“Huhhh...” Twilight sighed as she entered her humble abode, scarcely able to lift her weary hooves. “Spike?” she called out, checking if the dragon was home. There was no reply. Owlowiscious didn't seem to be on his perch either. “Oh. That's right,” she said to herself. They'd gone with Zecora, hadn't they? It must have slipped her mind that their trip was scheduled for that day.
To be honest, she was relieved to be alone. She didn't particularly want to be seen like this, and she didn't think she could keep her feelings bottled up inside any longer.
She barely took a few steps inside before giving up and grumpily slumping to the ground. This funk had been with her all morning, and it showed no signs of lifting. It was as if there was a shadow hovering over her, leaving her devoid of colour and vibrancy. She couldn't shake it off, no matter how hard she tried.
What was worse was that she knew the source. She knew why she felt like this, and what would cure her blues. That just made her broody mood feel all the more immature and childish. It was her own fault she couldn't act on it; her own failings that had left her feeling this way. So why was she taking it out on the rest of the world?
Oh. Right. Pettiness.
“Who would have thought,” she muttered to herself, “That the noble name of Twilight would ever be associated with melodramatically moping around all because of somepony you have a crush on?” she sighed, pouting as she rested her head on her hooves, ashamed of herself for being such an adolescent about this.
“Look out belooooooow!”
Twilight didn't even flinch as a cyan streak crashed through her window, landed muzzle first on the floor and careened into a bookcase, causing its contents to spray everywhere upon impact.
“Hi, Rainbow,” Twilight dead-panned.
“Hi, Twilight,” Rainbow Dash cheerily replied, poking her head up from under the pile of books, one of them splayed open on her head. Twilight didn't even bother to ask for an explanation. This was a common enough occurrence that it was practically on schedule.
“Hey. You can get up now,” Rainbow Dash said as she trotted over to her prone friend. The unicorn gave no response. “Why're you still ducking like that?”
“I'm not ducking,” Twilight Sparkle mumbled, not moving from her spot.
“Okay,” Rainbow eyed her strangely. “What are you doing then?”
“OOOH! A GUESSING GAME!” Pinkie Pie enthused, abruptly leaping up out of Twilight's waste-paper basket without so much as a word of warning or explanation.
“AAAA—Oh, it's you,” Twilight cut herself off mid-squeal, her initial surprise immediately fading once she realised it was just Pinkie. “Hi, Pinkie,” she forced herself to smile, on some level grateful for the presence of her friends, but still wishing to be left alone.
“Can I play the guessing game?” Pinkie asked, bouncing up and down with glee.
“Yeah. Go ahead. Knock yourselves out. I don't mind,” Twilight said, sullenly dragging her hooves over to the stairs, heading to bed where she could sulk some more in peace.
“Okay! Um, let's see...Was she looking for her contact lens? Or digging for treasure? Or pretending to be a dog?” Pinkie wondered aloud, eager to figure it out. “Am I right? Is that the answer? Is there a prize if I get the answer? What's the prize? Is it something you eat?”
Rainbow Dash wasn't listening, more focused on bigger concerns. Sure, Twilight could be a grump, but she'd never been this much of a bummer before. “Huh,” she hummed to herself, cocking her head slightly, confused by her friend's odd behaviour. “Hey, Pinkie. What's wrong with Twilight?” she asked, wondering if she'd missed some big event while practising her tricks earlier that morning.
“Huh?” Pinkie stopped mid-hop, turning to cast a glance at Twilight's retreating form. “I dunno. Now that you mention it, she seems pretty down,” she agreed, rubbing her chin in contemplation, curious as to what could have caused this unwarranted downturn in her mood.
“Maybe we should cheer her up then,” Rainbow commented with an idle shrug. Pinkie looked at her expectantly, apparently not catching on that it had been a prompt for her to be her near-perpetually cheery self and spout an assortment of suggestions, most likely in song. Rainbow cleared her throat. “...You got any ideas?” she tried again, less subtly.
Pinkie gasped as one came to her. “Does she like butter-tarts?!” she all but buzzed with excitement, an apparently ingenious solution to Twilight's problems already forming in her eccentric mind.
Rainbow Dash blinked, side-eyeing her pink companion. “...Do you have any ideas that make sense?”
“Oh!” Pinkie laughed, tapping a hoof to her head. “No. None whatsoever.”
Rainbow sighed. “Fine. I guess it's up to me then,” she said, following Twilight upstairs, figuring she had to handle this the old-fashioned way. By talking.
When she reached the second floor, she saw Twilight curled up on her bed, facing the wall, practically huddled right in the corner. Rainbow suppressed an awkward groan. She really wasn't the right pony for this. She'd never been much good at any of that, uh – what was the word? – 'sensitive' stuff. But, then again, there was a first time for everything.
