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      For memories of Chopsticks III, and the friends who let me sing along

      

      And for pop music, which saves me still
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      All my friends were assholes.

      I tried to leave for the bar later tonight; I really did. I sat around my apartment for as long as possible, snacking on cheesy puffs and watching my cats growl at each other. Garfunkel always antagonized Simon and Simon always played right into it. They were both idiots.

      But even after stalling for what felt like forever, I was still the first one at Moonie’s. Like always.

      Moonie’s was technically The Moonlight Café, although nobody actually called it that. The café in particular always tickled me. As if we were conjuring uncomfortable chairs on the sidewalk in Montmartre, sipping tiny cups of espresso and chomping on perfectly flaky croissants. You couldn’t get a croissant at Moonie’s if you begged on your hands and knees.

      Still, I loved Moonie’s, in this pure, uncomplicated way, like children loved snow days, or cats loved tiny dots of red light. I loved its not-so-slight seediness, its sticky floors and dreadful food selection, its weird location in the middle of an industrial wasteland section of the city. Moonie’s wasn’t a place you happened to stumble into during a night out on the town. Moonie’s was a place you went to on purpose.

      And even though it didn’t actually advertise itself as a queer bar, all the queers knew it was Our Place. We came here on purpose. For some reason. Some cheap liquor, excellent karaoke reason.

      What I didn’t love was having to be the one who saved our table every time, awkwardly thumbing through my phone and nursing a beer until someone else in our group finally decided to show. It was like my friends completely forgot that time we showed up and our entire favorite table—including the tables from the side we always dragged over to make ÜberTable—was taken by a sloppy bachelorette party. It had been a qualified disaster, but apparently I was the only one who cared.

      Or perhaps, my friends simply knew I was the only one who cared. Hence taking advantage of me always being here early to save our table.

      Although, okay. If I was being honest...I was also here this early for my own sake. Because if I wasn’t out of the house by 8:30—the time of night I was typically already rolling into my jam jams and gleefully snuggling under my covers to watch YouTube until I passed out—then the probability of me actually leaving the house at all decreased exponentially.

      Sometimes, I wondered if I’d gotten too old and pathetic for even Moonie’s.

      But no. I wasn’t. Not yet. Because I was here now. And each time I came here, it reminded me, reassured me. That I still had the ability to break loose a little. And I needed that.

      After tossing my jacket around a chair, I walked to the bar on the opposite side of the room, waited for the super unfriendly butch bartender to notice me. She was here almost every time we came to Moonie’s and had never smiled at me once. I was equal parts terrified of and deeply in love with her.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Claire: Harry just vommed all over the nice rug

      Kort: truly disgusting

      Claire: going to have to cancel the sitter

      Kort: ugh, why are babies

      Claire: I’m so sorry :(

      Kort: we made poor life choices

      “You need something?”

      I jumped. Fuck. Scary Butch Bartender finally noticed me while I was oblivious on my phone, which definitely meant she hated me even more now. This was an ominous start to the evening.

      “Sorry, I’m so sorry. Just a Rainier.”

      She plopped the can on the counter and wordlessly stuck out her hand for my card. After I handed it over with what I hoped was my most charming, so-sorry-again, I-am-gonna-tip-you-so-hard smile, I slinked back to our table. Well, my table, currently. Should I make ÜberTable now, to make sure we had it? Except…with Claire and Kort out, that meant their weird neighbors likely wouldn’t come, either, which sucked, because even though they were fucking weird, they reliably provided at least half of our most memorable Moonie’s moments.

      With a groan, I remembered Nate was out of town, too. So he and whatever randoms he normally pulled in were also out.

      We might not even have to shove an obnoxious number of tables together at all.

      I slumped down into my seat at my singular table, accompanied by my cold can of lager and my friend, Instagram. Which I definitely had already caught up on while I was eating cheesy puffs in my apartment.

      Sigh. Twitter it was.

      Things only began to look up when Kiki, the karaoke jockey, walked by on her way to her station fifteen minutes later and gave me a wave. I smiled back. Kiki was without a doubt our favorite KJ. She liked us, didn’t let the same people hog the mic over and over, and was cute as hell. I was pissed Claire and Kort were missing out on a Kiki night. Their loss for deciding to raise spawn.

      I’d  finished off my Rainier by the time another text of doom appeared on my phone, this time from Rae: I am so sorry, if I don’t get this brief done this weekend I am royally screwed.

      So. Claire, Kort, Weird Neighbors, Nate, Nate’s Randoms, and Rae were officially missing out on a Kiki night.

      I stared at the sparkly letters that adorned the wall next to me, that had adorned this wall for all of eternity: HAPPY BIRTH AY, they shouted, seemingly at anyone, the D long missing. At Moonie’s, every day was someone’s birth ay. It had become a phrase of affection amongst my friends and me, particularly at the drunken end of a karaoke night, shouting it at each other nonsensically: HAAAPPY BIRTH-AYYYY!

      But clearly, the likelihood of birth ay proclamations tonight appeared dim. With everyone else out, the only friends who remained were Steve, whom I loved but who refused to sing at karaoke, which lessened the fun a bit, and Kelsey. And you truly never knew if Kelsey was going to actually show to an event or not. Which would be annoying with anyone else, but Kelsey was so fucking hysterical whenever she did decide to show that her flakiness was instantly forgiven every time.

      Even if she did show tonight, me, Kelsey, and Steve would be...kind of an odd group. Missing too much of the glue of everyone else. Best to bail now for the good of the order.

      I stood, moving toward the bar. Man, Butch Bartender was gonna be pissed when I closed out on a $4 tab.

      But then the door opened.

      I was already at the bar when she walked in. I sucked in a breath.

      Lemon yellow dress tonight, splashed all over with large, blood-red poppies. Her shoulders were draped in a velvet jacket the same shade of red as the flowers on her dress. Although the jacket didn’t hide the neckline of said dress, which dipped low in a glorious V, framing her breasts perfectly. She laughed as her group walked to their table, and I caught a bright, brief glimpse of it—straight white teeth framed by cherry red lipstick, curving around an exhalation of mirth—before she turned away. She was wearing thick hoop earrings, sea green, just enough of a color contrast to the rest of her outfit to look clever. When she turned, I could see glitter on her cheeks, sparkling gold even under the dim lights.

