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GOD, THIS MAN IS TRULY NOT VERY BRIGHT.

Ginny has spent the past three years trying to give him the benefit of the doubt—Derrick is Elsie’s partner, not theirs, and they want Elsie to be happy, so they’ve always tried not to think about his flaws—but this proves it. Incontrovertibly.

“What do you think?” Derrick asks with a grin.

Ginny thinks a lot of things. They think the old train depot is a lovely venue, all creamy painted brick and tall ceilings and an old train schedule board that currently reads CONGRATULATIONS, ARMIN AND SASSY! There’s plenty of room for tables, and Ginny can imagine the space would be magical all done up with flowers and twinkle lights. They think Elsie might even like it, in another situation. They just also think that planning the entire wedding without consulting her is not the way to go.

“I think Elsie will probably want some say in the wedding planning,” Ginny says slowly.

Derrick grins even wider. “I used her Pinterest board!”

Elsie created that Pinterest board six months into the engagement, when her mom complained about how she didn’t seem to want to plan anything. It placated Mrs. Hoffman at the time, but Ginny is pretty sure Elsie hasn’t added to it since. In fact, Ginny’s pretty sure Elsie hasn’t thought about the wedding unprompted very often, if at all, the entire engagement. They’ve had lunch together almost every single workday during that time, and Elsie has never said a single thing about the wedding. Her ring sits unremarkably on her third finger, not like she’s accustomed to it so much as like she’s forgotten about it.

“Plus,” Derrick continues, “she always says she’s too busy with the store to plan. She gets overwhelmed. So I took care of it for her.”

It’s so close to romantic, except for the part where maybe one member of a couple being “too busy” to make a single decision about wedding planning for an entire year and a half is indicative of more than their workload.

“I just don’t want you to go to all this trouble for her to be upset at you,” Ginny says, like their lack of enthusiasm is due to worry about Derrick.

“It was no trouble,” he says. “Any annoyance she has about not having a say is gonna be offset by how glad she’ll be that I took it off her plate.” He’s been standing in the middle of the giant room, but now he walks to the opposite wall and looks out the paned-glass windows. “They’ve even got space heaters so we can be outside if we want, though obviously Minnesota in January isn’t exactly outdoor weather.”

Wait, what?

“What do you mean, January?”

“Oh yeah, I haven’t even told you the best part,” Derrick says. “This is all going down a week from tomorrow.”

Ginny rubs their temples. He didn’t just plan the entire wedding without talking to Elsie; he planned the entire wedding for next week without talking to her.

Derrick isn’t mean-spirited. He’s just not particularly smart. And it’s not that Ginny wants him to be in Mensa; they simply want him to think through the consequences of his actions. Especially when those consequences will land on their best friend.

“I’m gonna bring her here after her shift at the store tomorrow, and they’re gonna have changed the sign so it’s for us, and I’ll tell her the whole plan. But I wanted to check with you first. You know her better than anyone, so you’ll know if there’s anything else I need to do to make this the perfect day for her.”

“Derrick.” Ginny swallows. Lets out a slow breath. “I really think it’s important you ask her what would make the day perfect for her.”

“Oh, I’m going to,” Derrick says, all blonde hair and big grin. “Of course I’m going to. I just want as much taken care of as possible. And you know she’s not always good at asking for what she wants.”

Understatement of the year. Elsie has no problem standing up for her siblings, or Ginny, or someone she barely knows, just never for herself. The first time Derrick learned Ginny’s pronouns, it was Els who put him in his place.

“If you’re okay with they and she, why not just use she?” he asked. “That’d be so much easier.”

Ginny didn’t get into the complexities of her identity with him, and she didn’t have to. Elsie told him not to be an idiot, and that was that.

But as for what Elsie herself wants? Never.

The fourth of five children, all of whom still live in the Twin Cities and work at the hardware store their parents own, Elsie tends to go along with whatever her family does. Ginny goes with the flow, too, but there’s a difference between being chill and being used to being overlooked. Since they first met, Ginny has been trying to teach Elsie that what she wants matters. Ginny has never known anyone else who had to be peer-pressured into doing what makes them happy.

