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			1

			Everyone knows that when you throw a dinner party for a bunch of lesbians, at least half of them will be vegan. Which, unfortunately, was why Liz was going to be brutally murdered by her roommate.

			Liz paused outside her apartment door, still panting from her sprint through Crown Heights to their third-floor walk-up. The weekend train from Manhattan had been agonizingly slow, and then she’d had to push through a million people on Franklin Avenue to get home: a crowd of parents waiting outside the karate studio, a line of couples outside the trendy pop-up restaurant, a large family barbecuing on the sidewalk, and dozens of people walking tiny, slow-moving dogs.

			Liz said a quick mental prayer that Jane would be in a forgiving mood. Tonight’s party was going to be tense enough without them fighting, too. Then she flung open the front door as dramatically as possible.

			“I’m the worst,” she said between breaths, bending over and grabbing her knees. “I know it. You don’t have to say it. You can have my firstborn child as repayment.”

			Jane, a dark-skinned Black woman with her hair in long, thin braids, let out a loud humph noise from the kitchen, where she was shaking a pan of what seemed to be sizzling onions.

			“You were supposed to be here two hours ago.” Jane released the pan without looking up and yanked open the oven with a clang.

			“No,” Liz said, unlacing her Doc Martens and leaving them in the pile of shoes by the door. “I was supposed to be here an hour ago. Not two. You look great, by the way. And wow, it smells amazing in here! Is that risotto?”

			“I said four.” Jane pulled out a tray of mini-quiches and laid them on the stove. She still hadn’t looked at Liz. “It’s six.”

			“But we all know that you said four knowing I’d be an hour late and get home at five. So, really, I’m only an hour late.” Liz eased herself onto one of the stools on the other side of the breakfast bar, which was covered in a truly impressive number of onion skins.

			“Which would have been helpful if it had worked.” Jane’s voice was clipped. “Now there’s not enough time to steam the beets.”

			“Luckily I’ve solved that particular problem for you,” Liz said, trying to sound optimistic, “by not bringing beets.” She started cleaning up the onion skins so she would look helpful.

			Jane finally turned around. “Are you serious?”

			Liz did her best puppy dog eyes. “The store was closed by the time I got there.”

			Jane clanged a lid down on a pot with more force than usual. “I’m going to tell everyone it’s your fault that we don’t have any vegan food.”

			“No!” Liz abandoned the onion skins to clasp her hands together and beg. “Please. Charlotte will make me watch those videos on animal cruelty again, and I really can’t take that tonight. I’m fragile, okay?”

			Jane glared down at the onions, now caramelized, as she transferred them to a platter. Liz studied her, worried that her roommate might actually be mad.

			“Look, Jane, I’m really sorry,” Liz said, in a serious tone this time. “You’re right. I should have been back here, I should have gotten beets, it’s just—”

			Jane started cackling. She uncovered one of the pots in front of her and tipped it toward Liz so she could see the perfectly steamed beets inside.

			“Katie!” Jane yelled. “I owe you ten bucks.”

			There was a triumphant scream from behind them. One of the doors in the living room opened and their roommate Katie popped her head out of her bedroom.

			“I knew it,” Katie shouted, running into the kitchen wearing nothing but a lime-green towel. “Liz is the queen of five-hour dates. I knew there was no way she’d be back in time to get beets.”

			“I am not the—”

			“Wait, wait,” Jane interrupted. “Was it a Tinder date, a Her date, or a Lex date?”

			Liz froze mid-sentence and narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

			“No reason,” Jane said innocently. Katie giggled.

			Liz crossed her arms and peered suspiciously between her roommates. “Her,” she finally admitted.

			“Yes!” Jane pumped her fist. Katie booed.

			“Okay, okay,” Katie said. “That’s five bucks off your tab. But you still owe me fifteen from that night at Scissors, when you thought Liz would go home with that drag king and I bet that she’d chicken out.”

			“Will you stop betting on my life?” Liz went back to gathering the onion skins. “Also, I did not chicken out.”

			“You really did,” Jane said, patting her shoulder. “He was so hot, and you totally blew it.”

			“How did the date go, by the way?” Katie sat down on one of the stools at the breakfast bar, putting severe strain on her towel’s ability to cover her body. Katie was on the curvy side, which made her the only one of the roommates whose pants Liz could borrow on a regular basis. She had warm-brown skin, and her curly hair was usually styled up to show off her undercut, when it wasn’t still dripping from the shower.

			Liz groaned, then went to the fridge. “Terrible,” she said. She got herself a pineapple White Claw, then handed a blackberry to Katie and a mango to Jane.

			“Why are all of the dates you go on terrible?” Jane said. “You need to be better at filtering out weirdos.”

			“What happened?” Katie asked.

			Liz opened her drink and took a long sip before answering. “I thought we were getting along. Then, at the end of the date, she said she’s sorry, but she just doesn’t think she can date a Leo right now.”

			Jane and Katie made identical sympathetic expressions, which only confirmed the suspicion that had crept into Liz’s brain about halfway through her subway ride home: Her date had just been letting her down easy.