      She always looked good.

      But fuck, she looked good tonight.

      “Another?”

      Butch Bartender had caught me unawares again. And when she held up another sweating can of Rainier, I nodded. Like the miserable human being I was.

      I scooted back to my table, telling myself it was not super creepy to nurse another beer for the sole purpose of getting to hear my karaoke crush sing her signature opening song. I mean, I did put on pants and everything for this outing. It would be sad if I left before I even heard one song. Especially if it was hers.

      My karaoke crush, or KC as I called her in my head—being that my brain always forgot her actual name, being that we had never actually talked to each other—and her group of friends weren’t here every time our group was, but like a lot of other Moonie’s regulars, we frequently overlapped. When she didn’t show, I had a rotation of other karaoke crushes amongst the Moonie’s Strangers Who Didn’t Necessarily Feel Like Strangers When We Were Here, as I had a rotation of crushes for almost every aspect of my life.

      I was very good at being thirsty. Less successful at the actual drinking part.

      Everyone else paled in comparison to my #1 KC, though. She always wore the prettiest clothes, usually brightly colored dresses, as she was tonight. Sometimes she mixed it up, though. Last summer, during a particularly rough heat wave, she came to Moonie’s wearing short overalls in this wacky checkered pattern over a tight tank top. I had never seen her show that much arm or leg before, and she looked so powerful on the dance floor when she sang that I almost passed out.

      Because that’s what #1 KC was: powerful. I’d overheard her chatting at her table with her friends before, and her speaking voice was surprisingly feather light and high pitched. But when she had a mic in front of her, she had one of those voices that you could tell came straight from her gut. Like the strength of her lungs could blow, blow, blow your house down. She didn’t prance around the dance floor like some of these queers did—although to be clear, I was always here for a prancing queer—but moved her body in a way that mattered, in a way that made you stop and pay attention. She was big and gorgeous and whenever she sang I wanted to just...melt into her.

      And then sneak into the bathroom with her and bang against the wall.

      Not that that would ever happen.

      But a non-binary-person-who-appeared-to-have-no-friends could dream.

      Aaaand there she went. Walking up to Kiki. Putting in her first request.

      I took a big swig of Rainier. Which I then proceeded to choke on. The bar was starting to fill up now, and not only was I taking up a whole table by myself, I was apparently losing the ability to even function properly.

      I got a hold of myself, and moved to a small two-seater, back in the corner. As far from ÜberTable as I could get. Such was my fate.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket again.

      Text from Steve: wait so is anyone making it to Moonie’s tonight?? Running super late anyway, let me know!

      Kiki picked up the mic and moved to the center of the floor.

      “Time to get this party started, my people! My request list is still pretty light, and you know it won’t be that way for long. Bring me your songs, babes!”

      With a wink, she launched into the first song of the night.

      Kiki liked to kick off karaoke herself, which, considering she was going to spend the next several hours of her life listening to drunk people screech and holler in her ear, she fully deserved. She had a great voice, a cute little shimmy, and she always chose the best throwbacks.

      Although when she launched into Jennifer Paige’s classic 1998 hit, “Crush”—which I would have appreciated on any other night, because, hilarious—I nearly thwacked my forehead onto the table.

      Instead, I steadfastly stared around at the rest of the room, only glancing at the back of my #1 KC’s head for the briefest of moments, telling myself Jennifer was right. It was just a little crush. Not like I fainted every time we touched. Not that we had ever touched. So perhaps the jury was still out on that one.

      And then Kiki was back behind her little table, and shouting into the mic: “Here we go, everybody! Put your hands together for crowd favorite, Lilyyyyy!”

      #1 KC—Lily, how did I always forget that, so pretty—got up from her table. She walked over to Kiki with a smile and took the mic. Her yellow dress swished.

      And I couldn’t tell if I was excited, or if I was sad. Excited, because it was going to be awesome. Sad, because once Lily sang Carrie Underwood, Kiki would let a bunch of other losers sing until she gave Lily another round. Which meant that after this, I’d truly have no excuse to be here anymore. And dammit, coming all the way out to Moonie’s without getting to have a true Moonie’s night was a disappointment of epic proportions.

      But then Lily opened her mouth.

      And okay, maybe the awesomeness beat out the disappointment. Even though I’d heard Lily sing “Before He Cheats” at least ten times before, it still kicked me in the gut as soon as she started.

      I never knew what she’d end up singing later on, but every single time she was here, Lily started the night with “Before He Cheats.” And I admired the hell out of it every single time, because I had to be at least six drinks in to even think about approaching a microphone, and even then, only when one of my friends dragged me with them. But to be one of the first singers of the night meant putting yourself out there to a half-full room of sober people. And it wasn’t like Lily chose an easy one to start with, like a Lisa Loeb “Stay” kind of selection, one you could quietly croon while everyone else got their cheap drinks and shitty fries and ignored you.

      No, Lily chose this bluesy, shit-eating country song with a chorus that used up entire lungfuls of air. It was like she needed to launch herself into this balls-to-the-wall song to get herself into the groove. Because she was a little hesitant at first, a little shaky during that very first right now of the opening verse. But soon she was belting it, leaning over when she got real into the best lines, swaying her hips across the floor during the sassy verses, and Jesus. What a star. By the end, her eyes would be sparkling, and everyone in the room would be a little bit in love with her.

      Or maybe it was just me. But seriously, every time she sang about scratching her keys into the side of that dude’s car—well, I wouldn’t have minded if she wanted to carve her name into my leather seats. Or whatever. I would be one hundred percent down with whatever the fuck she wanted to do, was what I was saying.

      And while I always felt this way, there was something about watching her sing tonight while I sat here alone that made the whole experience heightened. The table next to me had filled up with a bunch of people I didn’t recognize, and they were all chatting loudly with each other like Lily wasn’t singing “Before He Cheats,” and I sort of wanted to bash their heads in. Even though Past Me had probably chatted with my friends too during “Before He Cheats.” Because it was a bar, and that was what you did. And you weren’t drunk enough yet to loudly shout along with every dumb song every stranger chose to sing.