She swallowed. “Heeeey,” she began, sporting a very unconvincing grin. Twilight didn't respond. “Hey...buddy,” Rainbow tried again, uncertainly, moving a little closer. “Whatcha doin' there?”
Twilight lifted a blanket with her magic and draped it over herself, signalling that she was very definitely ignoring her and planned on sustaining this course of action.
Rainbow's ears went lopsided, a confused look coming over her. “...So, you do wanna talk about it? Or you don't?” she asked, unsure what she was supposed to be reading from her body language.
“Yes. No? I don't know,” Twilight sighed, flopping back on her bed. It wasn't fair of her to act like this. Just because she was miserable was no excuse to treat her friends like manure, especially when they were only trying to help her feel better. “It's just...it's complicated,” she explained, sitting up more properly, though her head still hung low, as if she couldn't summon the will to lift it to its regular height.
“Try me,” Rainbow challenged with a friendly smirk.
Twilight averted her eyes, her inner turmoil written plainly on her face. Her insides squirmed as she sat there, locked in a battle between the urge to keep her secret locked away forever, and the desire to let it out and seek the help she knew she needed.
“...I'm in love,” she admitted, the words sinking like a stone in the silence of the room.
“IN LOVE?!” Pinkie exclaimed, leaping high enough in the air that she nearly hit the ceiling. “That's not bad news! That's wonderful! That's incredible!” she chirped, dancing her way up to the second floor.
“Yeah!” Rainbow agreed, preparing to congratulate her friend, until a secondary doubt struck her. “Isn't it?”
“It would be, if I didn't keep making a foal out of myself every time we're together!” Twilight lamented, picking up a pillow and holding it over her head, as if hoping that she and all her shame would disappear if she hid there long enough. 
“Aww. Don't worry about it, Sparky. Love makes foals of us all!” Pinkie encouraged, throwing a friendly hoof over her shoulder in her perpetually positive way.
Twilight's response was muffled by the pillow, coming out as little more than a strained mewl. It was like a curse. To think of all that time she'd spent pouring over her books, studying tomes of ancient knowledge, sharpening her mind into a fine instrument of wit, only for her to turn into a tongue-tied dolt the one time it really counted to keep her senses about her. Ugh. She could have dropped dead from embarrassment five and a half times over just thinking about it.
“So, go on. Don't leave us hangin'. Who's the lucky pony?” asked Rainbow, taking the pillow between her teeth and throwing it aside, leaving her poor, smitten friend with nowhere to hide.
Twilight bit her lip, nervously shrinking under her friends' eager stares. This was going to be one hay of a revelation for them.
The bell above Carousel Boutique's door twinkled as a pink mane peeked timidly inside. “Um, hello?” Fluttershy weakly called out, seeing the main floor was uncharacteristically empty. “R-Rarity?” she tried again, stepping a little further inside, letting the door swing shut behind her. The sound made her jump.
It wasn't her imagination. The shop really did seem to be deserted.
Oh, no. She hoped she hadn't missed her. Of all the times for Rarity to be out, why today? Not today, please. Fluttershy didn't think she could bare it any longer; being stuck the way she was.
She needed a friend. Badly.
Thankfully, she heard the upstairs door swing open little more than a moment later. “Hang on, I'll be right—oh, Fluttershy! It's you! Come right up, darling,” Rarity greeted her, beaming brightly and gesturing for the pegasus to join her. Fluttershy didn't hesitate to sigh with relief, never more glad to see her best friend. “Really, there's no need for you to wait for an invitation to come upstairs. You're practically family.”
“Thank you.” Fluttershy blushed, her mane falling in front of her eyes as it so often did, concealing the expression.
“So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” asked Rarity, waiting at the top of the stairs for her notoriously reserved companion to reach her. Fluttershy wasn't in any hurry to make the climb, if her pace was any indication.
“Well, it's, um...I hope it's not a bad time, but...it's, I, uh...you see...I just, I really need to talk to somepony...well, to you, right now,” Fluttershy admitted, her gaze drifting bashfully to the floor. She knew Rarity was busy all the time, and that she was probably interrupting a million far more important things with her petty troubles, but, well, she was desperate. She needed advice. Lots of it. And who else could she turn to if not her very own best friend?
“Oh, you poor dear. Of course. You know you can always talk to me about anything,” Rarity said sincerely, her big sister instincts showing. She was always concerned for the welfare of her friends. Well, almost always, at least. Sometimes. Occasionally. “I can assure you, you have my undivided attention,” she said, holding open the door to her private quarters, prepared to do anything she could to help.