			“Well, personally, I think you’re dodging a bullet.” Jane turned off the burners on the stove and joined them at the breakfast bar. “Astrology people are always weird. Remember that girl who told you that your souls had connected in a past life?”

			Liz made a face. “True. That was creepy.”

			“Aww,” Katie said. “I thought that was kind of romantic.”

			“Why? Do you feel like your soul and Lydia’s connected in a former life?”

			Katie looked down, twisting the pull tab off her can, and didn’t reply. Liz wished she hadn’t said anything—teasing Katie about her unrequited love for Lydia, their fourth roommate, felt too mean.

			“Sorry, Katie,” Liz said. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just in a bad mood because I’ve been on, like, forty failed dates this year. Forgive me?”

			“It’s okay,” Katie said. “At least you’ve been on dates. I haven’t redownloaded Tinder since that guy told me Dominican girls ‘just taste better.’ ” She rolled her eyes and then laughed. Liz laughed along, grateful for her friend’s easy forgiveness. She promised herself for the hundredth time that she was going to think before speaking from now on.

			“How bad do you think this party is going to be tonight?” Liz said.

			“I mean, the food’s going to be fantastic,” Jane gestured over her shoulder toward the stove. “But everyone’s going to be depressed and sulky during the first half, then get wildly drunk and self-destructive in the second.”

			“I guess there’s not really any other way for a ‘you’re all going to be unemployed next week’ party to go,” Liz said. All four roommates worked at the Nether Fields, a magazine for queer women, nonbinary people, and trans people. Living with three of her coworkers had originally sounded like fun, but now that they were all losing their salaries at the same time, Liz had to admit there were some flaws in the plan.

			Jane sighed. “I just can’t believe the magazine is really closing,” she said, shaking her head. “I wanted to stay there forever. I mean, focusing specifically on trans issues at an all-queer magazine run by a woman of color? It’s the literal dream.”

			“You’re an incredible journalist, Jane,” Katie said. “BuzzFeed or Autostraddle or somewhere will snatch you up, and you’ll be totally fine.”

			“Yeah, but it won’t be the same.” Jane looked like she might cry.

			Liz chugged some of her drink, feeling guilty—both for bringing up the subject and for what she wasn’t saying: As devastated as Liz was that the Nether Fields was closing, part of her was also glad. Unlike Jane, who covered the serious beats, Liz wrote the sex, relationship, and advice columns: dildo reviews, overviews of queer dating etiquette, the annual “Is scissoring a thing?” article (answer: Sure, if you’re absurdly flexible). It had been fun when she joined the magazine right out of college, but after four years it was getting old. Liz wanted to do something more with her life. And now that the magazine was closing, she had a plan to make that happen. She just hadn’t shared that plan with any of her friends yet.

			Luckily, the door banged open and the tension broke as Lydia tumbled inside, heaving two cases of hard seltzer and several bags full of tall bottles.

			“We have got to move to an apartment with fewer stairs,” Lydia said, breathing hard. “I’m sweating all over my cute outfit.” They gestured to their clothes: tight silver spandex shorts and a billowy button-down shirt that was mostly unbuttoned. Lydia was stick-thin, white, and androgynous, with a shaved head and a confident swagger that allowed them to pull off even the most ridiculous looks. Katie got up to help them with their bags.

			“Is that hard liquor?” Jane said. “Are you trying to kill us?”

			“Maybe!” Lydia said cheerfully. “It’s the last-chance dance! We all need a little liquid courage to finally make moves on our work crushes.”

			Katie looked up from trying to cram the seltzers in the fridge.

			“Don’t worry. I got us something special.” Lydia dug into one of the shopping bags and pulled out four tiny Fireball shooters. Everyone immediately started protesting.

			“I don’t want to hear it!” Lydia said, cutting off Jane’s excuse that she was too old, Liz’s excuse that she couldn’t handle shots, and Katie’s excuse that Fireball was disgusting. “Our lives are about to change. Who the hell knows what we’ll be doing after next week? We need to mark this moment as coworkers, as roommates, and as best friends.”

			Lydia prodded them all into a tight huddle, then solemnly distributed a Fireball shooter to each of them.

			“We’re not just losing a job next week,” Lydia said, glancing around the circle. “We’re losing a friend. The Nether Fields may be just a small online magazine that never turns a profit, but it’s also a badass queer space that helped a ton of people. So tonight, we’re going to celebrate its life.”

			“Hear, hear,” everyone echoed.

			“This magazine meant a lot to so many people,” Jane added, her voice shaking a little. “It helped queer people feel seen. We should be proud of that.”

			Katie’s eyes filled with tears. Lydia cleared their throat. Liz’s stomach twisted. Lydia and Jane were right—the Nether Fields was one of the few media outlets where queer people could see themselves. Losing it after almost two decades of operation was a huge blow to the community. How selfish was Liz, feeling relieved and even excited at a time like this?

			“To us, for the work and love we poured into this magazine,” Katie said, raising her tiny bottle.

			“To our readers,” Lydia added, raising theirs.