      But Present Me had literally nothing else to do except stare and listen to every word of it. And fuck me, but it felt like Lily was singing directly to me. And it was magnificent. Every hair on my body stood on end.

      Except. Maybe Lily was singing directly to me.

      Because suddenly, that was what was happening.

      My karaoke crush was staring back.
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      They were alone tonight, which was odd. Maybe that was what made my eyes snag onto theirs, the surprise of their solitude, and their eyes so intent on mine. I had felt their eyes on me before, of course—I was good at this, and I’d always gotten the sense from the way they watched, from the enthusiasm of their applause after I finished a song, that they knew I was good at this, too.

      And even if you knew you were good at something, it felt fucking satisfying to have a stranger acknowledge it.

      But why were they all by their lonesome at that little table in the corner tonight? They—and I was pretty sure they used they, because sometimes they wore a black jean jacket with a they/them pin on it—often seemed to be the first one here of their group, but eventually their friends would join them. I liked their group; it felt like theirs and ours had this unspoken Moonie’s camaraderie. We cheered and danced for each other’s songs, respected each other’s favorite tables if one group got here first.

      But I had always secretly found this stranger, the one currently sitting alone in a corner, to be particularly adorable. They seemed shy; never sang by themselves, always dragged up with one of their friends later in the night. And even then, they refused to look at the crowd, staring only at their friends as they shuffled awkwardly around the dance floor with one hand in their pocket, grinning. Having fun but embarrassed, face flushed bright red. I always wanted to run up to them afterward and squeeze their cheeks.

      And then maybe squeeze their ass, if they let me, just to see how they’d react.

      They also consistently knew the songs, which I respected. That was the thing about karaoke: everyone thought they were safe throwing any song up, since the words were right there on the screen in front of you. But if you didn’t really know the lyrics, the beats to come in on, the rhythm of the lines—you were screwed.

      Cutie in the Corner didn’t have a great voice, and might have blushed and shuffled while they sang, but they always knew the words.

      When I caught their eye tonight, though, their face wasn’t red, and they weren’t grinning. They were...looking at me like I was the only one in the room, eyes dark and serious.

      And I was almost done with the song, so the claws of Carrie’s confidence were firmly implanted now. I felt sexy and strong and good. And their eyes on me felt right. Like maybe everyone else in the room were the real idiots, for not looking at me like that. And so I kept staring back.

      And, well, damn. Singing at Moonie’s was always a bit of a rush, but maintaining eye contact with a stranger while I did it was...kind of hot. And really fucking intense.

      I kept thinking they’d look away. Or that I would. But I found I couldn’t. Or didn’t want to. Or both.

      The Power of Carrie must have been strong tonight. Because while they looked at me, and I sang about getting my revenge, it almost felt real. Like I could be a star. Like I had someone waiting for me in the crowd who thought I could be a star, too.

      By the end of the song, my heart was fluttering around in my chest in this hectic pitter patter, and I felt hot all over.

      When I handed Kiki back the mic, my hand was shaking.

      Quickly, I wiped my palm on my dress. I took a deep breath.

      And I turned around and walked right past my table—oh god, my friends were going to give me so much shit—and headed straight back there to that sad little corner, and the stranger who had just made me feel sexy as hell. Because it was Saturday night. And it was Moonie’s. It didn’t matter if I made a fool of myself. It was safe.

      I watched their eyes grow wide as I plunked myself down in the seat across from them. They looked slightly petrified, which was real stinking cute. And helped me feel a little more normal. Because some of the heat that had flared in me while I was singing cooled when I realized I was back to wanting to pinch their cheeks. Which was probably good.

      “Hey,” I said. “Do you mind if I sit out that embarrassing post-singing high here with you for a second? You know, when you have to go back to your table after a song and suddenly don’t want anyone to look at you ever again so you have to pretend to act chill even though you’re not?”

      Their mouth only gaped for a second. And then they blinked and appeared to get control of themself.

      “Oh my god,” they said. “You should never feel embarrassed. You are amazing.”

      I bit my lip to keep myself from smiling too hard. Why had I never talked to this person before? I should have them on speed dial for whenever I needed a boost, back in the non-Moonie’s real world.

      Because the truth of the matter was, I wasn’t a star. Or amazing. At least not in that breathless way they had said it. I was as shy as Adorable Blusher here appeared, most of the time. Or maybe shy wasn’t the right word. When I applied it to myself, shy made me feel like a little kid. I was introverted. Quiet. Which was fine; that was who I was and how I was comfortable.

      It was only when a KJ handed me a mic, and all I felt was the warmth of the lights and the dark comfort of this bar, which only ever seemed to be full of queers and freaks—my people—that I got to be...something different.

      “Thank you.” I cleared my throat, wishing now that I had stopped at my table to get my drink. I always needed a few good, strong swigs after Carrie. “Where are your friends tonight?”

      “All bailed,” they said on a sigh, seeming to relax a little. “Which would have been nice to know before I left the house, but, oh well.”

      They shook a lock of hair off their forehead. It was dark, almost black, streaked through with grey and on the curly side, perpetually disheveled. They were wearing a plain black t-shirt tonight, with a turquoise pocket. It was a smart pop of color. It also highlighted their eyes, which were blue-ish-green and...rather spectacular. Which I had always suspected was the case. But it was pleasant, seeing the evidence up close as they glanced across the table at me. They looked a bit older, their skin a bit weathered, the stubble adorning their chin flecked with grey, just like their hair. But those eyes were pretty as sin. And made all the better, I thought, by the fact that either they wore mascara or had the prettiest eyelashes known to humanity. But I was pretty sure it was mascara. Because sometimes they sported eyeliner, too, some shadow on their lids. Tonight, though, it was all lashes.

      It occurred to me that, once again, we had probably been staring at each other for too long.

      “I’m Lily, by the way,” my brain finally kicked into gear to say.

      “Right! Sorry. I’m Sam.” Apologizing for no reason. Sam. Adorbs.

      “Do you want to sit with us?” I offered with a tilt of my head, back toward our table. “You don’t have to. But you can if you want.”