“Thank you so much. This really means a lot to—”
The moment she looked into the room, Fluttershy froze.
“Oh, hi there, Fluttershy!” Applejack said, grinning widely at her arrival, evidently pleased to see that she had stopped by.
“A-Applejack?” she stammered. Ordinarily, Fluttershy would have been thrilled to have her there, but, on this day, things were more than a little different. She had to stifle a squeak as her nerves got the better of her. “W-What are you doing here?” she asked, what small amount of confidence she'd had previously falling to bits in an instant.
“Nothin' much,” Applejack replied, trotting over from the work area. “No real story to it. Just workin' on a gift for Granny Smith. I don't know nothin' about no sewing, ya see—”
“So I graciously offered to help her in her hour of need,” Rarity finished for her, clearly speaking with the greatest admiration of her own infinitely charitable spirit.
“Yeah. That,” Applejack said, rolling her eyes behind Rarity's back.
“Oh. I, um, I see. That's...good?” Fluttershy forced a smile, instinctively backing away, suddenly no longer looking forward to airing her problems in company. Her very private problems.
As much as she loved Applejack, and trusted her with all her heart, it had taken every ounce of her inner-strength to work up enough courage to even consider telling Rarity about this. Having to tell two ponies right off the bat was like skipping a foal's first tentative steps and signing them straight up to go cliff-diving. Suffice it to say, this was a much bigger task than she had expected.
“So what brings you here?” Applejack genially asked, seemingly clueless to Fluttershy's nervous trembling, even as she stood right next to her. Then again, maybe she was just used to her being like that; as if convinced it was her natural physical state. “Anythin’ I can help ya with?”
“Th-that? I-i-it's nothing. I'm sure it can wai—”
“It sounded like something was really troubling you,” Rarity said as she idly tidied up her work area, unaware that she had cut the pegasus off. Her attempts at speech were virtually inaudible, even more so than usual. “Whatever's on your mind, you know you need not keep it to yourself, darling. Especially if it's urgent.”
“Well, uh...yes. Yes it is, sort of,” Fluttershy meekly admitted, still eyeing the door behind her as she weighed up her options.
“Well, that's what your friends are for, sugarcube,” Applejack reminded her, giving her an encouraging nudge, which did bring a small smile to Fluttershy's face, in spite of everything. Come to think of it, of all the other non-Rarity ponies who could have been there at that moment, AJ was definitely her ideal choice. After all, there she was, offering her timid friend her unconditional support without question or criticism, just like she always did. “Your secrets are in safe hooves here.”
“I know. And I'm very grateful for that,” Fluttershy said, moving a little further into the room and sitting down, steeling herself for all she was about to do.
Rarity and Applejack were both silent, each expecting Fluttershy to speak. Unsurprisingly, she merely sat there, resigned to her silence, and made no move to say anything at all.
“...So, then...” Rarity broke the quiet, hoping that might prompt Fluttershy to get started. It did not. She frowned slightly. “Well, go on, darling. What's all this fuss about?”
Fluttershy blanched. “Oh. No. I...I didn't mean to cause a-a fuss. I'm so sorry,” she said, looking so incredibly guilty at the thought of being a bother that she damn near seemed ready to turn herself in to the clops over it. Rarity eyed her, unsure whether the pegasus had actually misinterpreted what she'd said, or whether she was deliberately stalling in an effort to put off the conversation.
Odds were on the latter.
“Come on, now. We can't be of much use if ya don't say what's ailin' ya,” Applejack light-heartedly pointed out.
“You're right...” Fluttershy conceded, not that it did anything to quell the increasingly furious pounding of her heart, and the quickening of her breath. Oh, gosh, why had it suddenly gotten so hot in there? Was it a fever? Yes, that must have been it. Maybe she was ill. Maybe she should put this off and get some rest. She could tell them the truth when she was feeling better, right?
She shook her head, silencing her own inner-monologue. No. She couldn't let any of that stop her. She had to fight through the anxiety coursing through her. This was at least half the reason why she'd needed to come here in the first place. It was her nerves that kept getting her stuck in these awful jams and rendered her unable to express her feelings, or act on them at all.
If she didn't start fighting her fears now, she'd never get anywhere, and it would all be for nothing.
So, she released a shaky breath, squeezing her eyes shut, knowing what she had to do.
“I...” she began.
“Yes?” Rarity encouraged, hopefully.
“I...”
“That's it. You're almost there,” said Applejack, inwardly cheering her on.
Fluttershy could feel the words in her throat, ready to get out. All they needed was a little push. Just one little push. She took a breath, and swallowed, preparing to force them out. She moved to speak. She opened her mouth, and then...
