think?”
“I think that sounds amazing,” Jo said. “And I will be delighted to wear your first design and talk you up wherever I go.”
“Sign me up too,” Jo’s mom said. “I’ve been jealous of Jo’s bag since she got off the plane.”
Hazel beamed. “Tell me what style you like and I’ll be happy to do a custom piece for you, Mrs. Bloom.”
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JO
H azel suggested they take Jo’s parents out for authentic deep-dish pizza at her favorite place just a few blocks away. Walking there served an ulterior purpose, illustrating the fact that there weren’t deranged muggers with knives lurking around every corner, and Jo’s mom was actually complimenting the neighborhood by the time they arrived.
“It’s a lot more cozy than I imagined,” she said. “And you’ve got coffee shops and breakfast places all along the way, that must be convenient.”
“It’s great,” Hazel said. “I’ve never lived in a small town so I’m sure it was a big adjustment for Jo, but I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”
Jo’s mom frowned at that. “I guess that means there’s no hope of my baby ever moving home again then?”
Jo threw her arms around her mom’s shoulders as they walked into the restaurant, kissing her cheek. “Don’t blame Hazel for that – Lewisia’s just too small for what I want out of life. But it’s not like I’m never coming back. I’ll visit.”
“Who knows?” her dad said. “Maybe when we retire, we’ll be the ones who move to be closer to you. Benjamin might not want to stay in town either.”
“Don’t say that,” Jo’s mom said, leaning more heavily against her.
They were seated in a big booth along one wall of the restaurant, all done up in classic Italian-American style, and a server came around to take their order. Jo suggested that Hazel do the honors since she knew what was what when it came to Chicago-style pizza. And as soon as the server dropped off their drinks and disappeared again, Hazel turned to her.
“Okay, you’ve kept me waiting long enough,” she said, taking Jo’s hand. “Tell me about this job you created for yourself!”
Jo smiled wide, her heart soaring in her chest just to think of it. “I found my dream job – my cause.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense,” Hazel teased, squeezing her hand harder.
“Okay, so you already know that the Marlowe Foundation didn’t have the budget to hire any of its interns this summer.”
“Yes.”
“And you know that they do fundraising and offer grants for a lot of different causes,” Jo added.
“Yep,” Hazel nodded along.
Jo told her about the conversation she had with Mrs. Dalton, the Lewisia public librarian, and the very lackluster LGBTQ+ collection, if one could call three books a collection. “She said she’d talk to her board of directors about fixing that problem, but it got me thinking – I could do more, for the kids of Lewisia and a lot of other towns just like it. So I started doing research.”
“She’s barely budged from her computer for the last few weeks,” her mom confirmed.
“I contacted Annika at the foundation and asked her how I could go about securing funding to bulk up the LGBTQ+ collections at rural public libraries, and bring complementary programming to the teens in those towns,” she said. “She thought it was a great idea.”
“It is,” Hazel agreed. “I think that’s beautiful.”
“Well, she suggested I create my own non-profit, instead of working for someone else like I thought I wanted to,” she went on. “And she said that I’d have a pretty good shot if I wrote out a grant application for Marlowe, so I did.”
“And?” Hazel was practically on the edge of her seat.
Jo laughed. “I won’t know the results of that for at least another four months – grant decisions move like molasses. But Annika told me that she was really impressed, both with my idea and my work over the summer. She put me in touch with an angel investor she knows here in Chicago, who funded me for my first year!”
“Seriously?” Hazel’s eyes went wide. “That’s amazing!”
Jo nodded ecstatically. “So I get to be here with you, and also work with libraries in small towns like where I grew up. Best of both worlds.”
“We’re extremely proud of you, pumpkin,” her dad said, reaching across the table to squeeze her free hand. “We’re gonna miss you like crazy, but I know you’ll do great things in this world.”
Thankfully, the pizza came before Jo had a chance to get too choked up. They dug in, and Jo got to enjoy the sight of her parents approaching deep-dish with hesitation and mistrust, tasting it, and being completely won over.
“Is that what it looked like the first time I tried it?” she wondered aloud. “I ordered deep-dish with Annie and a couple other interns at the start of the program.”
“It’s the best kind of pizza, so I hope not,” Hazel said.