			Everyone looked at Liz, waiting for her contribution. She couldn’t think of anything to say. She suddenly felt like she had jinxed the magazine with all those nights she’d spent at her desk, racing to complete an article she hated and wishing she were anywhere else.

			Katie put a hand on Liz’s arm. Everyone gave her sympathetic looks, apparently assuming that she was overcome with emotion.

			Jane raised her shooter. “And to every queer or trans kid who found our website and felt just a little bit less alone.”

			Katie let out a sob. Lydia’s free hand balled into a fist as they tried to stay composed.

			“To the Nether Fields,” they all said. They clinked their tiny bottles together and tossed them down. The others all made faces, but Liz could barely feel the whiskey over the guilt already burning in her stomach.

			

			■ ■ ■

			After their toast, Jane strong-armed Liz into cleaning the living room as penance for being late. First, though, Liz ran into her room to change into black jeans and a V-necked teal T-shirt that she had stolen from Katie, pausing to stare despairingly into the mirror. At the moment, her brown hair was shaved into an undercut on one side and long on the other, flopping down into a swoosh over her pale skin. She had liked it at first, but today the length felt overly femme. She could never seem to get the style quite right. When she got a masculine cut, she felt like a little kid playing dress-up, trying to seem tough. When she got a feminine cut, she felt itchy and confined, like she was fading away into a role she didn’t want. It didn’t help that her budget rarely included going to an actual barber, so the quality of her haircut varied wildly, depending on which of her roommates had cut it and their level of sobriety at the time.

			Luckily, she didn’t have time to spiral into an identity crisis. Jane shouted from the kitchen that guests were coming soon, so Liz shrugged at her reflection and went back out.

			The living room and the kitchen occupied one large room, separated by a breakfast bar. They had filled the living half with two couches, a cozy armchair, and one beanbag, all in extremely bright, contrasting colors. It would have been a nice space if the four of them hadn’t treated it like their collective second closet.

			On the other side of the breakfast bar, Jane was putting the finishing touches on the food. She had pulled her long braids back into a ponytail, which showed off the several long necklaces she had layered over a loose red dress. The combination made her look even more gorgeous than usual.

			Liz and Jane had met when Liz started at the magazine. Jane, two years older, had seemed unbelievably cool and knowledgeable. Jane had shown Liz the ropes at the magazine, but they hadn’t become true friends until Christmas, when Jane had gone to upstate New York to stay with her then-girlfriend’s family. Jane and the girlfriend had ended up getting into a huge, relationship-ending fight on Christmas Eve, and when she messaged the Nether Fields group chat to see if anyone knew the best way to get back to the city without a car, Liz had driven three hours to pick her up and bring her to her parents’ house in Massachusetts. Jane spent the holiday with them instead, helping Liz’s mom bake and impressing Liz’s dad with her Boggle skills. After that trip, they became friends, and when a room opened up in Jane and Katie’s apartment six months later, Jane offered it to Liz. She had gone home with Liz for Christmas every year since.

			Jane and Katie, meanwhile, had met at a conference for young journalists of color, back when Katie still worked at BuzzFeed, and instantly hit it off. Jane had encouraged Charlotte, the founder of the Nether Fields, to poach her to be their media reporter. Shortly after, Katie had decided that she couldn’t stand to spend another year living with her parents in Jackson Heights, so they had banded together with two other reporters to find the apartment in Crown Heights, a neighborhood they loved for being both commutable and not majority white. The other roommates had eventually moved out of the city, leaving room for Liz and Lydia to move in. Liz had lived there for three years now, and she loved it—even if the living room was always disgusting.

			Liz gathered up jars of body glitter in assorted colors (Lydia’s), a pile of embroidery string (Katie’s), a vegetarian cookbook (Jane’s), a pair of TomboyX underwear (Liz’s), and a crumpled can of White Claw, which she threw out before shoving the rest into the hall closet.

			“Shit, have you seen the serving plate?” Jane asked, banging open drawers.

			“On top of the fridge,” Liz said without looking up. “You left it there after making cookies last week.”

			Jane was a talented reporter and an excellent cook, but she definitely was not organized—she just had too many good thoughts to pay attention to where she put down her phone or keys. Luckily, Liz had a weird knack for keeping track of things.

			She was just picking up the final pieces of debris (a scattering of Bananagrams tiles and a succulent that had withered to death in its pot) when the buzzer rang, making her jump. It then rang three more times, each ring longer than the last.

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Liz muttered, buzzing them in, knowing that anyone ringing the doorbell that obnoxiously was almost certainly one of their coworkers. A minute later, someone pounded on the door, and Liz opened it to find Charlotte Liu, the founder of the Nether Fields. Charlotte was a short, stocky Chinese woman in her midforties with a buzz cut. As usual, she was wearing a black T-shirt and black jeans.

			“You’re early,” Liz said, surprised. “No die-ins at city hall today? No Dyke March committee meetings?”

			Charlotte ignored her, strode across the room, and started banging on Katie’s door.

			“Katie!” she yelled. “Get the fuck out here. And where’s Lydia?”