The only sound that escaped her was a pathetic bleat. Her eyes widened. Her limbs locked up. Next thing she knew she was on her back, her panic-stricken limbs sticking ramrod straight in the air.
Applejack and Rarity both sighed. She'd choked. “Oh, and she was so close too,” said the unicorn sympathetically. It was impossible not to feel disappointed by the result on Fluttershy's behalf.
“This is like that incident with the dragon all over again,” Applejack commented, sadly, wishing there was something more she could do for her situation beyond standing there and praying real hard.
“It's okay,” Fluttershy stammered, attempting to clamber back up onto her hooves, though she lost her balance in the process. Her legs wobbled like jelly every time she tried to stand, her limbs clearly sending the message that they either couldn't or wouldn’t support her. “I, uh...I th-thought this might happen, so, um...I wrote a note, just in case,” she said, nodding towards her left wing, having anticipated this outcome.
Rarity arched a brow at that, but, seeing as this was still a vast improvement over getting nothing out of her whatsoever, elected not to press the issue. A note would have to do as long as Fluttershy couldn't find her voice. She used her magic to levitate the note over to her, neatly unfolded it, and—
A gasp resonated throughout the room. “Oh my!” said Rarity, the note falling out of the air.
Fluttershy winced, hiding behind her mane, blushing so fiercely her entire coat seemed to be tinged with pink. She'd been worried about how they would react to her confession. That was part of what made it so hard. So petrifying.
“What? Let me see,” said Applejack, standing over the fallen note and squinting in an effort to read the small writing.
All that was there were three little words.
I love Twilight.
Before Applejack could react, Rarity grabbed her, all but barrelling into the earth pony in her haste to do so. “Do you know what this means?!” she asked as she seized her, causing Applejack to flinch at the volume, not to mention at the half-crazed look in her histrionic cohort's eyes. Fluttershy whimpered and buried her muzzle under her hoof, not sure she wanted to hear this. “MATCHMAKING!” Rarity squealed with delight, clapping her front fetlocks together, seeming oblivious to the fact that she was squeezing the air out of Applejack every time she did so.
Fluttershy braced herself for the fallout, knowing the terrible consequences this could have on their friend—“Wait, what?” she glanced up, wondering if her ears were playing tricks on her.
“Oh, this is simply marvellous!” Rarity said, practically glowing with excitement. She was so thrilled that she didn't even seem to care that she had been cuddling up against Applejack, of all ponies. 
“Gwah...” the cowpony murmured when her asphyxiation finally ended, falling to the floor like a lump of lead once Rarity released her from her death-grip. The unicorn ignored this, having turned her attention to Fluttershy.
“You definitely came to the right pony, darling,” Rarity assured her lovelorn friend, throwing a forelimb over Fluttershy's shoulders. “After all, I am an expert when it comes to all matters of, 'ow you say, ze romance,” she said with an excess of theatricality, already caught up in picturing some grand fantasy of a love story for her two friends, and clearly determined to see it come to fruition.
“Phew,” Fluttershy sighed with relief. For a second there, she'd thought she was going to be mad at her or something. She should have known Rarity better than that; of course she was the right pony to ask about this sort of stuff. Of course she would jump at the opportunity to meddle in this kind of affair.
“Ahem. Excuse me,” Applejack raised a hoof to interrupt, still looking more than a little bizarrely at Rarity before snapping her focus back to more important matters. “I'm mighty happy for you, hun. Really, I am. But, if you don't mind my askin', why didn't you just say so?” she asked, as if it should have been obvious. She didn't see what all the drama was for.
Fluttershy tilted her head in confusion. “Well, um, if, if you'll remember back to about two minutes ago, I-I tried to, but then I, um, then I fell over like this...” she explained, rolling onto her back, re-enacting her fearful fainting spell from earlier.
“No, no. Not to us. I meant why didn't you just tell Twilight how you feel?” Applejack asked with a shrug, ever the voice of reason, mundane a role as it was. “I'm assumin' you haven't told her none, seein' as how you're comin' to us askin' for help an' all.”
Fluttershy glanced down, looking troubled. “I can't.”
“Well, sure ya can!” AJ encouraged, endeavouring to boost her confidence, since that was clearly the only obstacle standing in her way. “C'mon, now. You know Twi' as well as I do. She ain't gonna hurt ya none. What's the worst that could—”
“No,” Fluttershy cut her off far more firmly, looking her square in the eye. “I can't.”
“Because of your nerves?” asked Rarity, genuinely lost as to what Fluttershy meant when she said she couldn't tell her how she felt.
