
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Weekendlessness

	The feeling that the weekend will last forever. 

	Karelia Stetz-Waters

	 




Synopsis

	It took Tessa McGuire a long time to realize why she hates every woman her roommate, El Tyler, dates. But when she realizes it, it’s so clear: she’s in love. And El will never pick Tessa over the tattooed beauties that grace El’s bed. Now Tessa’s only choice is to move out. Get away from El. Try to forget. But before Tessa leaves, she’s going to enjoy one last weekend with El. One weekend to make memories before it’s all over.

	El Tyler’s friends think she has a chance with her roommate Tessa McGuire. El knows they’re wrong. Tessa is straight and only dates men named Brad. But Tessa is the only person who makes El feel safe, the person who listens to her fears and heartaches . The problem is that now Tessa is her heartbreak, and once El tells her, nothing will be the same.  

	

	 


 

	Tessa

	Tessa McGuire started doubting her sense of style the same moment she realized she was bisexual. When she wasn’t at work in a navy skirt-suit, she was wearing pink. Ideally cashmere. Preferably with glitter. And if she could find a place for an enamel pin (or ten) depicting her favorite things, like unicorns and Ruth Bader Ginsburg, all the better. Tessa had the curves of a pinup girl, a boss job in corporate finance, and on the weekends, she liked to dress like a fourteen-year-old feminist. It worked. It was a good first-date test for guys. If he was intimidated by the job, goodbye. If he couldn’t see the alpha female inside the Victoria Secret DD and fuzzy sweater, goodbye.

	The moment when Tessa realized she was bisexual, she was wearing floral pajamas. They were pink and covered with roses. She liked the way the flannel hugged her body, and the strips of lace up the side made the modest pajamas a tad revealing. Not that it mattered. She was curled up on the sofa, coffee in one hand, romance novel in the other. Outside it was snowing, and the city skyline looked grayer than usual, but that didn’t matter because she was home, reading, with no plans on going anywhere. An ordinary, happy Saturday.

	Then her roommate, El, walked into the living-room, fresh from the shower, wearing black, skinny jeans, unbuttoned and unzipped (probably because she’d gotten distracted while getting dressed), Around her neck, she wore the usual assortment of silver chains and necklaces made out of recycled bike tires. She wasn’t wearing a shirt. 

	“Fuck. I’m late for work.” El managed a hip wine boutique. 

	“Coffee’s on the counter,” Tessa said.

	El leaned over to the sofa and kissed the top of Tessa’s head with a theatrical smack.

	“God and Allah and Buddha bless you.”  

	Tessa stuck her finger in her book to mark her place.

	“Are you going to work like that?” she asked. 

	It was fifty-fifty whether El would remember a bra or just throw on a button-down. She was lucky she had Tessa to remind her to button her jeans.  

	“So,” El said, as she poured a cup of coffee. “I think Sam and I are going to do Angel’s Flight, and then Pix is going to join me for the Three Creeks race.”

	It was El’s annual President’s Day snowboarding trip. This year, El had invited Tessa. 

	“We’re going to be standing around for hours waiting for the kid’s heat and the beginners,” El complained, “and there’ll be a bunch of bros cutting snow at each other. But kicking their asses will be dope.”

	“I will be drinking hot chocolate,” Tessa said with mock disapproval, “or I’ll be shopping in Bend if I get really adventurous.” She pretended to return to her book.

	El vaulted over the back of the sofa and landed, cross-legged, in front of Tessa, apparently forgetting about her coffee and the job she was almost late for. 

	“You have to come out, at least for one day. I’ll rent you the equipment. I’ll teach you everything.”  

	“You will drag me to the top of some horrible mountain, and then release me to instant death,” Tessa said.

	“Babe, I would never! I’ll always take care of you.”

	Then, as though Tessa was already on the slope, tumbling head over heels, her universe shifted on its axis, tipped to one side, and turned everything upside down. She would never be able to explain it. One moment El was her cute, unruly, ADHD roommate. Then, in the pause between breaths, something changed. Tessa caught a whiff of El’s cologne. She noticed the exact shape of El’s small breasts, her nipples. She noticed the ropes of muscle beneath El’s unfinished tattoo sleeves. And she wanted to touch her. 