			The door opened. “Well hello to you, too.” Katie had exchanged her towel for a white short-sleeved button-down shirt, and she was holding an eyeliner pencil in one hand.

			Lydia came out of the bathroom. “What are you doing here? You’re, like, actually on time.”

			Charlotte took off her vegan-leather jacket and threw it at Lydia. “I have an announcement to make,” she said. “One that will seriously affect this party.”

			“Oh no. Don’t you dare try to cancel the party,” Jane said, putting down a roll of aluminum foil and coming over. “I don’t care how sad you are, I’ve been cooking all afternoon.”

			“Trust me,” Charlotte said. “This is an announcement you want to hear.” She gave them all a maniacal grin. “I should probably wait until everyone else gets here. But you’re my favorites anyway, so…” She paused for dramatic effect, taking in their confused faces, then balanced her weight on Lydia’s shoulder and climbed up onto the coffee table.

			“What are you doing?” Liz said. “Take off your shoes and get off our furniture.” She tried to push Charlotte off the table, but Charlotte avoided Liz’s hands with surprising nimbleness for someone wearing combat boots. Lydia cackled.

			“Ladies and gentlethems,” Charlotte said, raising her arms like a preacher. “We are saved.”

			“Seriously, Charlotte,” Jane said. “If you don’t get off our table, you are banned from this apartment.”

			“Are you drunk?” Liz asked.

			“Nope,” Charlotte said, wagging a finger in Liz’s face. “But we’re all about to be. Because the Nether Fields isn’t closing.”

			“What?” Liz said.

			Lydia clapped their hands to their face like the kid from Home Alone. Jane covered her mouth with one hand, as if afraid to speak.

			“How is that possible?” Katie said.

			Charlotte held up her phone and shook it at them. “I got an email this morning. We’ve been bought.”

			Everyone stared at her in stunned silence, Jane still holding one hand over her mouth, while Charlotte launched into a dramatic reenactment of her day—getting the email, not believing the email, following up on the email. She then read the entire chain out loud, even though it included the exact information she had just told them: Heather Media, their parent company, had accepted an offer from a private individual to buy the magazine.

			“I didn’t even know a person could just buy a magazine,” Liz said. “That seems so—weird.”

			“Who bought it?” Jane asked.

			“I bet it was a celesbian!” Katie said eagerly. “Like Kristen Stewart!”

			“Kristen Stewart?” Lydia sneered. “Why would she buy a magazine?”

			“It’s no one famous,” Charlotte said, putting a hand on Lydia’s head for balance as she stepped off the coffee table. “It’s some rich lesbian I’ve never heard of.”

			“Well, maybe she bought it for Kristen because Kristen didn’t want anyone to know,” Katie suggested. Katie ran a surprisingly successful queer meme account on Instagram and, at least twice a year, she released an updated version of a list called “Queer Celebrities I Would Die and/or Murder For.” Kristen almost always snagged the top spot.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lydia shot back at her. “Why wouldn’t Kristen want anyone to know?”

			“Who is it?” Jane said, cutting them off. “Did they give you the name?”

			Charlotte sat down on the couch, taking her time settling into the cushions around her, clearly enjoying letting the anticipation build. “Her name,” she finally said, “is Bailey Cox.”

			Lydia immediately pulled out their phone. “Got her!” they said a second later, flicking their thumb impossibly fast across their phone screen. Lydia always claimed that their phone was why they were so good in bed—extra finger strength from all that texting. “Bailey Cox. Went to Smith College—figures. Grew up in New York. Lives in Manhattan. Works in real estate. On the board of a bunch of different charities and shit. Aaaand here. A picture.”

			They all clustered around Lydia’s shoulders to peer at the screen. It was a headshot next to a bio on a company website. The picture showed a white woman, probably in her early thirties, with red-brown hair and a cheerful smile. She was wearing a women’s blouse and her hair reached her shoulders, meaning most people would read her as straight, but there was something about her face that absolutely screamed “lesbian.” It was the strong jawline, probably, or the confident way she held her shoulders.

			“Huh,” Jane said. “She looks nice.”

			“She looks like someone you would see at a wedding and spend the whole night trying to figure out if they’re gay or not,” Liz said.

			“She’s cute,” Lydia said.

			“I’d bang her,” Katie said.

			“Well, someone has to.” Lydia waggled their eyebrows at the group.

			“What are you talking about, Lydia?” Jane asked, taking Lydia’s phone so she could study the photo closer.

			“Think about it.” Lydia leaned back against Katie, who put her arm around them. “Why else would a wealthy lesbian in her thirties buy a queer magazine?”

			“To support journalism?” Jane said. “Especially at a queer magazine run by a woman of color?” She looked meaningfully at Charlotte, who winked at her cheerfully.

			“No,” Lydia said. “Clearly, she has bad dating luck and figures buying the magazine is a great way to meet, like, twenty eligible bachelors at once. Where else would you find so many queers in one place?”

			“A queer bar? A lesbian cruise? Tinder?” Liz said, ticking the options off on her fingers and sitting down on the edge of the coffee table.