“Yes. But also because we're friends,” she said, unconsciously rubbing one of her forelegs against the other, as if in an attempt to console herself. “I can't...I can't just walk up to her and be like, 'Hey, how's your day going? That's great. I love...'” Fluttershy choked, not even able to finish the thought, hanging her head once she'd finished her vague enactment, clearly plagued with worries about this whole dilemma.
“...Why not?” asked Applejack, straightforwardly. It seemed to her like the fears that held Fluttershy back were just figments of her imagination. “Sounds good to me.”
“Because we're friends,” Fluttershy emphasised, as if that should have said everything. “If she doesn't feel the same way, or something goes wrong, and we don't work out, then it will be really awkward, and there will be all these hurt feelings, and then we won't be able to be around each other, and we'll start avoiding each other, and so then the rest of you will have to split between us in order to make us feel better and make it feel like neither one of us is being favoured or left out, but then you'll eventually realise that you stopped hanging out with all your other friends on the other side because of us, and then you'll start to resent me and Twilight for making things all uncomfortable between us and splitting up the group, and then you'll start taking out those frustrations on us and we'll all start arguing and fighting all the time and then we won't want to hang out at all and, next thing you know, we won't be friends. Never ever again,” she explained, all in a single breath.
Applejack and Rarity blinked blankly, both of them stunned.
“...Give her credit. She's thought this through, at least.” Rarity dryly remarked.
“So, um...yeah...” Fluttershy ducked her head down, unable to lift her gaze. On second thought, she wished she hadn't brought up that scenario at all. She'd made herself sad just thinking about it.
“If you feel that way, then what do you want our help for?” asked Applejack, growing increasingly confused; the more she heard about this, the less sense it made. It sounded like Fluttershy didn't want to pursue her feelings for Twilight in the first place, in which case there was no need for her friends to become involved. Was there?
“Weren't you listening?” said Rarity, 'tssk'ing and shaking her head at her obviously intellectually inferior comrade. “Honestly,” she scoffed, turning up her nose at the ruffian before resuming her place at Fluttershy's side. “I understand,” she said.
“Y-you do?” asked Fluttershy, hopefully. If Rarity understood, then that meant she wouldn't have to stutter out another convoluted explanation that probably wouldn't have made any sense to anypony else but her anyway.
“Of course I do, darling. You want to be able to gauge whether your feelings for Twilight might be reciprocated without taking the risk of confessing everything to her all at once, which you...probably can't even do anyway, even if you tried.”
“Yes.” Fluttershy nodded in agreement.
“And, you want to make sure that, if you think you do have the opportunity to pursue a relationship, that, firstly, you'll work as a couple,”
“Yes.”
“And, secondly, you want to ensure that your relationship gets off to an excellent start, particularly since that increases your chances of achieving the former point – see above, re: working as a couple – and also because it will eliminate the lingering doubts and fears in your mind that are currently preventing you from opening up and telling her how you feel,”
“Oh, oh, definitely yes.”
“So, it follows that the reason why you were so eager to seek my help, darling, was because you desired my advice and assistance in creating The Completely and Utterly Perfect First Date (without Twilight ever actually catching on that it is a date) that would sweep her off her hooves and be the ideal opportunity for you to tell her how you feel, and then lead into your chance to officially ask her out,” Rarity concluded, looking thoroughly pleased with her deductive reasoning. “How am I doing?”
“You're really good at this.” Fluttershy blushed, genuinely impressed.
“I know,” Rarity smugly replied. “Did you catch all that, Applejack?”
“Yeah, yeah. I was listenin',” Applejack answered her. “But why do you need our help with that?” she asked. “You've been friends with Twilight for a good long while now. Surely you don't need any help hangin' out with her and havin' a good time.” The cowpony laughed at the very thought of such a thing. “It's not like you're completely clueless as to what you're s'posed to do when you're around her, right?”
Fluttershy shrank back, her face falling. “Um...actually...” she trailed off, anxiously, deciding she would have to tell them...the story just so they would understand how dire her situation truly was.
“I don't get it,” said Rainbow Dash, flapping her wings as she hovered in the general area above Twilight, following her around as she re-stacked all of the books the speedy pegasus had previously knocked over. “So you like Fluttershy. Big deal. Why don't you just go out and spend time with her?”
“I have!” Twilight insisted in exasperation.
“You have?” Pinkie echoed excitedly.
“I've tried!” she clarified, uncomfortably.
“'You've tried?' What does that even mean!?” asked an irritated Rainbow Dash. Twilight just wasn't like normal ponies sometimes. She kept talking in circles, and not one of them made a lick of sense.
“Ugh. You just don't get it,” Twilight groaned, letting her head flop against her desk. “If you'd been there yesterday, you'd understand.”