      “I—” They opened their mouth. Closed it. And then, instead of answering my question, blurted: “I like your dress.”

      “Oh!” I looked down at myself, as if I had forgotten what I was wearing. “Thank you. It’s one of my more recent favorites. I was pretty happy with how it turned out.”

      Understatement. I was thrilled with how it had turned out. Like after years of working at it, I was finally starting to understand draping. And how to actually shape fabric to my hips properly.

      “Wait.” Sam’s eyebrows furrowed. “You made that?”

      “I did. Making clothes is…” I waved a hand around. My dream. “Kind of a hobby. It’s surprisingly satisfying, making your own clothes. Especially when you’re fat, and shopping for store bought stuff is such a nightmare.”

      “So you make most of your clothes?” Sam asked, brows still in a cute bunch, and I appreciated it, that they didn’t react to the f-word, that they didn’t try to tell me I was wrong.

      I nodded, and they leaned back in their chair, shaking their head.

      “That’s...incredible. Your clothes are always so great. That’s not a hobby; that’s like...a fucking skill.”

      Your clothes are always so great. Like they had noticed them before.

      “God,” I couldn’t help but laugh. “Can I just carry you around in my pocket all the time so you can keep showering me with compliments whenever I need them?”

      “Yes,” Sam said immediately.

      And then blushed.

      I was fucking glad I had come to this table.

      “Uh,” they said, looking away and scratching at the back of their neck. “Can I, um. Get you a drink?”

      “Sure.” I had a barely-drunk drink back at our table, but I was not going to object to a person who thought I was awesome getting me another one. “Gin and tonic?”

      “Cool.” And then they were gone, wooshing over to the bar Wile E. Coyote style.

      I sprinted back to our table to down my already-purchased G&T in one gulp.

      “Lily!” Preeti hissed, eyes wide, leaning over the table. “Tell me everything.”

      “Yeah, what the hell?” Jonny smacked my arm. “You walked right on past us like you didn’t even know us. And the way you two were eye-fucking when you were up there! I didn’t even know you knew that dude!”

      “I love this.” Bri pointed her beer bottle at me. “Y’all know Lily being bold at karaoke is literally my favorite thing in the world. I have a good feeling about this. It’s gonna be a good night.”

      Like that, the ridiculously large gulp of alcohol I’d swallowed down sloshed uneasily around my insides.

      The Power of Carrie had been too strong. I had overestimated. Because the amazing person Sam thought I was—who plopped themselves at a table, uninvited, to talk to a stranger—wasn’t actually me. Lily being bold at karaoke. Sam had been flirting with an illusion.

      And now...the idea of keeping up that illusion with Sam for only a few hours, knowing it would have to end at last call, only seemed depressing.

      I didn’t know what I had been thinking. I hadn’t been thinking, was the issue. Blasted karaoke adrenaline.

      “I don’t know them,” I finally said, when I realized all my friends were staring expectantly at me. “And don’t call them dude. At least, I don’t think.” I glanced over at the bar, where the bartender was sliding two G&Ts into Sam’s hands. I took another deep breath, trying to shake off the icky feeling creeping into my brain, threatening to send the Power of Carrie toppling.

      This was fine. We hadn’t eye fucked. They just didn’t deserve to sit by themself all night. This was good. A totally normal thing. There was nothing wrong with keeping up the illusion of Karaoke Lily for a few hours of letting loose and getting to know another Moonie’s regular a little better. I was being dramatic.

      “I’m pretty sure they use they/them, and their name is Sam, and their friends all bailed at the last minute, and they like my dress—” okay, I didn’t have to mention that part, but they had been so nice about the dress— “and I invited them to sit with us, so just be fucking cool or I’ll kill you in your sleep. Hey!”

      I smiled brightly up at Sam, who was standing uncertainly at the end of the table. I patted the empty chair to my right. Friendly. Bold. Moonie’s normal. “Sam, meet everyone. Everyone, meet Sam.”
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      Oh god. I had been mildly okay with Lily coming over to talk to me—HAHA JOKES, it had been fucking wild, but once the actual talking started it had also been kind of fun. I think.

      But being thrown straight into meeting a whole new group of people—even if, sure, they were all people I’d seen do karaoke a bunch of times before, which was such a ridiculous, vulnerable act that we probably rated as acquaintances, at least, maybe—was upping the ante. It was hard not to feel pathetic for real, like the only reason they were inviting me into their club was because my friends had abandoned me. Because...that was the only reason they were inviting me into their club.

      I sat, sliding Lily her gin and tonic. I hoped she didn’t like fancy gin. Butch Bartender had raised her eyebrows at me, being that I’d never ordered a gin and tonic before, and asked “Well liquor okay?” And I had no idea what even constituted good gin so I’d just nodded. Although, wait, the pretty blue bottle I often stared at while waiting for Butch Bartender to take pity on me was gin, I was pretty sure. Dammit. I should have gotten Lily the pretty blue gin.

      “Happy to have you, Sam! I’m Bri.” A Black woman with a wide smile reached her hand out to me across the table. “Sorry to hear about your friends. I always love watching that short one do Bel Biv Devoe.”

      “Nate,” I smiled. “That’s his sole go-to, yeah. He’s out of town. My friend Steve might show up later,” I checked my phone in my pocket, to make sure I hadn’t missed any more texts. “...but probably not.”

      “What do you do, Sam?” A guy on Lily’s other side leaned forward. “Jonny, by the way.”

      “Hey, Jonny.” I gave a dorky little wave across the table, until I realized the extent of its dorkiness and quickly aborted it. “I teach at the university downtown.”

      Lily turned to me, eyes bright. How did sitting next to someone seem so much more intimate than sitting across from them? It should have been the opposite. But our shoulders were almost brushing now. I could smell her here, some kind of citrusy perfume, and I wanted to bathe in it. So much potential for knees knocking into each other. Thighs pressing together, possibly, if I played my cards right.

      Which I definitely wouldn’t, because my romantic prowess was level negative three.

      “You’re a professor?”

      I took a sip of the G&T, which wasn’t half bad.