And Derrick is so close to getting the point here. Elsie isn’t great at asking for what she wants—that’s why he shouldn’t be planning the entire wedding without talking to her.

Truthfully, Ginny can’t help him create the perfect wedding for Elsie because Ginny doesn’t even know if Elsie wants to marry him. She said yes when he proposed, sure, but Derrick is the one thing she and Ginny don’t talk about.

Ginny’s never asked her why she hasn’t even so much as picked a season to get married in. For most of their friendship, they’ve never asked Elsie much about any of her relationships. Ginny knows what they want: as much of Elsie as they can have, for as long as they can have her.

It’s hard to give relationship advice to someone you’re in love with.

“I won’t have time to make a chuppah,” Ginny says.

It seems like a non sequitur, but it isn’t.

“A what?”

“A canopy thing for y’all to stand under.”

Derrick stares at her blankly.

“It’s Jewish,” Ginny says.

That makes Derrick laugh, and he waves a hand. “Come on, you know she’s not even really that Jewish.”

So what if Elsie’s family doesn’t go to temple except on the High Holidays? Ginny promised they’d make her a chuppah when they took their first woodworking class, back in high school.

Engaged for a year and a half and Derrick doesn’t even know what a chuppah is.

“Hey!” Derrick’s eyes light up like he has an idea. Ginny doesn’t want to know what it is. “Do you think it’d be better if you brought her here tomorrow? She’d never be expecting it then.”

Ginny is quite sure Elsie isn’t going to be expecting it, regardless.

“I can’t,” they say. “I’ll be at the farmers’ market.”

The farmers’ market ends at one, and even after packing up their stuff—mostly cutting boards and other small handcrafted wooden ware, though they always bring a couple of furniture pieces, too—they’ll be done before Elsie’s shift finishes. But Derrick doesn’t need to know that.

“That’s cool. I still think she’ll be surprised,” he says.

“Yeah,” Ginny says. “Me too.”

“Is there anything you can think of that she wants that I missed?”

Maybe she wants to break up.

Or maybe that’s Ginny’s lovesick heart. Maybe Elsie really does want to marry Derrick. Maybe her refusal to plan actually is because she’s too busy—though she has time to plan an entire weekend for Ginny’s birthday every year. Maybe Elsie will think this is romantic.

Just because Ginny thinks Derrick’s actions are myopic and even selfish doesn’t mean Elsie will. They have to let Elsie decide what she thinks about this absurd plan herself.

But they cannot be a party to it.
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BACK WHEN THEY WERE KIDS, GINNY THOUGHT ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS WERE SOMEHOW A STEP UP FROM FRIENDSHIPS. That was what everyone said. Magazines and movies and all the kids in their school. The way Ginny longed for Elsie seemed to confirm it. If friendship were enough, then why did Ginny want to kiss her so bad?

If friendship were enough, why did Ginny want more?

Sophomore year, they decided to do something about it. They were at the mall, sitting on the bench in the accessible dressing room while Elsie examined herself in the mirror in the sixth dress of the day.

“I feel like the color makes my skin look green,” Elsie said.

“I like the blue one better.”

“Yeah. Unzip me?”

It took Ginny two tries to unzip, their fingers thick and clumsy. Elsie didn’t seem to notice, just shimmied out of the dress and reached for the next one on the hanger.

Ginny’s stomach was in knots, but they were doing this. They had to do it before they puked right there in the dressing room.

“So, uh, the dance.” They looked at the floor. “Do you wanna go with me?”

Ginny should’ve listened to their gut. Because Elsie didn’t say no—oh no, it was worse.

“Obviously,” Elsie said, presenting her back to Ginny to zip up the next dress. “Even if there was someone I wanted to go with—like as a date—we’d still be going together.”

If Elsie hadn’t known them so well, Ginny could’ve played it off like that’s how they meant it: going as friends. Instead, Ginny flinched, the tiniest reaction they could manage to what felt like a knife to the chest, and even though she was only looking at them in the mirror, Elsie knew.