“Yesterday? What happened yesterday?” Pinkie Pie asked, situating herself atop Twilight's desk, keen to hear a story. She liked stories.
“My latest and lamest attempt at a non-date with Fluttershy happened,” Twilight explained, morosely. “If our dates are as terrible as our non-dates, then I guess I'd almost be lucky if Fluttershy doesn't return my affections...”
“YOU LIKE FLUTTERSHY?!” Pinkie gasped, her jaw hitting the floor.
Neither Twilight nor Rainbow even acknowledged Pinkie apparently forgetting what she'd learned not even two minutes ago.
“Come on, Twilight. It can't have been that bad,” Rainbow commented, sure that this so-called disaster of a non-date was nothing more than Twilight's perfectionism blowing one minor flaw completely out of proportion. She could be worse than Rarity sometimes.
“Wanna bet?” Twilight replied, prepared to share the gruesome details. It wasn't like she had any more dignity left to lose. “I can remember it like it was yesterday...”
“It was yesterday!” Rainbow Dash interjected.
“Do you want the flashback or not?!” Twilight shouted her down, literally; the sound managed to knock Rainbow Dash to the floor, leaving her more than a little startled. Hmmph. Yeah, she thought so. “I remember it like it was yesterday...” she resumed.
“Will it be the usual for both of you?” the café waiter asked.
“Yes, please,” Twilight replied, sitting comfortably atop her small haystack. “Um, that is for me, anyway. Didn't mean to speak for you, Fluttershy,” she laughed awkwardly, attempting to pass it off as a joke.
“For you, madame?” the waiter boredly inquired.
“Uh, yeah...just...you know...whatever,” she skittishly replied, far too nervous to actually concentrate on the menu when she was too busy thinking about somepony else.
“Whatever it is,” the waiter dead-panned, collecting their menus and walking away.
Ah, good! Alone at last.
Twilight grinned across the table. Fluttershy shyly smiled back.
“Um, hi,” Twilight somewhat uneasily began where she thought it best to begin.
“H-hi...” Fluttershy replied.
“You look...” ‘Cute, beautiful, wonderful, radiant, lovely, resplendent, gorgeous, like the pony of my dreams.’ All these terms popped into her mind at that very moment. Shame she couldn't finish the darn sentence.
“L-look where?” Fluttershy asked, warily glancing about herself. She didn't see anything of particular importance. Nothing worth her notice, anyway.
Deciding that she couldn't suddenly say 'hot' now without it sounding weird, Twilight elected to just go along with that interpretation. “Um...that was fine?”
“Oh. O-okay.” Fluttershy bowed her head slightly, sensing something was a bit off. She hadn't looked at the wrong thing had she? Oh, gosh. That would make her seem so dumb and clueless. Not like Twilight, who was so beautiful and smart.
How embarrassing. That was not the impression she wanted to make around her. Maybe she should just be quiet. She couldn’t cause trouble if she kept her thoughts to herself.
“...”
“...”
“...”
“...”
Silence. Dead silence.
‘Gee. What a fantastic start,’ Twilight thought to herself.
“Ahem,” Twilight cleared her throat. She was wracking her brain in search of something brilliant and charming to say, so naturally she wanted to make sure that when she finally found such a line her voice would be working properly.
“Um, b-bless you.” Fluttershy squeaked out, instantly regretting that utterance. She was only meant to say that when somepony sneezed, not when they coughed. She must have sounded like an idiot. Again.
“What?”
“Huh?”
“What was that?”
“What was what?”
“Sorry, I thought you said something,” said Twilight, sure she'd heard her speak a moment ago.
“Oh. No...” Fluttershy shook her head, hiding behind her mane, anything she might have wanted to say quickly dying in her throat.
Twilight suppressed a sigh. Everything was going so well. All she needed was for her ears to start playing tricks on her too. She gave them a flick, wondering if they needed a clean. She couldn't do that in front of her not-date, though, could she? Yes, that would surely charm and attract Fluttershy where conversation had failed.
'Way to be weird, Sparkle,' she thought to herself, doing her darndest to sit still and refrain from fidgeting.
“...”
“...”
“...”
“...”
Fluttershy swallowed, too terrified to think. It was so quiet Twilight could probably hear her heart thumping in her chest. Gosh, how embarrassing would that be; to have the silence broken by her awkward, panicky bodily noises.
Her self-consciousness spiked to eleven, making everything even louder. 'Shh, heart!' Fluttershy told herself, closing her eyes in a futile effort to will her pulse to slow down just a teensy bit. Her stomach churned, making her wince. Twilight definitely had to have heard that. If that didn’t creep her out, nothing would.