	For the first time ever, Tessa wished she wore black denim and jewelry that looked like it had been scavenged from the ground at a Twenty-One Pilots concert. She wished she had tattoos like El and every woman El had ever brought home. Suddenly she wanted to be one of those women which made no sense since she and El had been rooming for years, and Tessa had never thought about El like that. (Well, maybe occasionally, but that was after a deep-dive into midnight mimosas.)

	At the same instant Tessa realized she wanted to be one of those women, she realized she never would. It was like that moment when you realize you’re never going to be an astronaut or a ballerina or whatever it was you dreamed about as a kid. You hadn’t thought about it for years. It was a ridiculous dream. But one day you’re walking down the street. Something makes you think about that childhood fantasy and you realize, Oh, yeah, that’s never going to happen. And it makes you terribly, terribly sad. 

	“You okay?” El asked.

	“I…” Tessa said. “Yes. Of course.” 

	“Are you sure? You look…something.”        

	Tessa wrapped her princess pajama top tighter around her. 

	“I’m fine.”

	El shook her head.

	“You look worried.”

	Untamed ADHD didn’t keep El from being freakishly perceptive. She could be doing push-ups against the kitchen counter while making a latte and reading Autostraddle on her phone. Then some micro-expression would flit across a friend’s face and she’d be at their side, latte in hand, asking, What’s going on? I can tell you’re thinking about something. 

	“I am worried that you are still under the impression that I’m going to do any of this avalanche-deathtrap stuff with you.” 

	“I promise I won’t drag you up to the top of Hoodoo and just let you go.” 

	“You’re not dragging me to the top of anything.” 

	“You don’t want to be on top?” El shot her a flirtatious smile that Tessa knew meant nothing. El flirted with everyone.

	 “Nope.” 

	“It’s so much fun.”

	“Not doing it.”

	 “Then you’ll have to have a Manhattan and a steak dinner waiting for me when I get back to the house, like a good housewife.” 

	“You wish.” Tessa smiled at El. “Put your clothes on and go to work.”

	After El was gone, Tessa tried to concentrate on her book, but she couldn’t. She kept picturing El curled up in her lap by a fire in some woodland mansion. She imagined them in a bedroom with a view of the mountains. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw herself topping El in a way that had nothing to do with being launched down a mountain. Tessa was usually in charge during sex, and she wanted to give that gift to El who complained that she had to do all the work when she hooked up. Then after she’d done that, she would like to find out what fabulous things El did to her lovers. 

	 They were always loud. Tessa was always annoyed. But now that she examined those feelings, it had been heartache she’d felt when she heard El’s lovers’ not-really-muffled cries of, Oh, God, save me. Fuck. Right there! Heartache was why Tessa glared at El’s lovers as they left. Heartache was why the few fights with El had been over those noises. 

	And Tessa absolutely had not realized it until now, and now it seemed absolutely obvious that she’d felt this way for ages.  

	 

	***

	 

	Are you okay? Tessa’s friend Matthew texted. 

	Tessa was standing in the middle of a REI, feeling overwhelmed. It wasn’t that a dozen lanky men in form-fitting fleece hadn’t asked her if she needed help. They had. But she’d heard them helping other customers, asking questions like what windchill? and will you be wearing this with a polar fleece wicking lining? She couldn’t answer questions like that.

	Tessa texted Matthew photos of two ski jackets. 

	Is either sexy?

	He texted back, On you, yeah, but you are not going snowboarding?!!

	Tessa: Going not-snowboarding with El. 

	Matthew: Why a ski jacket then?

	Tessa: What else do I wear? I don’t do winter gear.

	Matthew: Just wear clothes.

	Tessa: [Depressed emoji]

	The westside branch of Matthew’s boutique, Portland Lumbersexual, was around the corner from REI. 

	Lunch? he texted.

	They met at Maison Tatian where there was enough bone china to turn you into the Queen of England. Once they were seated, Tessa pulled the coat she’d bought out of the bag. Matthew examined it. 

	“Three-hundred dollars?” he asked. 

	“It was 30% off. What do you think?”

	“It’s puffy. And it’s army green. Did El finally get to you? You going to go extreme snowboarding? Because there are more noble ways to die.”

	“I’m not going snowboarding. I just want to look the part,” Tessa said. “But sexy at the same time. Like you.”

	Matthew looked like a gorgeous, gay lumberjack in suspenders, designer plaid, and subtle beard glitter...well, as subtle as beard glitter could be. 