Jo’s mom reached for a napkin, swallowed her mouthful and said, “I think you should reserve judgment until you’ve come to Montana and had a hand-made pie fired right on the grill in the great outdoors.”
“That does sound good,” Hazel allowed, reaching for another slice. “Nothing can beat this, though.”
They switched gears during the meal, talking about Hazel’s art show the following night and her life in general – all the usual meeting the parents conversation. She told them about how her dad had wanted her to go into business with him, until she proved herself, and how she’d always stubbornly insisted on standing on her own two feet rather than compromise and do something she didn’t love.
“I can respect that,” Jo’s dad said, “although I have to admit, if you were struggling to make ends meet, I’d have reservations about my daughter moving in with you.”
“I won’t even mooch off my own father,” Hazel said. “I can assure you, I’ll never mooch off Jo. And heck, I tried to get her to let me pay her way until she found a job, but she refused.”
“I think you two will be all right,” he said.
“I know we will be,” Jo said, scooting a little closer to Hazel in the booth and putting an arm around her waist. “I love her.”
“And I love you too,” Hazel answered, turning to her like they were the only two people in the entire restaurant, let alone the booth. “I’m so happy you’re here.”
    
J o’s parents left to check into their hotel room shortly after they all got back from the restaurant. They made plans to meet up one more time for breakfast before they got on the road back to Montana, and then Jo and Hazel went upstairs to what was now their apartment.
Hazel immediately pulled Jo into her arms. “I like your parents,” she said in between polite little pecks on her lips and jaw. “Is it rude to say I’m really glad they’re staying in a hotel tonight, though? I want to do all kinds of dirty things to you right now.”
Jo grinned. “I told them your apartment was small… and I didn’t want them here tonight either.”
Hazel yanked Jo’s shirt up over her head without further ado. She tossed it across the room and her own shirt soon followed. They stripped each other naked while Hazel walked Jo backward toward the couch. They didn’t even bother to pull the mattress out – there wasn’t time. After two months apart, being together again felt like breathing for the first time in weeks.
“I love you,” Jo murmured against Hazel’s lips.
“I love you too,” Hazel breathed, laying her down on the couch and kissing a path down Jo’s stomach. “Forever.”
“Forever,” Jo agreed, then sucked in a gasp as Hazel’s mouth found her core.
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HAZEL
T  he next day, Hazel and Jo went to breakfast with Jo’s parents and saw them off, then Hazel told Jo she was going to dress her like a princess for the gallery opening that night.
“I know I don’t have anything super fancy, but I do have a classy little black dress,” Jo said. “I think it’s nice enough.”
“I’m sure it’s very sexy,” Hazel said. “And I definitely want to see you in it. But tonight’s a celebration – of you moving back to be with me as much as of my art. I want to make sure you feel as beautiful as you are, and I think you deserve something extra nice.”
“What are you wearing?” Jo asked. “I don’t want to upstage you – it’s your night.”
“Let me worry about that,” Hazel said.
She took Jo to a boutique that Mick had recommended, and the saleswoman fawned over Jo for a full hour, bringing her dresses to try on that would accentuate her subtle curves and long, silky hair. They ended up buying a baby-blue satin off-shoulder dress with feminine, retro vibes, and Hazel found a skinny tie in the same shade to go with the suit she’d bought the week before.
They spent the afternoon lazing about the apartment, just soaking each other up and enjoying the fact that they were in the same room, not to mention the same state. They made love again, took a long and distracting shower together, and then got ready for the gallery show.
Hazel air-dried her short hair while she did her makeup in the bathroom mirror, then stepped aside to let Jo have her turn. She sat on the closed lid of the toilet and watched Jo blow-dry her hair, then move on to adding soft, wavy ringlets with a curling iron. Their eyes met in the mirror.
“You’re staring at me,” Jo observed.
“Admiring,” Hazel said. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met and I can’t believe you’re standing in my bathroom, in your robe, all mine.”
Jo laughed and looked down at herself. She was wearing the same thin cotton robe Hazel had seen her in when she went to the Marlowe dorms to return her purse, and she looked even sexier in it now.
“This robe is like, five years old,” Jo frowned. “I should probably get a new one if you’re going to be seeing me in it all the time, huh?”
Hazel rose from her perch, putting her arms around Jo’s waist. “No. Don’t change a thing – you’re perfect the way you are.”