“You okay?” asked Twilight, seeing Fluttershy squinting at her, making the most bizarre facial expressions in her general direction. “Is there something on my face?” she said, half-jokingly.
“Yes. I mean—no! I mean...maybe? Oh gosh.” Oh goodness, now she'd insulted her. This was just wonderful. This was why she was better saying nothing; at least then she couldn't screw up as badly as she already had.
“Haha...no biggie. Thanks for, um...yeah...pointing that out,” Twilight gave an awkward laugh to hide her humiliation, waiting for a split-second when Fluttershy averted her gaze to hastily wipe at her face, hoping her broad strokes would clear away whatever mess was distracting Fluttershy so much. Instead, all her efforts got her was a hoof to the nose. “Ow!”
“Ow?” Fluttershy echoed, concerned yet confused.
“Uh,” Twilight glanced up, not sure how exactly she could explain this. Especially not if there was blood. Oh Celestia, was there blood? “...I...said...'ow...are you? 'Ow are you?”
“Oh. Um...m'fine...thank  you for...asking...”
‘Whew. Good save.’
“...”
“...”
“...”
“...”
“I, uh...” Twilight began, ignoring her still-throbbing nose, hoping her brain would kick into gear and fill in the blank once she actually started speaking. It didn't.
“Hmm?”
“N-no, nothing...” she chickened out, looking down at the hay beneath her.
“...”
“...”
A tumble-weed went by.
“...”
“...”
Fluttershy felt her pulse pounding in her throat. Usually, she liked the quiet, but here it was deafening. Maybe it was time to try and say something; to make a good impression. If Twilight was okay with that, of course.
“...S-so...”
“YES, VERY!” Twilight eagerly reacted, grinning brightly, if falsely. She hadn't been listening (too caught up in her thoughts to do so). Hence, when she had tuned back in and heard Fluttershy speaking, she’d naturally assumed she'd missed something important, and had hoped to hastily cover the fact with, well, with that.
Instead all she'd done was make Fluttershy's head disappear under the table, where the pegasus had taken to cowering in fright.
“F-...Fluttershy?”
“...?” She timidly glanced up. “Oh. Sorry.” She tried to force her limbs to pick her back up, shaking though they were. They hurt from how much they'd been shivering throughout this whole totally platonic lunch. “I, just...you know...hay. I...I love hay,” she murmured by way of explanation.
“So do I!” Twilight enthused, genuinely happy. This might be the lead-in she needed for an actual conversation to start. “You love hay, I love hay! We have so much in common!” She laughed, beads of sweat brimming on her brow.
And the cone of silence descended once more. So much for that idea.
“...”
“...”
“...”
“...”
Twilight bit her lower lip. Failure level critical. Abort. ABORT. “...Well, this has been fun!” she said with far too much enthusiasm.
“This has been fun,” Fluttershy agreed, relieved to be given an out, though she was sure she would be upset about it later. Right now, she just needed an excuse to go before she passed out, threw up or had a heart attack. “W-we should do it again sometime.”
“Definitely! I would...I would love to do it again, but, hey, look at the time.”
“Wow. Is it that late already?”
“Time flies when you're having fun! Ahahaha...ha...”
“It does. Wouldn't you know it? I have to go feed my...bed!”
“I have to go wash my books!”
“So many important things.”
“You know how it is! Busy, busy, busy!”
“Haha. Yes. It is like that...”
“Well...see you!”
“Bye!”
Fluttershy flew off as fast as her wings would take her, and Twilight teleported to safety without so much as a momentary hesitation. 
As luck would have it, the waiter walked out with their meals right at that very second, only to see the two patrons fleeing the scene faster than the Wonderbolts. “Hmmph!” he huffed, all but tossing the plates to the floor. “How rude.”
Twilight popped back into existence outside her house. Unfortunately, she'd been so rushed that she had rematerialised roughly her own height off the ground, sending her crashing into the dirt face-first. “Ugh...” she groaned as she sat up, seeing stars.
Then it all sank in, and she groaned even louder. “Oh, Celestia!”
What an embarrassment. How could she have been so stupid? This proved it; there was no way Fluttershy could ever be interested in a socially backwards dork like her. She only needed to take one look at what had happened to see the evidence. After all, Fluttershy hadn’t been able to get away from her fast enough when she made her escape. She hadn't wanted to talk to her at all. She’d acted like she couldn’t even be near her anymore. Not willingly, anyway.
That was it, wasn’t it? Fluttershy probably never wanted to be around her again after this. 
This was the textbook definition of a disaster.