	“I’m going for lumber-sexy. But the girl version,” Tessa said.

	The waitress came by with vanilla lattes without asking. Tessa and Matthew were predictable.

	“Eggs benedict. Extra Hollandaise?” the waitress asked.

	They both nodded. It was fun having routines with friends, little special things you always did together. She had those with El too. Mimosas in the evening when one or both of them had come home from a bad date. A walk to the river and over the Hawthorne Bridge on summer evenings. Trivia at Crush Bar which always ended in them laughing to tears at their own phenomenally wrong answers, then writing wrong-er and wrong-er answers to entertain the judges. That was going to be over soon because you could have those moments with a friend or you could have them with a lover, but you couldn’t have one and want the other.

	“I’ve been on enough girls weekends away,” Matthew said. “It’s not a dress up thing. It’s sweats and sweaters. You don’t need to look sexy, unless you’re going to go pick someone up in Bend, but why? You just want to hang with El and her friends, right?”

	Tessa stared into the heart swirled on top of her latte. Winter light filtered through the white curtains of Maison Tatian. 

	Tessa had known Matthew since they were six. She could tell him anything which meant it didn’t have to make sense. There didn’t have to be a preamble like, So the weirdest thing happened to me. Don’t judge but…

	“I have to move out of my apartment,” she said.

	“What?” Matthew drew out the word with a few extra A’s. “That’s your apartment, and El’s the best roommate you’ve had since me.”

	“You were a terrible roommate.”

	Matthew was surprisingly messy for a man who ran a boutique that sold platinum nail files. 

	Tessa dipped a spoon into her latte and watched the heart disappear.

	“Did she do something?” Matthew asked.

	“No.”

	Matthew folded his hands on the table.

	“You’re just going to give up your lease? You will never get that good a deal again.”

	“I might buy.”

	“And have El move with you?”

	“No.”

	“What happened? You guys love each other.”

	“I have a crush on her.” 

	“No!” A smile spread across Matthew’s face. “Please tell me you haven’t been queer this whole time and were just trying to figure out how to tell me.”

	“I’m not gay.”

	“You’re bi for El?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Understandable.”

	“Empirically, yeah. She’s hot. But we’ve lived together for three years. We’re friends. And then the other day, she came out of the shower and she was running around like she does, half-dressed because putting on a shirt takes too much time, and I was just, like…I got it. I got it why everyone wants her.”

	“That is so romantic.” Matthew clutched his chest. “You’re in love.”

	“I’m not in love.”

	“Your face says you’re in love.” 

	Tessa looked up at the ceiling. She didn’t know what to do with her feelings.

	“It was like all the friendship-love I had for her suddenly turned into…”

	“Love.”

	“But that doesn’t happen overnight. That doesn’t happen because you see your roommate naked for the billionth time.”

	“Love at billionth sight?” 

	“I keep telling myself I’m going to wake up and be, like, What the was that? People don’t just suddenly fall for someone they had no interest in whatsoever, and it’s not like I grew up in some repressive family, and I couldn’t admit I was bi. If I was queer, I would have known. You know my mom asked me to date girls in high school because she said boys under thirty were a health risk.”

	Matthew laughed.

	“I love your mom.” He took Tessa’s hands in his enormous paws. “Look, you’re kind of aloof.”

	“I am the farthest from aloof.”

	“Yeah, not like, tortured Norwegian-actor aloof, but you go on dates, and you look all cute, and sometimes you sleep with Brad. And then you throw Brad away because you’ve got a big project for work, and it’s easier to break his heart and find another Brad later.”

	“I’ve only dated two Brads!” Tessa protested.

	“Not the point. Did you ever tremble when Brad touched you? Check your phone a hundred times a day in case Brad texted? Fall in love with Brad?”

	“No.”

	“See? You’re not in touch with your feelings. So your feels got bigger and bigger and then,  bam, you couldn’t ignore them anymore. It’s like a dam on a river. The water rises and rises and then the dam breaks. I read about it in psychology class. Have you told her? You’d be great together.” 

	“Have you seen the women she dates? I don’t have tattoo sleeves. I don’t wear latex.” 

	“Maybe she wants someone sweet to come home to, like you.”

	“You said I was aloof.”