			“Yeah, sorry, Lydia, but that’s nuts,” Charlotte said. “No one would buy an entire magazine to meet girls.”

			“Hey, if you have billions of dollars, why not?” Lydia said.

			“Billions?” Liz said.

			Lydia grabbed their phone back from Jane and bent over it again, swiping through search results.

			“Okay, it looks more like a few million,” they said with disappointment, sinking onto the couch next to Charlotte. “Definitely not billions.”

			“Oh my God, millions?” Liz said. “That’s not enough for you?”

			“Be practical, Liz,” Lydia said with a condescending shake of their head. “If she had a billion dollars, the Nether Fields would be a little pet project. But if she only has a few million, then she needs the magazine to make money. Which means either she’s going to make a ton of changes until it turns a profit, or it won’t make money and she’ll try to sell us again. And then when she realizes that there’s no market for failing dyke mags, she’ll have to shut us down for good.”

			Everyone stared at Lydia in silence.

			They shrugged. “It’s just the truth.”

			Katie flopped down into the armchair with a loud sigh. Jane, still standing, put a soothing hand on her shoulder.

			“Don’t you dare ruin this for me,” Charlotte said, hitting Lydia with a throw pillow. “This is huge! We’re not shutting down. We’re all still employed. And now the magazine will be owned by actual queer people instead of Heather Media. But”—she took a breath—“you do have a point. One of us has to sleep with her.”

			Liz laughed.

			“Really, that’s the only way to keep her invested enough in the magazine. Someone has to seduce her to keep the rest of us employed.”

			“I’ll do it,” Lydia said nonchalantly. Katie looked up as if she was honestly worried that Lydia might run off with a millionaire magazine owner.

			“What’s important is that the NF is clinging to life for a little bit longer,” Charlotte said. “Which means this is no longer a goodbye party. It’s a Get Shitfaced Celebration.”

			“Hell yeah!” Lydia shouted, hopping to their feet and running into the kitchen to grab a bottle of liquor. “We should do shots.”

			Everyone shouted Lydia down. Grudgingly, they put the vodka aside and started passing out hard seltzers instead.

			“We should text the group chat,” Jane said, opening her drink. “And let everyone know.”

			“I’ll do it!” Katie said, moving her seltzer to the crook of her arm while she took out her phone.

			Jane shook her head, a smile growing on her face. “Oh my God,” she said. “Oh my God. This is amazing.” She crossed the room and threw her arms around Liz. “Isn’t this amazing?”

			“Yeah!” Liz said, trying to sound equally excited. “It’s incredible! Excuse me just one second.”

			Liz got up and went over to the bathroom. Still clutching her hard seltzer, she locked the door behind her, pulled aside the Pride flag shower curtain, and stepped into the tub so she could lean against the tiny window and breathe in some fresh air. On the other side of the door, someone started blasting “Stayin’ Alive.” She felt her phone buzz in her pocket—Katie telling everyone the news—followed by more buzzing as the rest of the Nether Fields staff texted back.

			Liz put her phone on silent and stared out at the dark alley between the apartment buildings.

			The Nether Fields wasn’t closing. Liz should be happy. She still had a job. Her friends still had jobs. Charlotte wouldn’t have to give up the publication she’d been running for almost two decades. The magazine would live to see another day.

			But this meant the end of Liz’s plan. The plan that had formed the second Charlotte announced the closing. With the combination of her severance payment and unemployment, Liz would have been able to afford not to work for at least three months. Which would give her the time and energy to focus on what she’d always wanted to do—write a novel.

			When Liz had accepted the Nether Fields job out of school, she’d been ecstatic to find a career that would let her write for a living. She’d assumed that she would work there during the day, then use the evenings to write a moving, prize-worthy novel about growing up queer in a small town. The kind of book that Liz had desperately needed when she was figuring out her sexuality in high school, feeling overwhelmed and alone.

			But that plan had never turned into reality. After hustling to make deadlines all day, Liz didn’t have the time or energy to write something profound. Over the years, the only writing she’d actually managed was a blog called Confessions of a New York Dyke, centering on a fictional lesbian called Colby. It was partly inspired by Liz’s real life (Colby went to a surprising number of places that Liz liked to frequent) but mostly it was wish fulfillment: Colby was hot and confident, the kind of girl who told off homophobic strangers on the subway and couldn’t walk into a queer bar without getting passed a phone-numbered napkin. Liz had updated the blog almost weekly when she first moved to New York and managed to build a decent following, but gradually it had started to seem more and more pathetic to write about Colby’s many romantic adventures while Liz continued to have none of her own.

			Over the past four years, Liz’s excitement for both her blog and her job had faded. Her posts had gotten less and less frequent. Now she thought about Colby only when she got a notification that someone had commented, begging for an update. But the idea of posting again made her feel the same way she felt every time she turned in an advice column on how to tell if your straight best friend is in love with you: frustrated and stuck.

			The magazine shutdown was supposed to be her golden ticket. An opportunity to focus on her dreams. Without the layoff money, there was no way Liz could afford to write full-time.