      “It’s not that impressive, I swear. It’s more like...a job for people who didn’t want to leave college and didn’t know what else to do.”

      “I doubt that’s true,” Lily said. “Or else colleges would be full of a lot of shitty professors.”

      “Yeah, well.” I shrugged. Case in point.

      “What do you teach?” Jonny asked.

      “History.”

      “Oh my god, history was my favorite subject in school!” another woman at the table shouted. “Do you have, like, a specialty? Professors always study real specific shit.”

      I shifted in my chair, realizing how long it had been since I’d met anyone new. I wasn’t used to talking this much about myself.

      “Well, I teach pretty much whatever they tell me to teach, but...my research focuses mainly on early 20th century America. Immigration in early 20th century America, specifically.”

      “Oh yeah.” The woman who loved history nodded her head approvingly. “That’s sexy shit.”

      “Is it?” I laughed. “I find it rather upsetting and discriminatory, actually.”

      “No, Preeti means the fact that you study it,” Lily filled in. “You do research. That—” She lifted her glass, “—is sexy.”

      I was pretty sure Preeti and Lily were fucking with me. There was nothing remotely sexy about me, including my research. From my already-meticulously-studied chosen field to my physique, which could best be described as chunky, everything about me screamed mediocre white person. I had been told I had nice eyes, a point which I could concede, but I failed at pretty much everything else: hair product, originality, fashion choices. God, I wished I could make clothes that actually made sense for my body, like Lily. Or even understood how to shop for them.

      I lived alone in a small apartment with two cats and more maps than any single person would ever have a tangible use for. I lacked interesting hobbies.

      The only vaguely interesting thing about me was a late in life acceptance of Feeling Real Weird About Gender. And even then, interesting wasn’t exactly the right word. I had no idea what the right word was, and had been searching for the last few years to find it. I’d take an even remotely accurate string of words at this point. But when I did find them, I’d buy a new sparkly journal in celebration.

      And maybe after writing those close-enough-to-accurate words down in fancy pen on every single page, my brain would finally be able to shut up about it.

      Or maybe the journal wouldn’t be sparkly. Maybe it’d be a nice matte gray.

      It would depend on the day, really.

      “It’s...no,” I managed to get out, unsure about whether I should explain that half of my life was trying to get undergrads to think past the beliefs their parents had taught them and utterly failing. And grading the same papers over and over. And feeling like a tool whenever I had to meet with like, actual smart people.

      Or maybe I should’ve just gone with the whole Lily-thinking-I’m-sexy point of view.

      “What do your students call you?” she asked. “Professor…?”

      “Bell,” I said. “But I usually ask that they just call me Sam, because Professor Bell feels weird. Even though whenever I ask them to call me Sam, there’s normally at least a quarter of the class that look at me like they know I am wasting their too-expensive tuition, and they...are not wrong, probably. Anyway!” Wow, apparently my brain really couldn’t go with the pretend you’re sexy plan there. Probably for the best. “What do you all do? You know,” I cast a glance at Lily, “when you’re not singing and designing your own clothes, and stuff.”

      “We all work together, actually,” Lily said, gesturing toward the rest of the table. But she totally smiled at me first, quick and small, like it was a secret. “At a veterinary clinic. Bri’s one of our vets, and Jonny and Preeti are vet techs. I’m a lowly receptionist.”

      “Excuse me,” Preeti butted in. “I think you mean to say customer care specialist.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

      “Seriously, though.” Bri took a swig of her beer. “Lily’s job is harder than mine.”

      “Bri,” Lily deadpanned. “You literally took out a dog’s eyeball today.”

      “Yeah, and then I got to kill some old lady’s cat and she cried for an hour. It’s a job that keeps on giving, veterinary medicine. But you had to deal with that asshole who made that other client cry in the lobby. And who then tried to refuse to pay for bloodwork. Even though he definitely fucking okayed the bloodwork. Anyway, you’re a goddamn angel.”

      “One hundred percent,” Jonny said.

      I agreed that Lily was probably an angel. But I hated that she had to deal with assholes, instead of...being surrounded by pretty fabric all day, or whatever she actually wanted to do with her life. I had to fight a completely inappropriate urge to rub my hand over her back.

      “Anyway,” Lily said pointedly, “Some other people will likely show up in a bit. We do have some friends outside of work.”

      “Debatable. But yeah, my roommate Alexis will probably show up at some point,” Preeti said. “And Jonny’s new boyfriend that he won’t tell us anything about.”

      “I don’t even know if he’s coming, and if you call him my boyfriend, I will punch you in the face.”

      “Wow, y’all are feisty tonight.” Bri raised her eyebrows.

      “And up next at the mic, we have Preeti and Bri!”

      Preeti squealed and raised her hands in the air.

      “Dammit, Preeti, what did you put my name on?” Bri slammed down the last of her beer as she stood. “I am not nearly drunk enough for this shit yet.”

      “You’ll like it. Come on.” Preeti dragged her by the arm over to Kiki.

      I was close enough—Lily and her friends’ table was the one closest to the dance floor—to hear Bri mutter “motherfucker” when the song came up on the screen. But she lifted the mic to her mouth to say, “You better fucking let me do the Monica part.”

      Preeti only had time to roll her eyes, as if this was clearly already established, and then they were launching into “The Boy is Mine.”

      Lily was leaning forward to support her friends, elbows on the table, but her shoulders immediately began to bounce to the beat. Her hair, dyed platinum blonde, was up in two tight knots on either side of her head. Up close, I could see how neat the part was, her dark roots exposed at the perfectly symmetrical line. I pictured her getting ready for tonight in whatever her apartment—house?—looked like, sitting in front of a mirror, running a comb expertly down her scalp. It made a shiver run all the way down to my toes.

      I took another sip of gin and tonic.

      And even though the night still felt early, apparently two Rainiers and a G&T were enough to loosen me up. Because when Lily looked over her shoulder at me, her chair dancing having grown even more pronounced as the song progressed, I somehow found it in me to lip sync at her, with a bit of flair, I know it’s killing you inside, and she smiled.

      Not a secret smile like before. A thrilled, mouth cracked wide open, I approve smile.