	“You’ll be sweet to her. And I’m kidding about Brad. You didn’t really throw him away. Either of them. You guys weren’t right for each other. You’re kind. El needs that.”

	“When was kind sexy?”

	“Um. All the time.” Matthew bugged his eyes out, like he couldn’t believe how naïve she was. “It’s probably the best reason to date someone. Anyway, you’re a gorgeous, self-confidence, take-no-shit, give-no-fucks goddess. Why wouldn’t she want that?”

	Tessa appreciated the pep talk, but people were like puzzle pieces; not everyone fit together. They just didn’t.

	“What are you going to do?” Matthew asked.

	“I’m going on this snowboarding trip. We’re going to have a really good time, as friends, make all sorts of memories, and take a million selfies. Then I’m going to let her take over the lease, and I’ll move out.”

	Their meals arrived, and Tessa poked at the eggs.

	“Way dramatic,” Matthew said, but he looked sympathetic. “Way, way extra. Please tell me you’ll at least hit on her first and see what happens.”

	 

	***

	 

	In the days leading up to the trip, Tessa tried to convince herself that she really wasn’t interested in El. She’d just had a surge of roommate-love. That was a thing, right? But when Tessa lay down at night, she could almost feel El on the other side of the wall. El masturbated every night, Tessa knew, because El had no boundaries and had told her. But for the first time, Tessa really thought about it. How did El do it? How long did it take her? Did she get hornier before her period like Tessa did. Did she have that same stretch of days when she could come instantly but without really being satisfied? 

	She wanted to feel El’s lean thighs between her legs. She wanted to taste her delicacy. To slow her down with pleasure. To command her body. 

	And it wasn’t just that Tessa wanted to fuck El. Suddenly she noticed things she’d never noticed about El before. El always straightened Tessa’s towel in the bathroom so it hung in perfect symmetry to her own, even though El’s general approach to housekeeping was tornado-like. El had a worn teddy bear tucked on a shelf between her collection of books by radical feminists and the long line of dildos she kept on the open shelf (because why would anyone put their sex toys in a drawer?). El always considered putting Coffee Mate in her coffee and then used Tessa’s cream instead. She always brought home a bottle of top shelf wine when Tessa had a big win or a big loss at work. And Tessa wanted to make love to everything El was, to her body, to her soul. She wanted to grab El’s hands and beg her, Please don’t get killed on the mountain!

	One magical weekend: Tessa told herself. It’d just be her, El, and El’s friends. No leather-clad beauties coming out of El’s bedroom. After the weekend, Tessa would move in with Matthew and start looking for a house. She could get a fixer-upper in Gresham and commute an hour to work and hopefully find someone sexier than Brad2 to take her mind off El.

	 

	***

	 

	There were five women on the trip. In addition to El and Tessa, there was Sam. She was the most level-headed of El’s friends, everyone’s cheerleader, mentor, therapist, and occasional mother. At first glance, her tattoos might have suggested otherwise—she looked like Bettie Page with a necklace of scull tattoos—but she was a tattoo artist, so in a way the whole look was professional. Then there was Pix, short for Pixie because of her short, shaggy hair which she dyed a rainbow of colors. (Currently it was purple with strands of school bus yellow). Pix was the epitome of the gig economy, a woman who was unemployed or had twenty different jobs, depending on how you looked at it. She was the youngest, the naughty little sister of the group. The final member of the group was Alex. She coached university women’s volleyball and she looked it. Blond. Chiseled. Aggressively fit. As far as Tessa could tell, Alex two passions: physical exertion and partying. Pix and Alex’s ability to do shots was legendary. They were all, according to El, phenomenal snowboarders. This was their weekend to shine.   

	The plan was to ride together, all packed into Pix’s van. But one of El’s co-workers called in sick at the last minute, and El had to stay late. Tessa offered to wait for her, but El protested that there was no reason for Tessa to spend her evening waiting around when she could be having fun getting pressured to do shots by Pix and Alex. El would drive up after the wine shop closed. Tessa tried to think of some reason why she absolutely had to stay behind, but she couldn’t, and soon she was packed into the back of the van.

	The weather was bad for driving but perfect for a postcard. Pristine snowbanks, three feet deep lined the road. Huge snowflakes swirled through the pine trees.

	Pix held the steering wheel with two fingers.

	“I got this. I grew up in Buffalo,” she said.