			She hadn’t told anyone about her plan. Telling her parents was out of the question—her dad was a carpenter and her mom was a first-grade teacher, and while she’d had a fairly privileged childhood, money had always been tight, and the last thing she wanted to do was stress them out about her financial future. She hadn’t even told Jane or Katie. She was afraid that her friends might think that listicles and sex advice columns were all she was good for—and even more afraid they might be right.

			But now she would never get a chance to find out.

			She heard the buzzer ring, signaling the arrival of more guests. Liz took a deep breath, opened the hard seltzer, and chugged it as fast as she could. Then she crumpled the can, pulled the moldy rainbow curtain back into place, and headed back to the celebration.

		

	
		
		
			2

			Even though Liz lived with three of her coworkers, she almost always went to work alone. Jane tended to get to the office at least an hour early to drink tea while wearing a colorful shawl (knitted, very poorly, by Liz as a Christmas present two years ago) and reading her way through five different newspapers. Katie and Lydia, meanwhile, usually stumbled into work around ten, often still with glitter on their faces and stamps on the back of their hands from whatever club they’d been to the night before. Which left Liz to brave the Midtown crowds of grim-faced businessmen and oblivious tourists on her own.

			The Monday after the party was a particularly brutal one: They were out of coffee, Liz hadn’t done laundry in weeks, and she woke up to a classic text message from her mom: Any new ladies in your life? Your father and I certainly wouldn’t say no to a grandkid or two! Her only clean clothes were cargo pants and a bright blue T-shirt from college that said Everything I Know about Rugby I Learned from Your Girlfriend. She looked at herself in the mirror and sighed. She knew she shouldn’t wear it to work, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. This was supposed to be her last week at the NF. Instead, she was going back in for a normal Monday out of what would now possibly be an entire lifetime of normal, boring, frustrating Mondays.

			Liz was planning to spend the first few hours of her day drinking coffee and not talking to anyone, but minutes after she got to the office, Charlotte came over and sat on top of her desk.

			“You’re blocking my computer,” Liz said with a grumpiness that was only half-feigned. “How can you expect your employees to be productive under these conditions?”

			“Oh, please.” Charlotte put her feet on one of the arms of Liz’s rolling chair and started pushing Liz back and forth. “Like you’d do anything but take BuzzFeed quizzes for another hour anyway.”

			Liz rolled herself out of range. “Excuse you. Keeping up with competitive media is an important part of my job. What are you doing here on time?”

			Charlotte, while extremely dedicated to the magazine, preferred to start her day around eleven so she could stay up late most nights, either working with one of the many activist groups she was part of or attending the kind of exclusive queer parties that Liz could only dream of getting invited to.

			“Never went to bed.” Charlotte winked. “I was at the opening of an underground burlesque ballet in Bushwick and then ended up at House of Yes. Made a few new friends.” She winked again.

			“You know, most humans require sleep to function.” Liz hoped her voice sounded teasing-snarky and not jealous-snarky. When Liz had started at the magazine, Charlotte, who had grown up in Flushing, had been an indispensable guide. She’d taught Liz how to navigate the subway and given her a crash course in being young and broke in the city: how to budget, which bars did two-for-one happy hours, which email newsletters advertised the coolest free events. Liz didn’t know if she would have lasted in New York without Charlotte’s guidance. But now, four years later, she sometimes felt like she was still trying to convince Charlotte to see her as a real adult. Liz didn’t want to be Charlotte’s mentee anymore. She wanted Charlotte to take her to secret burlesque ballets.

			“Sounds boring. What are you wearing, by the way?” Charlotte said, running a hand through the short bristles of her shaved head. “You look like you’re about to through-hike the Appalachian Trail.”

			Liz rubbed her eyes. “I haven’t been able to motivate myself to go to the laundromat in weeks. Everything is dirty.”

			“How do you have enough underwear to go that long without laundry?”

			Liz looked at Charlotte over the top of her fingers. “I don’t.”

			“Gross,” Charlotte said, holding up a hand to stop her. “I don’t want to know. But you might regret that outfit choice in two hours.”

			“Why?”

			Charlotte drummed her hands on the desk with a little flourish. “The new owners are coming in today to inspect their merchandise.”

			Liz groaned. “Stop talking like that. It’s creepy,” she said. “Wait, what do you mean, owners? I thought it was just the one.”

			“Apparently there’s a minority investor, too. Some woman named Daria.”

			“Great. More rich people.”

			Charlotte laughed and jumped off the desk. She cast a significant look at Liz’s T-shirt before heading back toward her office. “I’m sure you’ll make a great first impression.”

			A minute later, Liz’s computer dinged with a calendar invite from Charlotte to all the employees with the subject line Time to bend the knee. The body of the email added only Try not to act like your usual sloppy selves. Liz looked down at her laundry-day outfit and closed her eyes.

			“Shit,” she whispered. Of all the days.

			

			■ ■ ■

			At noon, the entire Nether Fields staff assembled in the largest conference room, the Rosie Room. Named, of course, after Rosie O’Donnell.

