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OUR TABLE




QUINN COULDN'T BELIEVE it: this was it. She and Avery were about to go on their first official date. Smoothing down the wrinkles in her dress, she skipped into the cafe early, and beelined to their table with her basket of goodies. 

In quick succession, and with the waitress's help, she fixed everything up just right: some flowers here. A candle there. Even a tiny note letting her know how special she was.

Wringing her hands, she straightened up, peering out the window at the road. The cafe was only just opening up for lunch, but there was plenty of foot traffic.

"I have time to go to the bathroom, right?" she asked the waitress.

The woman waved her on. Quinn slipped into the women's room, and smiled to herself as she remembered the moment there where she'd revealed her feelings. Then took a calming breath.

Go time.

Standing up tall, she stepped outside, and then stopped. Her girlfriend was sitting at a random table in the corner. Another couple had taken the table with the place settings. The waitress, of all people, was busy taking lunch orders, and unable to do anything.

Cursing under her breath, Quinn waited until Avery had her nose buried in the menu, and then she bolted out to the table where the couple had taken her seat. 

I’ll make this right, and Avery never has to know that it was wrong, she told herself as she wound past the tables.

At first, she thought she could just beeline it over undetected, and take care of business without her girlfriend noticing. Halfway to the other side of the room, though, Avery turned her head. Her gaze lifted just enough that she'd see Quinn if she looked up high enough. 

Quinn froze, and then ducked behind the counter. As she approached the couple, she tried to keep as low as a profile as possible. She even stole a menu off the counter to hide her face.

The woman there still squeaked when she caught sight of Quinn, bent-backed and hovering. "What on earth?!" she said, leaning back in her seat.

Quinn put up her hands, trying to calm the woman as the man whirled. Even he jumped at the sight of her. "Please! It's okay! I'm sorry. I just—"

"What?" he asked a little too loudly, staring at her like she was a foreign object. "Speak up! You're mumbling."

Her face got hot, and she leaned closer. "I had reserved this table," she whispered, eyeing her girlfriend as she studied the menu.

The man cupped a hand around his ear as the woman leaned in, her expression scrunched as she scrutinized both their faces. "You what? Talk louder, I can't hear you, it's too loud in here!"

Quinn huffed out a breath, and dropped the menu, straightening up. "The table! I had reserved it," she said, raising her voice just as the cafe experienced a lull in conversation. 

Suddenly, everyone, including Avery, was looking at her.

"What are you doing?" her girlfriend asked, a note of nervous laughter in her voice as she studied the now-bewildered couple.

Quinn panicked for a second, excuses racing through her head. She considered lying, or playing the whole thing off as a silly prank, but when it was clear that no one was going to move unless she spoke, Quinn sighed. She gestured to the table. "I wanted to make it nice for our first date, but the table got taken."

Immediately, the couple's expression cleared. "You should've said something!" the woman said. Before the girl could blink, both the woman and her husband brought the setting decor over to where Avery was sitting.

"It's all beautifully done, by the way," the woman whispered to her with a wink.

Quinn smiled tentatively at her, and then at her girlfriend. Avery shook her head, looking for all the world like a long-suffering wife. At last, though, she got up and gave Quinn a long hug.

"Thank you for doing all this for us," she said, and pulled her girlfriend to the seat beside her. "It was very thoughtful. Now let's enjoy it!"








A STICKY INVITATION




SKY DROVE ALL the way to her friend, Cass’s, dance studio with the invitation to her ballroom dancing class’s first annual ball in the front seat of her car. 

It was perfect, she thought. The best possible way to ask her best friend on their very first date. How could a dance teacher say no to an invitation to a ball?

Inside, the place was dead. The lights were still on, but it was clear that wherever people were, it wasn't in the front, where the dancing was always taking place. Still, as she tiptoed in, she didn't want to scare anybody.

"Hello?" Sky called, peering around for the offices. "Is anybody here?"

She waited for a beat. Then two. Nothing. 

With a sigh, Sky ventured back to the door when a pile of mail on the side of the window caught her eye. Most of it was solicitation letters and flyers, but some of it, with insignias in the corners, looked important. 

Picking it up, she took it to an office at the back of the place, setting her flyer for the ball on top, with a note to Cass that it was from her. She left the whole thing on the edge of the desk. Perfect for anyone to find right when they walked in.

Skipping away, she went to close the office door when a solid, echoing thunk of something hitting the trash filled the air behind her. Turning, she found the whole pile of mail in the garbage, right beneath the place where she'd put the letters.

"Crap!" Sky said, racing back into the room. As she reached into the trash can, though, she let out a groan.

Not only was the invitation somehow no longer on top of the pile, the pile had landed in something sticky at the bottom of the can. Along with a lot of loose paper shreds, and sticky notes, the entire pile of mail had become a gooey mess.

Sighing, Sky glanced at the clock. "Well, at least I don't have anything special to do today," she said. With a plop, she parked herself on the ground beside the can, and began sorting the mail, scraping the sticky stuff off with tissues whenever she came upon it. 

By the time she was almost done, at least ten of the fifteen letters had some kind of purple goo still clinging to the corners of their envelopes.

But she managed to find the invitation clean as a whistle.

"Oh, good," she said to herself, dropping the letters on the table and getting up. She jumped to find Cass standing there, watching her with a laugh blooming on her face.

"What are you doing on the floor?" she asked.

Sky gaped. Looking from the letters to the trash, she pointed with the invitation to the mess beside her. "They—fell in—when I tried to give you this," she said, and handed her card over.

Cass’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. When she read the letter, though, she smiled, eyes shining. "I'd love to go to a ball with you. Thank you so much," she said, hugging her a little too tightly for office space.

"Anything to show off my girlfriend," Sky said with a wink, and then laughed as Cass waved her away.








STUDIO SWEETHEARTS


BETH PULLED EVERYTHING out, one by one, until the rented room in the office building no longer resembled a half-constructed office area. Instead, at long last, it was starting to look more like the place of retreat that she meant it to be. A place of quiet. She could see it now: light-colored walls painted pastel yellow, or pink. She could rip out the carpeting and make the hardwood floors shine. If they used the space right, she could even set up two easels along the wall, ready and waiting for Rila to use them.

A studio space. That was just what her girlfriend needed. Better yet, they could work here together. Their paints could go along the side wall. Their canvases could go in the corner. They could hang lights along the ceiling.

They could come here to relax, even when everyone else had gone home for the day.

Beth grabbed her first trolley of painting supplies, lined them up along the wall for now, and then went for a second load in the back of her tiny, rented moving truck. By the time she got three loads in, though, worry settled in her chest.

"There's not enough space for everything!" she said to herself, staring around the place in horror. "How will I get this all fixed up for our first date if I can't fit all the stuff she needs?"

Huffing out a breath, Beth stepped back, and caught sight of the clock on the wall. Staring
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