	“Maybe at least put one hand on the wheel,” Sam suggested. “I heard they do that in Buffalo.” 

	“How can I go wrong?” Pix asked, lifting her hands from the wheel for a second.

	Sam looked back at Tessa for confirmation. 

	“Every single tree on this road,” Tessa said, “which you could hit at any time.”

	“The ruts are too deep to go off the road,” Pix said.

	“If you were on a bicycle, yes,” Sam said wearily, “but you are driving a van the size of a school bus.”

	“Don’t fat-shame Matilda,” Pix said. “Matilda was born this way.” 

	Alex pulled a flask out of her bag.

	“Let’s get this party started!”

	 

	***

	 

	The house Sam had rented took the phrase middle-of-nowhere to a whole new level. But once they reached the house, it was pure, gorgeous luxury. The mudroom opened into a woodland palace. The kitchen was marble and stainless steel with hints of natural wood. The living-room windows soared two stories high. Enormous, butter-soft sofas and loveseats circled a huge fireplace. A stack of logs waited to warm the room.

	“This place is amazing,” Tessa said.

	“Not bad, right?” Sam said.

	Alex loaded herself up with almost all their bags and jogged up the stairs. Tessa half expected her to jog back down and do it another five or ten times. Pix raced up after her. A moment later, Pix appeared at the banister that overlooked the living room.

	“They said five bedrooms on the website,” Pix called down. “There’s only four.”

	Tessa looked up. She was the newest addition to the party, so she said, “I can take the couch.”

	The sofas were large enough to sleep several people. 

	“I’ll put you in El’s room,” Pix said, already flitting away in a dazzle of purple and yellow hair. “El won’t mind. You already live together. You can keep each other warm.”      

	“Lay off, Pix,” Sam called up. 

	Tessa felt her face flush, but there was no reason to think El’s friends knew how she felt. Hell, she’d only realized it a few days earlier. And El’s friends were nice. They wouldn’t tease her if they knew her heart broke a little every time El swiped right on her phone, saying, Never hurts to try. 

	It was midafternoon, but the light outside was already fading. Alex lit a fire. She seemed a little disappointed that she didn’t get to fell a tree, section it into logs, and carry the wood across a tundra. 

	Sam wrapped her black hair up in a knot like a woman getting down to business. She opened the case of wine El had sent with them, pulled out a bottle of champagne, and poured four glasses. 

	They settled into the sofas. 

	“To friends,” Pix said. “El better hurry up and get here. You”—She pointed to Sam—“are going to make us watch some horrible movie, and El’s probably encouraged you.”

	Sam had notoriously bad (albeit vintage) taste in movies. The first time Tessa and El had really hung out was one night when El had come home from one of Sam’s movie nights. Sam had shown some Russian horror movie from the 80s, that proved to be incredibly depressing and unintentionally funny at the same time. El had acted out scenes for Tessa, and Tessa had laughed until she spit chardonnay. 

	“You don’t think El’s going to bail on us?” Pix had a wicked gleam in her eyes. She was definitely more of a Puck than a Tinkerbell. “Maybe tonight’s the night she decides to finally fuck her boss.”

	“She’s not fucking her boss,” Sam said.

	“I don’t see why she shouldn’t,” Pix said. “No one here’s going to be jealous.”

	“Pix, no,” Sam said, shaking her head.

	“I really think she has a chance,” Pix added. “She might bring her.” 

	Tessa felt like an arrow had pierced her heart…well, not an arrow. But she literally felt a stab in her chest. All that stuff about broken hearts: she’d thought it was just a metaphor. She couldn’t bear it if El brought a lover on the trip. She’d hear them having sex. They’d cuddle on the sofa. She would have to fake an appendicitis. No. If she did that El would stay with her at the hospital. Maybe a crisis at work? Matthew would come get her. 

	“You really think she’s going to bring someone?” Tessa tried to sound casual. “I thought these trips were sacred. Friends only.”

	“Pix is full of shit.” Alex slid off the sofa for no reason and did a few push-ups.

	“She’s not going to bring anyone,” Sam said firmly.  

	After that, the conversation turned to the incomprehensible details of the group’s snowboarding plans. The afternoon blurred into the evening. The forest outside grew dark. 

	Sam set up the VCR that she had brought so they could watch the Needle in the Veil. 

	“But we have to wait for El,” Sam said. “We can’t start something this good without her.”