			By twelve fifteen, Charlotte and the new owners hadn’t shown up yet, and everyone had devolved into a mild state of panic. In the seat next to Liz, Jane kept smoothing and resmoothing her floral skirt, until Liz finally reached out and grabbed her hand to make her stop. Jane looked up, startled.

			“Literally everyone loves you,” Liz said. “I don’t think I could name a single person who knows you and doesn’t like you. So, of everyone in this room, you have the least to worry about when it comes to making a good first impression.”

			Jane smiled. She smoothed her skirt out again, but then caught herself and sat on her hands. “I can’t help it. How are you not nervous?”

			“Luckily, I don’t have to worry about making a good impression, because I have a zero percent chance of actually making one.”

			“What are you talking about?” Jane said. “You make a great first impression.”

			“Jane,” Liz said slowly. “Look at me. I am wearing cargo pants.”

			Jane looked down at Liz’s pants and grimaced. Even she couldn’t argue with that.

			Before the meeting, Liz had debated running out and buying a new pair of pants, but a quick glance at her bank account had put an end to that idea. She’d also considered going home to raid Katie’s closet, but there was no way she’d make the deadline for her advice column if she spent two hours on the subway. The best she’d been able to do was borrow an old cardigan from the head of finance. She hoped it made her look more professional, but it probably just made her look even more like she’d picked her clothes out of a middle school’s lost-and-found bin.

			Jane was clearly still struggling to come up with something encouraging to say about Liz’s outfit when she was spared by a shriek from Lydia. “They’re here!”

			Everyone arranged themselves into respectable positions. A moment later, Charlotte entered the conference room followed by the two new owners.

			The first person, who bounced into the room like she couldn’t control her excitement, was obviously Bailey Cox. She wore a blue women’s blazer over a creamy white scoop-necked shirt and dark jeans, accessorized with sensible women’s loafers and a thin gold necklace. She smiled at everyone as she came in, but Liz’s eyes immediately moved past her to the person lingering in the doorway. This had to be the other rich woman Charlotte had mentioned, the minority investor. Unlike Bailey, she didn’t look friendly and excited. She looked…sexy.

			She was white and butch, with a thin frame and strong cheekbones. Her short, dark hair looked just slightly gelled and was combed into a sharp, precise part. She was wearing a tailored navy suit with a thin light blue tie and a matching pocket square. She looked like a Brooks Brothers ad, if Brooks Brothers had suddenly gotten very gay.

			Liz’s cheeks flushed, and she pulled her cardigan tighter even though she suddenly felt overly warm. Why had she decided to wear her most hideous outfit today of all days?

			“Hi, everyone,” Charlotte said once they’d all reached the front of the room. “This is Bailey Cox and Daria Fitzgerald. The new owners of the Nether Fields.”

			Bailey beamed. Beside her, Daria nodded curtly in acknowledgment.

			“So, uh,” Charlotte turned to Bailey, looking a little flustered. “How would you like to do this?”

			Bailey smiled again and pulled out a chair for herself.

			“I think we can keep this short,” she said, sitting down and leaning her elbows on the conference table. “We just want to introduce ourselves and let you know how excited we are.”

			Charlotte turned to offer Daria the other seat at the table, but Daria waved her off, leaning against the wall behind them with her arms crossed. Liz didn’t mind, since she was able to stare covertly at Daria, admiring her tightly tailored pants and her long, agile-looking fingers, while appearing to look at Charlotte and Bailey.

			“I’m Bailey Cox,” Bailey said, looking around the room as she spoke. “I’ve been a huge fan of your magazine for years now, so when I heard it was going to close, I knew I had to do something. There are only so many media outlets where people like us can see ourselves represented. And luckily, I was able to convince my friend Daria to join me.”

			On Jane’s other side, Liz saw Lydia mouth the word friend at Katie and elbow her in the ribs. Were they just friends? Did “just friends” suddenly decide to go in on purchasing an entire magazine together?

			“We’re not here to make a ton of changes,” Bailey continued. “Charlotte is an incredible leader, and you all know this magazine far better than we ever will. So we’ll do our best not to get in your way. But we also want to be more supportive and involved than Heather Media was.”

			Daria Fitzgerald cleared her throat. “There will be some changes,” she said. Her voice was low and smooth and unnervingly hot. Liz crossed her legs. She felt very conspicuous all of a sudden, worried her face might be broadcasting her singular focus on Daria.

			“Right, of course,” Bailey said, waving a dismissive hand. “We’ll be looking at all the financials and logistics in the coming months as we try to figure out the best way to disentangle ourselves from Heather Media.”

			The magazine was already “we” to Bailey. Liz looked around, trying to see if anyone else found that weird. Five minutes ago, none of them had met Bailey Cox, and now they were all one unit, fighting together for their survival?

			“But really, we’re here to help you guys,” Bailey said. “And develop practices that will put us in the best position to stay open for years to come. Daria, do you want to add anything?”

			“No thanks.” Daria shifted her weight to lean more fully against the wall.