    
W alking into the art gallery with Jo on her arm felt exactly as surreal and wonderful and idyllic as Hazel imagined.
There were already a few dozen people in the gallery, either looking at the art or chasing after the waiters carrying trays of champagne flutes and hors d’oeuvre. Nobody in particular noticed Hazel and Jo’s arrival, so they helped themselves to champagne and made their way further into the space.
“My dad and Julia are coming,” Hazel said. “And Professor Greyson said he’d be here, though that might be awkward – we haven’t seen each other since I kind of yelled at him and stormed out of our last meeting.”
“I’m sure he understands,” Jo said, then nudged Hazel’s ribs. “Probably not the first time he’s been yelled at by an art student whose potential wasn’t being appreciated. But look at you now – you’re making your dream come true. Tonight is definitely a triumph for you.”
“It is,” Hazel said, drawing extra air into her lungs as she realized how shallowly she’d been breathing. “Ooh, there it is!”
She’d caught a glimpse of the colors in her piece, and now she was dragging Jo toward it. They brushed past a couple of people and when they approached Hazel’s canvas hanging on the wall, she hung back. There was a small group clustered around it, critiquing the piece.
“I don’t know if I want to hear this,” she whispered to Jo. “Will you listen?”
Jo smiled, and kissed her cheek. Then she released Hazel’s hand and stepped forward, joining the group. Hazel tried to dissolve into the crowd, having flashbacks of the showcases she’d been in as a student. Only this time, it wasn’t just fellow students and her professors criticizing her work. These were strangers who may or may not want to buy her art.
“Hazel, honey!”
She heard Julia’s voice and whipped around toward it. “Shhh, please!”
Julia’s brow furrowed as she came up to Hazel, Dad right behind her. “What’s wrong?”
Hazel nodded toward her piece. “That one’s mine. Jo’s on the end there, doing reconnaissance for me.”
“You think they won’t like it?” Julia asked.
“I just don’t want to hear it if that’s the case,” Hazel explained. Then Jo came back over, smiling broadly.
“Looks like good news,” Julia said.
“They said it has depth and the colors are evocative… and that it is conceptually… significant?” Jo stumbled. “I’m sorry, they were speaking an art language I’m not familiar with, but they definitely liked it.”
Hazel threw her arms around Jo, who laughed.
“You knew they would, though, right?” Jo insisted. “Babe, you’re amazing and that’s why your piece is hanging in this gallery.” Hazel hugged her again, and then Jo noticed the two new arrivals. “Hi.”
“Oh!” Hazel pulled back, keeping one hand locked in Jo’s. “This is my dad, and my stepmom Julia. Guys, this is Jo.”
“The infamous Jo,” her dad said. “So nice to meet you at last.”
He and Jo shook hands, and Jo tried to shake with Julia too, but she pulled her in for a hug instead. “Hazel is a different girl ever since she met you – I can tell how happy you make her, just from the way she talks about you.” She looked at the canvas hanging on the wall and added, “Clearly you’re an inspiration, too.”
Hazel’s dad looked at the painting, seeming to take in the content for the first time and make the connection as his eyes slid sidelong toward Jo. “Oh. Oh my.”
“Generic model,” Hazel lied. “No one in particular.” She could feel Jo attempting to turn invisible beside her and squeezed her hand reassuringly. She hadn’t actually gone so far as to wear a masquerade mask, although Hazel had offered to get her one.
“It’ll be fine,” she’d told Hazel as they were dress shopping this afternoon. “If anyone recognizes me, I’ll just think about how incredibly special it is to be chosen as an artist’s muse – especially yours.”
She’d been adamant at the time, but now that they were talking about Hazel’s art with Hazel’s own parents, she wondered if Jo felt any differently.
“Right,” her dad said. “Well, it’s lovely. You have talent, Hazel, I never doubted that for a second.”
“And now she has the business model to use her art to support herself,” Julia added.
“Thanks to the introductions you made for me,” Hazel said. “I’ve got two commissioned pieces from your friends back at the apartment, waiting to be painted, as we speak.”
“I’ll keep spreading the word,” Julia promised.