      Against all odds, it was possible this night out at Moonie’s wasn’t going to be a total failure after all.
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      Shortly after Bri and Preeti sat back down, and Jonny’s new boyfriend showed up—his name was Pablo and he kissed Jonny on the cheek when he walked in—I spotted that the table next to us finally seemed to have abandoned The Binder. And before they could protest, I darted over and grabbed it.

      Moonie’s’ karaoke system had nearly every song you could think of, but even though we’d been doing this for years, I still liked a good perusal through The Binder for inspiration. They also had a database of songs you could search through on this ancient laptop in the corner, but it was like, dude you got a Dell old. The Binder was the best.

      “Here’s what I’m thinking,” I said to Sam, plopping it down on the table between us. “We should do something totally cheesy and classic, because we don’t know each other’s tastes well enough yet to choose something else.”

      Their eyes widened comically, as they had when they saw me approach their table. I loved it just as much this time.

      “Oh,” they said, sitting up. “You mean, like, singing together?”

      “Obviously,” I said. “Obviously we are singing together.”

      Their mouth formed a little O.

      “You…” They scratched their forehead. “Maybe you don’t remember my singing abilities, from previous karaoke nights?”

      “Oh, I do,” I smiled. “I know you can’t sing. But I also know this is Moonie’s, and it doesn’t matter. And you only sing when someone else makes you, so this is me, making you.”

      They grimaced.

      “So...something totally cheesy and classic?”

      “Yes!” I beamed. “Except not like, horrifying cheesy and classic. No ‘I Will Survive’ or ‘Pour Some Sugar On Me’ or whatever.”

      “Oh god,” Sam said. “That guy who always does ‘Pour Some Sugar On Me.’”

      “I know; he’s the worst. But maybe like...Aretha? Or Celine. Oh, or Stevie?”

      Sam shrugged.

      “I’ve done Stevie before. Are we talking ‘Superstition’ or like, ‘Sir Duke’ territory?”

      “Wait.” I stopped on a page, stuck my finger on the sticky lamination. “We can do Stevie later, maybe, but obviously, we should start with this.”

      Sam leaned closer—some hair fell over their forehead—and then they started to laugh. I was obsessed with their laugh. I remembered hearing it vibrating across the room from their table in the past—my second favorite thing about them, behind their karaoke shuffle dance—but having it rumble right in my ear filled my veins with pleasure. It was a laugh that was half hiccup, half snort. It was deeply unattractive and strangely made me want to kiss them.

      “Lily. That is probably the most cliché karaoke song of all time.”

      “But for good reason!” I protested. “It’s still enjoyable, every single time! And it’s so fun to sing.” I poked them in the leg. “Come on.”

      They were still shaking their head, arms crossed over their chest. “Fine,” they said, but their eyes were laughing. “Whatever.”

      I practically ran the slip of paper to Kiki.
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      Lily was only back in her seat for thirty seconds before Kiki called her name again. For a panicked second, I thought she was sending us up right away for the song Lily had just given her, the song request slip that, improbably, had my name next to hers. But it wasn’t; it was another request Lily had put in earlier. It was “Today” by the Smashing Pumpkins.

      And it was...damn. I liked hearing Lily sing “Before He Cheats” for the pure fun, turn-me-on factor, but this was different. Lily’s voice, like Billy Corgan’s, somehow went from light and sweet to dark and gritty in the matter of a breath. This song was all fuzzy guitar and irrepressible energy, optimistic and bittersweet all at once, and halfway through I was already half-hard, just sitting there and watching her. My chest felt weirdly full of...happiness, maybe.

      But I completely forgot that toward the end of the song, Billy sings I want to turn you on over and over. And this time, when the words came out of Lily’s mouth, a delicious growl, she didn’t lock eyes with me like before. She merely glanced at me once and away. But that glance was enough to make my throat dry.

      That glance was enough to make me wonder what the hell I was doing.

      Was this simply all in my head? Were her insides also churning when she sang I want to turn you on and looked at me? Because it was suddenly clear I was out of my depth here. Sitting at this table was the most impulsive thing I had done in...my life?

      She was the one who came to me. So maybe impulsive wasn’t the right word, since I was pretty much dragged into this situation, albeit willingly. Maybe this was normal for her, or her friends? Maybe they dragged strangers into their lives all the time?

      But it struck me very deeply at that moment, surrounded by that table of almost-acquaintances, watching Lily on the dance floor—a Lily who knew my name, who looked at me when she sang tonight, and not just on accident—that it wasn’t normal for me.

      What was the endgame here? Were we just going to sing together, and drink together, and say goodbye? And then the next time we were both at Moonie’s again we could laugh and hug and say, ‘Hey! How’ve you been?’ That sounded nice. Normal-ish, maybe, for people who were better at socializing than me, who didn’t hang out with the same core group of people they’d known since college and no one else.

      Or were Lily and I going to end the night with one of us straddling the other’s lap, our tongues in each other’s mouths? That seemed like a very un-me, not-normal possibility—my tongue hadn’t been in anyone’s mouth since Dan, and after Dan, I seriously contemplated whether the muscle should remain safe and sound inside my own body for the rest of my life, and had landed pretty firmly on yes.

      But yet, it was becoming increasingly difficult to not picture that happening with Lily and me. Which was...exciting, obviously. And terrifying.

      I knew I was veering into serious overthinking territory here. But the thing was, it wasn’t just romantic prowess I lacked. Dan had highlighted in a particularly painful way how bad I was at relationships, but he came at the tail end of several decades’ worth of failed relationships. I either wanted the wrong things, or wanted too much.

      And so over the last year, I had decided to turn wanting into a game. Because I was tired. I felt committed now to wanting in a way that was safe: silently watching Lily at Moonie’s all those previous nights of the last few years. Finding quiet, luxurious joy in the mornings when my favorite barista was on shift, pulling my espresso shots with those perfectly toned, artistically tattooed forearms. Understanding that my station in life wasn’t likely to change at this point in the game, that I would keep teaching undergrads who seemed increasingly far away from my own life experiences with each passing year, until I could one day retire and wile away my time watching travel documentaries about places I would never be able to go.