	Everyone groaned.

	“We have to punish El for being late by making her watch VHS!” Pix said. “Where is she anyway?”

	“I texted her,” Alex said.

	Silence fell over the group.

	“She’s late,” Alex said with the same disapproval she probably leveled against her volleyball team when they misbehaved.

	“Do you think she’s okay?” Tessa didn’t try to keep the worry out of her voice. 

	Everyone expounded on how okay El must be. She’d probably gotten held up at work. She knew how to drive in the snow. She was on her way. She’d probably lost cell phone coverage. They kept checking their phones anyway. 

	 

	Two hours later, as if she’d been tracking the time to the minute, Alex stood up. She crossed the room and leaned over to say something in Sam’s ear. Sam nodded. 

	“Sam and I are going to get out there,” Alex said. “If she crashed anywhere between here and Highway 20, no one is going to find her.”

	Crashed. Alex was so matter-of-fact. There were a lot of reasons why El might be late, but there was only one reason to go looking for her. The snowflakes flurrying in the black night weren’t pretty anymore. 

	 “Pix. Can you stay here in case she comes back and we miss her somehow? Sam. Tessa. Come with me?” 

	Suddenly Alex and Sam had an aura of complete authority about them. Maybe being a coach and a tattoo artist prepared you for crisis. The coach was good at organizing people. Sam could handle blood. Panic rushed through Tessa. Tessa followed them to the mudroom, watching as they gathered supplies, calling back and forth to each other as though they had a shopping list. 

	“Water?”

	“Got.”

	“Warming blanket.”

	“Got.”

	“First aid kit? Flares?”

	Flares? 

	Sam shoved an enormous coat at Tessa. Tessa didn’t bother to tell her it wasn’t hers. 

	“Come on.” Sam touched Tessa’s shoulder. “It’ll be okay.”

	Then they ran to the van. Well…Sam and Alex ran. Tessa stumbled through the knee-deep snow. Everything was in slow motion. The air felt impossibly cold. Sam had the van running by the time Tessa flung herself into the backseat. But it wasn’t like they could shoot off at sixty-miles per hour. Even with all-wheel drive, there was no speeding. They bumped along in silence.

	After what felt like an hour, but was probably twenty minutes, Alex grabbed the dashboard.

	“There! Do you see the light?”

	Tessa trained her eyes on the darkness. Nothing. Then a speck of light between the trees. 

	Sam blasted three short beeps on the horn.

	“Cut the engine,” Alex said.

	Sam already had. They all rolled down their windows. The snow made everything quieter. Sam beeped the horn again. 

	“Over here!” It was El’s clear, confident voice.

	They reached her a moment later. Except for the hour of night, she could have been enjoying a snow park excursion. She’d put on snowshoes and a pack. The hose from a water pouch dangled at her side. For once, Tessa didn’t think about how utterly disgusting those translucent water bladders were. She was just glad El knew how to hike in the winter. 

	“Are you okay?” Sam leapt from the car, nearly knocking El into the snow with her enthusiasm. 

	“I’m fine!”

	“Are you hurt?” Alex said in coach-voice. “Did you hit your head? Let me see your eyes.”

	 “I can’t believe you’re at the house drinking all those empty calories while I’m out here getting some exercise,” El said. 

	El hadn’t noticed Tessa standing by the van. Tessa wanted to throw her arms around El, but she felt suddenly felt shy. 

	“I’m fine.” El swatted Alex away. “But I got to tell you the story. I did this epic save than this massive face-plant fail.” El sounded cheerful, but there was a tremor in her voice. 

	“Come on. Get in the van,” Alex said. “You could have waited in your Jeep. That might have been safer.”

	“It’s fucking gorgeous out here,” El said. “And I got snowshoes. What did you think I’d do? Wait around for some serial killer to come around pretending to be AAA?” 

	El turned toward the van. Surprise crossed her face when she saw Tessa standing with her hands clasped in front of her wearing the coat that could have fit sasquatch. So much for sexy.

	“Hey,” Tessa said.

	She held out her arms, and El sunk into them. It must have been wishful thinking, but it felt like El stayed in her arms for a long time.

	“Thanks for the rescue,” El murmured before she pulled away. In a louder voice, she said, “Let’s get back so we can start this party.” 

	They climbed into the van. 

	“So this is what happened,” El began. “I was on the main road.” 