“Me too,” Jo said, gesturing to her purse, which she’d insisted on bringing with her tonight even though Hazel assured her she’d have no reason to buy anything. “It’s an original Hazel Abrams,” she’d argued. “You better bet your ass I’m bringing it tonight.”
The four of them wandered around the gallery for a while, looking at the other art pieces and filling up on caviar tartlets, spiced olives, and champagne. The art was all beautiful and thought-provoking and inspiring, and Hazel oscillated between feeling proud to be among these more established artists and having twinges of imposter syndrome.
And then she spotted a familiar black-and-white photorealistic style on a wall near the entrance. She’d been so excited to walk into the gallery with Jo, and so distracted by her own piece hanging on the wall, that she’d missed it when they first arrived.
“Look, it’s one of Professor Greyson’s,” she said, pointing. “He didn’t tell me he was going to be in the show.”
“Let’s take a look,” her dad suggested, and they wound their way through the crowd to the painting.
It was an enormous canvas of a young man, early twenties by the looks of it, a tight close-up of his face, a vaguely unsettled expression twisting his lips. It gave Hazel a stomachache just to look at it, the pain in his features, and the closer she looked, she noticed that in the reflection of his pupils, Professor Greyson had painted a pair of men holding up a protest banner for the AIDS movement. ACT UP. It was both the words on the banner and the title of the piece.
“I think I like yours better,” Julia leaned in to whisper to Hazel. “The hopeful, love-filled side of things.”
“They’re equally important,” Hazel said. “We can’t forget our history… or we’ll be forced to repeat it.”
“Amen,” came Professor Greyson’s voice over her shoulder.
She turned, and an accusation fell unbidden from her lips. “You didn’t tell me you had a piece in the show.” She nibbled her lip, realizing she still hadn’t apologized for storming out of his classroom the last time they met. “I mean…”
He held up a hand. “It’s fine.” Then he smiled. “Truth be told, I submitted my application the day before I told you about the show, and then I had a bout of self-consciousness. What would it look like if I got rejected and your piece was accepted? So I didn’t say anything.”
Hazel smiled. “Well, we’re both here so I guess the student has not yet surpassed the teacher.”
“I wouldn’t quite say that,” he answered. “I hear you’re doing well for yourself these days. Been following your adventures on Tiktok since you haven’t come to see me in a while.”
He looked at Jo’s bag, and Hazel said, “I am doing well, and I have you to thank for that. And you, Dad and Julia. And you, of course, my muse.” She kissed Jo’s hand. “I’m so glad you’re all here tonight.”
“And we’re all extremely proud of you,” her dad said.
“Me too!”
For the third time that evening, Hazel had to spin around to see who was talking to her. This time, the voice was familiar but she couldn’t quite place it. Then she found Daphne standing behind her with a woman she didn’t recognize, and Daphne immediately flung her arms around Hazel’s shoulders in a bear hug.
When she let go, Hazel laughed and asked, “How did you know about this?”
Daphne put her hands on her hips. “Well, it wasn’t through the Saga of Hazel and Jo channel that you promised me. But I heard about the gallery opening through the city’s Pride website and when I saw your name, I knew I had to come.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” Hazel said. “You remember Jo.”
“Of course, and you’re looking very Cinderella in that dress,” Daphne said. “Wrong color, though baby blue suits you.”
Hazel made the rest of the introductions, then paused on Daphne’s companion, who had creamy dark skin and looked about ten or fifteen years younger than her. “And who’s this?” She leaned in to ask softly, “The bass player?”
Daphne laughed and shook her head. “Nah, that went nowhere fast.” Then she puffed up, standing a full three inches taller and grinning as she said, “This is my girlfriend, Yvonne. You’re never gonna guess where we met.”
“Tiktok?” Hazel guessed.
Daphne made finger guns at her. “Got it in one!”
Hazel laughed. “Seriously?”
“She followed me,” Yvonne spoke up.
“Turns out you’re not the only queer Chicagoan on the platform,” Daphne said to Hazel. “Since I was on there anyway, figured I might as well explore a bit.”
“I run a sapphic BookTok account,” Yvonne explained. “We started connecting in the comments section. We have a lot of the same reading tastes.”
“Is it queer and sexy? Good enough for me,” Daphne said with a laugh.
“After a couple weeks of comments, I mentioned I was going to attend a reading at Unabridged,” Yvonne continued.