      But it didn’t feel sad, necessarily. Sometimes the wanting felt like enough. Wanting gave you things to look forward to. I looked forward to Pretty Barista’s forearms, to the lightning flashes of possibility at Moonie’s. Thirst was a perfectly good reason to wake up every day, in my estimation. It was when you thought you actually had the things you wanted that the future loomed with inevitable disappointment and devastation. I was too old for all of that now.

      But somehow, by accident, I was here. Sharing glances with a woman who made wanting—real wanting, a visceral escalation of quiet, secret wanting—feel easy. Justified. Comfortable and safe, somehow.

      Even though the tiny voice of reason that existed somewhere in the recesses of my brain was shouting at me that none of this was safe at all. That I was doing it again. Pretending something was bigger than it was.

      By the time Lily flounced back into her seat next to me, I was taking slow, steady breaths through my nose to get myself together. Trying to picture giving her a simple hug goodnight. A friendly greeting the next time we met at Moonie’s.

      And then she looked at me, and her brown eyes were so bright and alive that my mind went kind of melty and soft. The tiny voice of reason in the soft tissue of my brain was all but extinguished. And without thinking about it, I reached out and ran a finger over her knuckles, resting in her lap.

      “Need that minute to get chill again?” I asked. “I can pretend to not want to stare at you, if it helps.”

      But she shook her head and smiled. “Nah,” she said. “I’m good this time.”

      I should have left then, probably. If I didn’t want the lap straddling, tongue stuff to happen. But I didn’t. Instead, I stayed long enough until time slid into the blurry karaoke alternate universe. Where all that mattered was each song, singing along and laughing and forgetting that anything other than this—pop songs and nostalgia and queer people—existed.

      The first song I somehow allowed myself to be pulled onto the dance floor for was Flo Rida’s “Low,” which was, both the song itself and the dancing that was happening to it, absolutely ridiculous. There was no real stage at Moonie’s, just the open dance floor at the front of the room, so whenever the night hit that spot, that point where all self-consciousness fled and someone chose a song that really popped, half of the room congregated up there, swarming around the singer, one silly, uncoordinated mass that tore down all borders. Including the border that should have prevented Sam Bell from ever, ever dancing to Flo Rida’s “Low.”

      But Lily, of course, could get low, like really fucking impressively so, and I just sort of bounced around haphazardly and tried not to get too hard while she worked her hips and her breasts and her shoulders in an exceedingly distracting way. The only thing that saved me from combusting was the fact that there were twenty other assholes around us doing the same exact thing.

      Five seconds after “Low,” as we were making our way, sweaty and breathing too hard, back to the table, the next singer busted out a Lady Gaga banger that I had definitely not even thought about in at least ten years. Which meant we immediately changed course and charged back to the dance floor.

      And then—shockingly, because I had almost forgotten—Kiki called our names. Lily and Sam.

      And next thing I knew, I had a microphone in my hand, and Lily was beaming at me. And I told myself that this would be the easiest thing I’d ever done because I could let Lily carry us the entire way. But my face flushed red anyway as the words flashed on the screen attached to the ceiling above us: “Total Eclipse of the Heart.”

      And then the words popped up, and Lily elbowed me in the side and said, “You’re Voice 1,” and fuck, I couldn’t just let Lily carry us because this was a duet. Which I would have fully realized when Lily put it down on that slip of paper if I hadn’t been so distracted by her face, and the dimples in her round cheeks when she smiled.

      I had to sing the dumb “turn around” parts, and my voice cracked on the third or tenth one in—the first one that was followed by “bright eyes,” because who can actually hit that pitch? No one, that’s who. And Lily—put together, karaoke goddess Lily—actually giggled into the mic at me as she tried to get through the first “every now and then I fall apart,” and it was so cute that I discovered I wasn’t even embarrassed. Or maybe I was just drunk. Either way, it all felt worth it, the very probable humiliation, to be right next to Lily on that dance floor as she sang about powder kegs giving up sparks and really needing me tonight. Or, no, not me, per se. Forever was gonna start tonight for someone. But I had given myself over to this thing now, and would volunteer as tribute if she asked.

      And the thing about duets was that sometimes only singing your lines alone was actually...kind of boring, but you didn’t know if it was a faux pas or not to join in on the other person’s lines. But toward the end of the song Lily was waving her arms at me in a ‘come on’ kind of gesture, so that we were both screaming all of those completely over-the-top lyrics together. And it was funny because I’d only ever been up here with a microphone in my hand next to my friends who had known me for decades; had always thought I would only be comfortable doing such a ridiculous thing with them at my side. But I had known Lily for all of a few hours, and somehow it felt the same.

      When it was done, the tinkle of the piano accompanying the last “turn around, bright eyes” fading away into the night, that Embarrassing Post-Singing High Lily had mentioned earlier hit me full force. I still wasn’t embarrassed, exactly, but I didn’t want to break the spell. Didn’t want to go back to Lily’s table right now and have all of her friends smirk at us.

      I put a hand on her elbow as we handed back our mics. “Drink?” I motioned with my head toward the bar. She nodded.

      The actual number of gin and tonics both Lily and I had consumed had grown muddled. I only knew there kept being clear, refreshing drinks on the table garnished with likely completely unsanitary limes, and we kept drinking them. I could also tell, from the woozy way my head felt, especially after singing Bonnie Tyler, and from the way that literally every single thing that was happening seemed perfect and beautiful, that I was approaching my limit.

      But I stood at the edge of the bar, elbow brushing Lily’s elbow, and ordered one more from Scary Bartender anyway. She raised an eyebrow at me as she handed them over, like she had no idea what Lily was doing with me, and I shrugged. Her guess was as good as mine.

      “Tell me more about your clothes,” I said before bringing the tiny plastic straw to my mouth and turning my body toward Lily. It was quieter here at the bar, away from the dance floor, and I wanted a chance to breathe, to talk to her more. It was better lit here too, and I could see how her pale skin was flushed with patches of pink, either from the singing or the dancing, down her neck, toward the tops of those lovely breasts. Her hair knots were still firmly in place, but the heat of the now-crowded room had made a few tendrils near her forehead spring loose: small, sweat-soaked curls. And for a second, the wanting became acute: a flash in my veins of wishing she was truly mine.