	Alex pulled a fifth of whiskey out of whatever survival kit she’d thrown together and passed it back to El. El continued her story as she fumbled with the flask.

	“See this semi came around the curve way to fast. Then he must have hit ice. I see him coming into my lane. I can’t hit the brakes, so I honk so he knows what I’m doing, and we, fucking, switch lanes! He slides into mine and gets on the clear road. I go into his, and I glide like an ice skater.”

	El couldn’t get the flask open with her gloves on, and she couldn’t seem to get her gloves off. Tessa took the bottle from her, opened it, and passed it to her. 

	“Then I almost go off the side,” El went on, “but I pump the brakes, get under control, and we’re back in business. We honked our horns, like, a hundred times as we drove off. It was like, Yes, man. We did that together! We fucking survived because we’re so in sync. The power of humankind.”

	El held out her gloved hands, and Tessa gently pulled them off. She touched El’s hands. They were ice cold. El’s voice was strained when she spoke again. 

	“And then, I got off the road in the woods. No one coming. I don’t even know what happened. It’s packed snow, but there must have been a patch of ice, and, so embarrassing, I went off the road.” 

	El nestled into the enormous puffiness of Tessa’s borrowed coat. Tessa froze for a second, surprised by the unexpected intimacy. Then she put an arm around El’s shoulders. El rested her forehead on Tessa’s shoulder. For a moment, Tessa felt like she was the only thing holding El upright. It struck Tessa how small El was when El wasn’t charged with manic energy. El’s personality made her big. Her body, beneath her wet coat, felt skinny as a twig.  

	 “Fuck,” El whispered. 

	 

	***

	 

	Back at the house, Pix rushed into the mudroom to hug El. 

	“Get out of your gear,” Pix sad. “It’s time to set some shots on fire!”

	“Give me a minute,” El said.

	“Dude! We’ve been waiting for you all night,” Pix protested. 

	El sat down like someone who was going to take her boots off, but she didn’t. Tessa sat down next to her. 

	“Let her get settle in.” Sam motioned for her friends to follow her into the house. “Tessa, can you take El upstairs and make sure she has everything she needs?”

	El suddenly looked so tired, Tessa wondered if she could walk.

	 “You okay to go upstairs,” Tessa asked after Sam disappeared.

	 “Of course.” 

	Still when Tessa put her arm around El’s waist, El leaned into her with half her weight. Tessa led El upstairs and sat her down on the bed Pix intended them to share. Tessa put her arms around her again. They’d hugged a million times but never like this. Never so close. Never so still. 

	“It was a lot farther than I thought,” El said finally. 

	As though she’d been putting on a good face for her friends, El started shivering uncontrollably. 

	“I was scared,” she said. 

	Tessa cupped the back of El’s head in her hand and held her to her chest. 

	“People die like that,” El said. “I should have stayed in the Jeep.”

	“But you made it,” Tessa whispered. 

	El’s coat was soaked with sweat or snow. It was one of those micro-high-tech coats Tessa had been afraid the REI clerks would ask her about. It didn’t seem warm enough, even if the fibers inside were developed by NASA. 

	“You’re really cold,” Tessa said. 

	“I’m fine.” El didn’t lift her head from Tessa’s shoulder.

	“You need to take off your coat. You’re soaked.” 

	El didn’t move. 

	“May I?” Tessa asked.

	El nodded almost imperceptibly.

	Tessa unzipped El’s coat. Beneath it, El’s shirt was soaked as well. 

	“I’m going to take your shirt off, okay?” 

	El didn’t look at her, but she sat up enough for Tessa to peel the wet shirt over her head. 

	“Isn’t this stuff supposed to be impervious to water and radiation and bullets and whatever?” Tessa asked.

	El laughed weakly.

	“It’s for powder snow.”

	This wasn’t how Tessa had imagined taking off El’s clothes, and it was wrong to enjoy doing it now with El looking so cold and vulnerable. But Tessa did. She couldn’t help it. She could see the muscles in El’s back, the architecture of her shoulder blades, the curve of her neck, her half-finished tattoos. El’s tattoos had annoyed Tessa a little bit when they first met. Why get so much done and then stop? Now the outline of the mermaid and the half-drawn ship felt precious. Tessa wanted to warm her with kisses. To lay her down on a pile of blankets in front of a fire and cover El’s body with her own. She touched the back of El’s wet sports bra.