“And I showed up,” Daphne finished. “YOLO.”
Yvonne laughed. “Honey, nobody says YOLO anymore.”
“I do,” Daphne insisted. “And anyway, that’s how I got the girl, so I live and die by YOLO now.”
Yvonne rolled her eyes, but it was obvious that she was just as enamored with Daphne as the older woman was with her.
“We’ve been dating about a month now, and I told her we absolutely had to come see this amazing emerging artist,” Daphne said. “Where’s your piece?”
“Over there,” Hazel pointed. “I’ll show it to you.”
“I haven’t made it there myself yet,” Professor Greyson said. “I’ll come too.”
The whole group made their way over, and Jo dropped back to talk to Daphne’s new girlfriend. Hazel could hear them talking about Jo’s recent discovery of sapphic books and what she was hoping to accomplish with her new venture, and a profound euphoria settled on Hazel’s shoulders.
This was what her dream life looked like. Not that art studio in Wicker Park she told Jo about all those months ago, where she lived by herself and created art in a vacuum. Here. Now. With everyone she loved around her and the whole world unfurling in front of her.
She was living it – perfection.



EPILOGUE – JO



EIGHT MONTHS LATER
C hicago’s Pride Parade was a completely different experience for Jo her second time around. For one thing, she was in it intentionally this year. And more importantly, she was there with Hazel.
They were riding on her teal Vespa again, this time with Jo sitting behind Hazel, her arms wrapped around Hazel’s waist and her chin resting on Hazel’s shoulder. They both had huge grins on their faces, and they were wearing matching rainbow tie-dyed shorts. They’d made up custom shirts too, with Hazel’s artwork and her website on the back, and Jo’s non-profit information on the front.
“This is the best,” Jo called over the wind whipping through her hair. “So much better than last year – I was so out of my element!”
Hazel turned her head to give Jo a sidelong look. “How could you say last year wasn’t amazing? It’s when we met!”
“Well, of course that was wonderful,” Jo said. “I mean everything else. Stumbling into the thick of things, nearly dying…”
“Getting swept off your feet by your Princess Charming,” Hazel teased.
“Falling in love at first sight, even if I didn’t know that was what happened at the time,” Jo added, kissing her cheek. “I am so glad that old purse strap broke.”
“I’m glad you let me keep chasing after you, even when you thought you weren’t interested.”
Jo snuggled up to her girl, and waved to the crowd with her free hand. At the end of the parade route, Hazel parked her Vespa and Jo ran off to buy them a couple of lemonades. It was another scorching summer in the city, and everything was exactly as it was meant to be.
Jo’s non-profit had delivered a diverse collection of a hundred different LGBTQ+ books to the Lewisia public library, as well as several others, and had plans to reach out to many more rural communities. Jo had worked with the librarians as well as Daphne’s girlfriend, Yvonne, to curate that initial collection, selecting the most important and impactful books both historical and contemporary. And she’d just gotten word from Annika that Marlowe was going to approve her grant application – which meant her outreach possibilities had become damn near limitless.
Hazel was doing amazing too. The commissions from Julia’s friends kept rolling in steadily over the last year, and they were all generous customers, so much so that Hazel was able to quit her coffee shop job to paint full-time just like she always wanted. Her collaboration with Mick debuted during their senior showcase at the end of the fall semester, and that was a big hit too. Mick’s professor couldn’t stop raving over what they’d created together, and they were going ahead with their plans to launch a handbag line featuring Mick’s designs and Hazel’s art.
All of that was great – better than Jo could have even imagined – but the best thing that had happened in the last year was that they were able to upgrade to a bigger apartment in Wicker Park, just where Hazel wanted to be.
It was a two-bedroom, one for sleeping… and other nocturnal activities… and one that they’d transformed into an office for two. Hazel had a workstation for her commissioned pieces and she kept an easel set up for when the desire struck to return to oil on canvas and her muse. And Jo was never far away, working diligently at a desk on the other side of the room.
Their entire apartment was filled with Hazel’s brilliant, colorful artwork – not all of it erotic, thankfully for when they had company. And it was also filled with sapphic literature and comfy spots to snuggle up together. The beautiful life they’d built together in the last year was both of their dreams, mixed together until something came out that was far better than either of them could have conceived of alone.