Meanwhile, on the other side of Ponyville, Fluttershy hadn't made it far before her wings locked up, and sent her spiralling into somepony's garden, where she smacked straight into a pot-plant. After that, she gave up on flying and just galloped for it. Eventually, she stopped to catch her breath, cowering behind a wall, hoping she was far, far away from anywhere Twilight might see her.
Her heart was beating so hard she thought it might explode. Just being around Twilight was enough to get her in this state. How could she ever get a smart and interesting pony like Twilight to like her when she couldn't even form words around her, let alone tell her how she felt? She was so weird, and awkward, and uncomfortable in her own skin, not cool and collected like Twilight.
Fluttershy sighed, on the verge of giving up completely. She couldn't do this. That much was obvious. If she was ever going to get anywhere, then she needed help. If she couldn't express herself to Twilight, then surely somepony else could teach her how to.
That was, if Twilight still wanted to see her at all after this...
Rainbow Dash couldn't stop laughing as Twilight's version of events came to an end. The bright blue pony was rolling around on the floor with tears coming out of her eyes, cackling with such intensity she almost seemed like she was choking on the sound. “You look? You look!”
“I know...” Twilight groaned.
“'Ow are you?!”
“I know!” she hid under her hooves.
“AHA! AHAHA! Ahahaha! Ahhhhhh...” Rainbow Dash wiped the last mirthful tear from her eyes, finally managing to compose herself. “Tragic.” 
“I know...” Twilight sighed in misery, feeling nauseous just thinking about it. “Every time I try to talk to her, I can't say anything. I just...I clamp up! It's like I've got a lead bridle around my mouth that makes it impossible to speak. Oh, Celestia. She probably hates me,” Twilight lamented, not sure whether she wanted to scream or cry.
“What, Fluttershy?” Pinkie asked, finishing the last kernels from the bucket of popcorn that had appeared in her possession out of thin air around the time the flashback started. “Nah, Fluttershy would never hate you,” she insisted, reassuringly. “She probably thinks you hate her and that's why you're weird around her. Yeah, that's way more likely,” she casually commented, oblivious to the expression of horror that fell over Twilight's features.
“Pinkie's got a point,” Rainbow Dash agreed, ever the one to be blunt. “Fluttershy's probably terrified of you, right now!” she said, as if that was somehow an improvement.
Twilight whimpered, utterly devastated.
“Aww, c'mon! Cheer up, Charlie!” Pinkie said, wrapping a hoof around her forlorn friend. “Just because you've got no moves doesn't mean you can't be smooth! You just need a helping hoof, is all!”
“Hey, yeah!” Rainbow enthused, inspiration flashing in her eyes. That was a great idea!
“From who?” Twilight asked, failing to follow.
“Um, HELLO!” Rainbow clopped her on the head. “You're looking at the coolest pony in Ponyville!” she boasted, proudly puffing up her chest. “I could take you from chump to hunk in ten seconds flat!” she said with the utmost confidence.
“I don't know about that...” Twilight said with a sceptical sigh. At this rate, it would take a miracle to make her seem like anything other than the Queen of Dweebs. “Whenever I'm around Fluttershy I turn into a muddled-up, mindless moron.”
“Hey. Trust me. Follow my advice, and you'll seem like a regular Coltanova! You'll be the hottest of horses; the flyest of fillies; the pimpingest of ponies,” Rainbow guaranteed her, casually kicking Twilight's hat-stand, letting a trilby hat fall onto her head, landing with the brim slanted to one side. “With me in your corner, you'll definitely be able to keep your cool around Fluttershy,” she said with a smirk, winking with her uncovered eye.
Twilight wasn't convinced, and her expression showed it. “...Wouldn't 'keeping my cool' around her entail me having some semblance of cool to begin with?” she pointed out.
“I have no idea what you just said,” Rainbow smugly admitted. When she was that cool, she didn't have to understand words. “Me and Pinkie are going to give you game. Isn't that right, Pinkie?”
“That sounds awesome!” Pinkie cheered, merrily bouncing around Rainbow. Twilight didn't need a Pinkie sense to know that a song was coming on.
“When you're in love,
You've gotta say the right words
To that special girl!
When you're in love,
You've gotta treat her nicely
Tell her she's your world!
Oh, love is such a silly thing!
It makes you sweat and makes you sing!
And when you feel it happening
That girl becomes your everything!
When you're in love,
You're so in love,
When you're in looooove!”
Pinkie posed for her finish, a cascade of streamers spontaneously appearing out of nowhere to coincide with the big finale. Rainbow Dash nodded, approvingly.
“Lesson number one,” Rainbow began, “Don't do that,” she said, offhandedly gesturing towards Pinkie, appreciating the apt demonstration of how not to be a player.
“I'll try to keep that in mind,” Twilight dryly remarked.