“Oh,” she said.

“It’s fine.”

Ginny went to zip her in, but Elsie stepped out of reach and turned around, holding the open strapless dress to her chest. “No, Gin, I—”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I didn’t realize you meant it like that.”

Ginny should’ve moved on, but they had to be sure. “Now that you do . . .”

It took Elsie a moment to reply, and her voice was quiet when she did.

“I don’t want anything to mess up our friendship, Gin.”

“Right, of course,” Ginny said. “No worries.”

They wanted to melt into the wall, or for a sinkhole to open beneath them, or to move across the country. Elsie pretended it wasn’t a big deal.

“We’ll still go, though, obviously,” she said. “You and me and Claire and Jake and Amrit. See who else wants to come. My mom will wanna buy you a corsage like last year. Or maybe a boutonniere? It’d be so cool if you wore a suit.”

“For sure,” Ginny said instead of crying. “Let me zip you up. I like this one.”
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THEY WENT TO THE DANCE IN A GROUP. Everyone came to Ginny’s house for pictures beforehand. Ginny had seen Elsie in the ice-blue gown in the dressing room—one of the dresses she tried on before Ginny had made a fool of themself—but it was different with makeup and hair, all glossed lips and a braided updo with a few perfect blonde waves loose and framing her face. Her dress shimmered every time she moved.

Ginny had found a dark-gray suit at Goodwill and their mom had hemmed the pants and sleeves to fit. They picked a bright-red tie so they wouldn’t be anywhere close to matching Elsie. Their tongue was too heavy in their mouth to tell her how amazing she looked. They didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.

Elsie avoided eye contact while she attached a boutonniere to the lapel of Ginny’s suit jacket. Ginny’s face felt like it was the color of their tie.

“You look great,” Elsie murmured.

Ginny swallowed. “Thanks.” Swallowed again. “Same.”

They made sure not to sit next to Elsie at dinner. At the dance, every time a slow song played, Ginny went to the bathroom or to get a drink or outside to get some air, since it was so hot in the gymnasium. Elsie never came with.
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EVEN AFTER THE DANCE, NOTHING WAS THE SAME.

Elsie was always a popular kid—skinny and blonde and pretty, even when they were awkward teenagers. She could’ve dropped Ginny, could’ve told someone, anyone, that Ginny had an embarrassing crush on her and made them an outcast. Ginny hadn’t quite figured out the gender stuff by then. To most of her classmates, she was the chubby weird girl. It wouldn’t have been hard for Elsie to leave her behind.

It was harder to stay friends, to push through the awkwardness, to relearn how to interact—how to compliment each other and sit together on the couch watching movies and hug hello and goodbye without it all feeling too heavy. But Elsie never let Ginny quit. She texted first, and often; invited Ginny any place she went. Elsie was perfect, determined, faking it until they made it. Like if she could pretend it wasn’t awkward for long enough, someday it wouldn’t be.

Ginny wanted so much for that to be true, but they didn’t believe it. How could anything ever be normal again, when they kept catching Elsie with this look on her face—concern and pity.

They got through it somehow. Ginny wasn’t sure how, really, but eventually things evened out between them. Elsie stopped looking at them like that, and they stopped second-guessing everything they wanted to do or say to Elsie, and it all worked out.

Ginny knows now: what they’d wanted wasn’t more, it was just different.

None of their romantic relationships have come close to their relationship with Elsie, much less been somehow more just because they were romantic. Elsie is always going to be the most important person in Ginny’s life. To this day, they’re so fucking grateful that Elsie didn’t let fifteen-year-old Ginny mess that up.

Do they still ache for something different sometimes? Sure. Even with how often they’re together, Ginny would gladly take more. There’s no such thing as too much time with Elsie. Beyond that, they’d like to kiss her sometimes. They’d like to plan a life together that’s more concrete than we should start a queer commune and we’re gonna be roommates in the retirement home, right? But overall, “something different” wouldn’t actually be that much different from what they already have.

So that occasional ache doesn’t matter. It’s not going to mess anything up. It just means Ginny’s not very good at relationship advice.
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