Jo returned to the row of bikes and scooters with an overpriced but delicious lemonade in each hand and found Hazel chatting with Daphne and Yvonne. They’d been in the parade too, each on their own bike, and now Daphne was suggesting they all hike up a couple of blocks to a stage set up on a side street where a band was just setting up.
There was a pretty big crowd gathered around by the time they arrived, and after a quick warm-up, the band started playing a funky kind of music that had Jo swaying with the beat. It didn’t take long for Hazel to hold out her hand, saying, “Dance with me.”
Jo looked around. “No one else is.”
“That just means someone has to start,” Daphne called over the music. She took Yvonne’s hand and spun her around.
Jo took Hazel’s outstretched hand, and soon the crowd parted around the two couples dancing. Jo lost herself in the music, in Hazel’s gorgeous blue-green eyes, in the heat of the afternoon and the thrum of the crowd pulsing around them. She barely noticed when others started to join in, and soon the entire street had been transformed into a dance floor.
There were bodies moving all around her, a blur of rainbow colors, people dancing without a care in the world, celebrating their very existence, and blood rushed into Jo’s head, making her dizzy in the best possible way.
These were her people, this was her life, and the stunning, carefree, sexy-as-hell woman dancing right in front of her – that was her partner. Her lover. Her home.
“I love you!” Jo shouted at the top of her lungs, meaning just to be heard over the music but getting carried away. It felt good to scream it.
“I love you too, Jo Bloom!” Hazel yelled back. “Be my wife!”
Jo stopped dancing. “What?”
Hazel was still grinning, out of breath from jumping around, but she took Jo’s lemonade and set it along with her own on the ground at their feet. They were almost immediately kicked over, wetting both their shoes, but Jo barely felt it. Hazel had both her hands in her own, and she was entirely earnest now.
“Be my wife,” she repeated. “Marry me, Jo.”
“Do you mean it?” Jo asked, more breathless than when she’d been dancing like a maniac. “You’re not just swept away in the moment? In Pride?”
Hazel pulled a chain from inside her T-shirt that Jo hadn’t even noticed before. She held it out for Jo to see a white gold band dangling from it, a heartbeat etched into it and filled in with a rainbow of colors.
“I’ve been wearing this around my neck all day, just in case the right moment came,” Hazel said. “I wasn’t sure if I’d propose today or not, but I knew it’d be soon. Hell, I’ve wanted to marry you since the first time we said I love you.”
Jo grinned, and Hazel reached behind her neck to unclasp the chain. She pulled the ring off, explaining that given their history of losing things during Pride, she figured keeping it on a necklace was the safest place until it went onto Jo’s finger.
“So, is that a yes?” she asked.
“Of course,” Jo said. “I love you so much. More than anything.”
Hazel slipped the ring onto Jo’s finger. “And I love you with my whole heart. That’s why I chose this design. I made a doctor’s appointment and bribed a medical assistant to do a totally unnecessary EKG, so this is my actual heartbeat, and I would love to wear a ring just like this with your heartbeat when we get married.”
Jo wrapped Hazel up into her arms, peppering kisses all over her face and lips. “You actually made this ring?”
Hazel smirked. “I’m an artist, baby. Do you really think I’d go to some generic jewelry shop?”
“I love it so much,” Jo said, pulling back to admire it on her finger. That was when she noticed they had an audience. Daphne and Yvonne had stopped dancing and were standing a few feet away, their arms wrapped around each other and big, goofy grins on their faces.
“Congratulations,” Daphne cut in. “This has got to be the best glow-up I’ve ever seen, Cinderella.”
Jo laughed. “I still don’t understand why you call me that, but thank you. Did you know?”
Daphne shook her head. “Nope, but I’m glad as hell I got to be here for the proposal. I was there when you met so it’s only right.”
“And you’ll be at the wedding too,” Hazel assured her. “You said you’d officiate, remember?”
“I’d be honored!” Daphne shouted over the music.
Then Hazel looked at Jo, and they were lost in each other once more, the crowd around them fading into obscurity as they locked eyes. Jo’s heart was full, her core was tingling with desire to really celebrate with Hazel, and her feet were soaked with lemonade. Coming to Chicago and nearly being run over by Hazel’s Vespa was the best damn decision she’d ever made.
THE END
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