      “You really want to know?” She faced me, an eyebrow raised. “Because once I get going on this topic, I can get kind of...verbose. Or maybe obnoxious is the better word.”

      “I promise,” I smiled. “I am here for your verbosity.”

      She leaned her back against the bar, elbows propped on the counter.

      “Well.” She cleared her throat. “It’s a well-established truth that shopping as a ‘plus size’—” air quotes, eye roll, “—person is a pain in the ass.”

      I nodded.

      “Most bigger chain stores these days, like Old Navy or whatever, do have plus size options, but they only go up to 3 or 4x, if you’re lucky. And even those plus size options aren’t available in store, only online—as if our existence is too shameful to exist in public, or something—so you can’t try them on. So you waste a ton of time and money and guesswork on clothes that might not even fit you well anyway.”

      She took a sip of her drink, shaking her head.

      “Even if you find stores with bigger sizes, it’s tough. Because fat people’s bodies are so different, you know? Some of us have big bellies and skinny legs. Some have big hips but are skinnier up top. Some of us are short and some of us are tall. And for people with breasts, sometimes nothing seems right. I can’t tell you how many dresses I’ve bought that made my ass look fantastic but were weird flappy bags from my shoulders to my stomach. And like, I have great breasts!” She motioned to her chest. “Work with my breasts, people!”

      “Um.” I realized too late that these were statements I did not need to respond to. Because Lily looked at me, eyes twinkling with what I hoped was laughter. “Uh. Yes. I agree.”

      Her mouth curved into a grin. She looked like she was going to say something, but then she schooled her features a bit and faced away from the bar again.

      “Anyway. Eventually I was like, my kingdom for an outfit that actually fits my shoulders, my boobs, my stomach, and my hips. So I started messing around on my own. I saved up for my own sewing machine. And...it was hard, and frustrating, when I wasn’t an expert designer right from the get-go. But it was also fun. Now that I’m better at it, it’s really fun.” She paused. “I love wearing this dress. That I made myself, that I feel 100% comfortable in, that makes me feel sexy. But most fat people don’t have that, which is so frustrating to me. Society already does enough on its own to make us feel like shit. Having to suffer a lifetime of ill-fitting clothes feels like kicking us when we’re already down. I wonder if most people even know what it feels like, to wear something that actually fits them, how it can be...completely transforming. For people who have never had that feeling, clothes feel like this extra burden instead of something that can make them feel amazing.”

      I was contemplating whether I had ever felt 100% comfortable in an outfit, and coming up with a resounding nope, when Lily kept going. But her voice had turned softer, less righteous, and I had to lean in closer to hear.

      “Anyway, I think maybe I would have turned to making my clothes anyway, even if I wasn’t fat as fuck. My grandma made clothes, too. She was the one who taught me how to sew when I was a kid, even though I was always terrified that her ancient Singer was going to cut off all my fingers.”

      She smiled, and I felt something in my chest open up, grateful and eager to absorb this precious Lily memory. Like suddenly I was tumbling head over heels into her life in a real way. Like with each second, she was further and further from being a mere karaoke crush.

      “Going to the fabric store with her when I was a kid was one of my favorite things, this routine that was just ours. I could have spent hours running my hands over all the different fabrics—silk, all the different kinds of cotton, fleece, denim. Knowing that my grandma could take all of that and make it into something useful. And the button aisle!” Lily turned toward me again, moving a fraction closer, as if she needed to be as close as possible to fully exude the magic of the button aisle. “So many shapes and colors. The fucking best.”

      She turned away again, taking a sip of her drink, and I felt the loss of her heat.

      “When I started thinking about messing around with clothes, when I finally got my own machine, it felt like coming home in a way, you know? It breaks my heart that I started doing it after my grandma died. She didn’t like my body.” I was watching Lily like a hawk by this point, so I saw the way she swallowed here, thick and slow. “But I think she would have at least respected my clothes.”

      A silence stretched then. I didn’t know what to say. Although my brain had plenty it wanted to say to her grandma. If, you know, she wasn’t dead.

      Eventually, I brushed my fingers over her arm. It seemed to shake her awake, at least a little bit.

      “I think...sometimes there are things we love as kids, and then we forget about them as we grow up, either by accident or because we think we should. And then one day we remember them, and it’s like, why did I think I had to give this up? And that’s how I feel whenever I go to the fabric store by myself now. I love all of the variation of fabric, patterns, designs; all of it is so...pretty and soothing. There are even sounds of the fabric store that are comforting to me, like when the workers roll out a bolt of fabric onto the table when they’re getting ready to cut it for you? And it’s like, thump, thump, thump.” She smiled, looking straight at me. “And the scissors when they cut it, they have this very specific snip, you know?”

      I did not know. I had no fucking idea what she was talking about. But I was pretty much out of my mind with wanting to kiss her.

      But...I didn’t.

      Because...romantic prowess. Negative three.

      And because at that exact moment, a new song started across the room. A song whose opening chords I knew by heart. A song that made me want to twirl Lily back onto the dance floor, hold her close, let her see all of me. But that would have been different from Bonnie Tyler, from Gaga. Even hearing it at all right now felt like a little too much. The stranger who was singing it was killing it. Killing me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I looked down, and only then realized I must have been spacing out. Lily was biting her lip.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m kind of drunk and didn’t mean to...ramble about the fabric store for an hour? Oh my god.”

      Those splashes of pink returned to her skin and I almost spilled my gin and tonic all over her in my flailing.

      “No! No. I could listen to you talk about clothes and the fabric store and your grandma for hours more. Seriously. I just...this song.”

      Lily tilted her head, listening. “I think I recognize it?”

      “It’s ‘This Charming Man.’ By The Smiths.”

      “Oh.” She smiled, just a little, cheeks still pink, almost looking embarrassed. Which...Lily was a rockstar who shouldn’t be embarrassed about anything. I had a horrible, sinking feeling that I was fucking this night all up. “The Smiths are definitely too cool for me.”

      I shook my head vehemently. “No, they’re really not. Or at least, this song
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