			“All right then,” Bailey said, with another smile. Though Liz had expected her to have a car-salesman vibe, she couldn’t help feeling Bailey’s eagerness was genuine. “Next, we’d love to come around and meet you one on one.”

			With that, she turned to the person next to her and held out her hand. Everyone stared uncomfortably for a bit, watching in silence as Bailey asked what they did at the magazine. Then, slowly, soft conversation started to break out around the room.

			Liz turned to Jane and raised her eyebrows. Jane raised hers back, but Liz couldn’t tell if it was a reaction to what Bailey had said about the magazine or to Daria’s hotness. Liz glanced back at Daria. She and Charlotte were now following Bailey around the room, shaking hands with people as they went. Oh God. Liz would have to shake Daria’s hand. Were her palms sweaty? She wiped them as discreetly as possible on her pants.

			“Here they come,” Jane whispered, smoothing out her skirt one more time. Liz tried to take a deep breath, but breathing suddenly felt very difficult.

			“This is Jane Wilson, our head writer,” Charlotte said as she, Bailey, and Daria approached. “She covers our political beats.”

			Jane stood up to shake Bailey’s hand. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

			“I’m actually a huge fan,” Bailey said as they shook. “Your writing is one of the reasons I love this magazine so much. That piece you wrote last month about homeless trans youth? It was incredible. Everyone on my timeline was sharing it. It was just…beautiful, moving, and important.”

			“Oh! Thank you.” Jane looked both pleased and flustered. “Thank you so much.” She looked down, seemed to realize they were still shaking hands, and quickly took her hand back.

			“And this is Liz Baker, our sex, relationship, and advice columnist,” Charlotte said.

			“It’s so nice to meet you.” Bailey shook Liz’s hand with a smile. Over Bailey’s shoulder, she saw Daria taking in her outfit with a frown. Her stomach lurched.

			“I guess you probably won’t compliment me on the beautiful, moving, and important article on butt plugs I wrote last week,” Liz said, regretting the joke before it was even halfway out of her mouth.

			Everyone stared at her, blank-faced. Liz swore she felt her heart stop. She tried not to look at Daria.

			Bailey recovered first with a quick laugh. “You know, I must have missed that one. I’ll have to look it up.”

			Liz tried her best to look like a normal, functioning member of society, but accidentally released her death grip on the cardigan, revealing her offensive T-shirt. “You should. Very good advice if you’re in the market.”

			There was a second, longer pause, and then Bailey said, “And this is Daria, my business partner.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Liz said weakly, then shut her mouth before she could say anything else. Daria nodded at her but made no attempt to shake her hand.

			Bailey turned back to Jane and said, “Well, it was so nice to meet you. We should get lunch this week. I’d love to hear more about your vision for the features side of the magazine.”

			“That would be great,” Jane said.

			“And this is Mary St. James, our head of finance,” Charlotte said, moving the group along.

			Liz leaned over to Jane and whispered, “Let’s go.” They made it halfway down the hall before Liz pulled her into one of the smaller conference rooms, the Laverne Room. Named after Laverne Cox, of course.

			“Please tell me I didn’t just make the biggest fool of myself in front of our new boss.”

			Jane grimaced and shut the door. “Well, you didn’t make the best impression.”

			“I basically told her she should buy a butt plug. Within seconds of meeting her.”

			“Yes.” Jane nodded slowly. “You did.”

			Liz sat down at the table and put her face in her hands. “I don’t know what happened. I was nervous, and Daria is, like, so hot, and she was wearing that incredible suit and I got overwhelmed and it just came out!”

			Jane rubbed Liz’s back with one hand. “It’s okay. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to impress them later.”

			“If they don’t fire me immediately for being a pervert.”

			“They’re not going to fire you,” Jane said gently. “Especially not once they read the article and end up with the best butt plug of their lives.”

			Liz uncovered her face long enough to roll her eyes.

			“Seriously,” Jane said. “You’re great at what you do, and your articles drive, like, half of our traffic. They’re not going to fire you. You just got nervous!”

			Liz moaned. “Well, at least you made a good impression.”

			“Do you think so?” Jane asked, looking down and turning the gold bracelet she always wore around her wrist.

			“Um, yes. She basically said that you’re the entire reason she bought this magazine.”

			“She did not say that.” Jane couldn’t hide a small smile.

			“You already have a lunch date set up. You’re in, Jane.”

			“I like her,” Jane said, fiddling with her bracelet again. “She seems really nice.”

			“I don’t know,” Liz said. “It’s just so…weird. They come in from out of nowhere and now they’re in charge, so we all have to suck up to them.”

			“Just give them a chance, Lizzie,” Jane said.

			Liz sighed.

			“I’ll try,” she said, standing up. “Now I need to go finish my advice column or I’ll miss my deadline.”

			“Maybe you should give advice on making a good first impression,” Jane said as she opened the door.

			“Way too soon, Jane.”

			Jane laughed and Liz followed her to their corner of the office. The other staff writers were back in their cubicles, which meant the introduction session must have ended.

			Liz went to sit down, then groaned when she realized she’d left her water bottle in the conference room.
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