	“Okay?” she asked.

	Luckily the bra had clasps in the back. Tessa would never have been able to pull the tight fabric over El’s head. Tessa released the damp bra and slid it off El’s arms, her own hands trembling but not with cold. She looked around for a sweatshirt or something to wrap around El’s shoulders, but getting a sweatshirt meant standing up. She couldn’t bear the thought of leaving El’s side. This might be the only moment she held her, the only moment she touched El’s naked body. This memory would have to last her forever (or at least as long as it took her to get over El, and she was starting to think that would be a very long time) so even though Tessa knew she shouldn’t, she gave in to what she wanted and swooped El up into the wings of her enormous coat, clutching El to her fuzzy, pink sweater, probably transferring a sparkle of glitter to El’s damp skin.

	 


 

	El

	El Tyler was exhausted, her mind fogged by fear and adrenaline. What if her friends hadn’t found her? What if she’d gotten lost? What if her Jeep had veered a few feet to the left and she’d hit the pine tree that had pinned the driver’s side door closed so she had to climb over the gearshift to get out? It was in that state that her body moved (before her brain could catch up) and she collapsed against Tessa. She needed Tessa’s warmth like she needed air. She wrapped her arms around Tessa and rested her head on Tessa’s breasts. She needed Tessa to hold her, to caress her, to tell her everything would be okay. 

	Then El realized, a second too late, that there was no way Tessa could have possibly meant please press your naked body against mine and cling to me like I am the only rock in a stormy ocean. It was like that moment when you go in for a hug and realize a second too late that the other person was offering to shake hands. It was like that except so infinitely worse because…well, obviously, El was half naked and pressing her face into Tessa’s breasts. 

	El pulled away fast. 

	“Fuck. I’m sorry.” She covered her own breasts. “Do you have a sweatshirt? Then I can stop falling out all over you, and we can get down to those flaming shots before Pix lights the house on fire.” 

	She had to hold it together. Nearly dying made a girl teary, and Tessa’s arms around her could have made her cry just about any time. She couldn’t even remember the exact moment she fell in love with Tessa, but she’d stopped hugging her after that. She knew she couldn’t touch Tessa without inadvertently kissing her or starting to cry because she knew that Tessa would never feel the same way.

	It had started with physical attraction. Tessa was hot. That was just a fact. She had a perfect hourglass figure, and she moved with a leisurely sensuousness, even when she was cleaning or rushing to work. And the skirt suits Tessa wore to work could make a girl kneel down and beg. They hugged her body perfectly, conveying I am hot and I am the boss simultaneously. And Tessa knew she was hot which made her even sexier. 

	But if it had just been sex appeal, El would have been okay. She was used to being around attractive women. It was Tessa’s kindness and her sense of humor that had eventually undone her. When they stayed up late talking and staring out the window at the Portland lights, Tessa made El feel like El was the only person in the world. El told Tessa how much pressure her parents put on her to succeed academically and how disappointed they were that she was just a wine steward even though she was poised to become co-owner of the store. She told Tessa how she knew she was ADHD but hesitated to try medication because her energy was so much a part of who she was. And, of course, they’d talked about their sex lives. El had told Tessa everything she liked and didn’t like and worried about and fantasized about…at least she had until she started fantasizing about Tessa.  

	“I watched the first ten of Sam’s movie back home, and it is absolutely the worst she’s ever come up with. You are going to love it. It’s hysterical.” El willed her teeth to stop chattering. 

	“Shh,” Tessa said. 

	Then something miraculous happened. Tessa held her arms open.  

	 “You’re okay.” 

	She beckoned for El to come back to her.

	For the first time in her life, El had sympathy for women who feigned weakness just so other people would protect them. She’d crash her car again to feel Tessa’s arms around her. El took a shuddering breath as she fell into Tessa’s embrace. Tessa smelled like orange blossoms and vanilla and sunlight. 

	“I’m sorry,” El said, not moving this time. “I’m a mess. You don’t have to do this.”

	“Put your hands against me.” 

	Tessa drew one of El’s hands to her belly. Beneath her sweater! El could feel Tessa jump at the cold, but Tessa held El’s hand against her skin. El couldn’t breathe. Her hands were too numb to feel Tessa’s skin, but she could feel the softness of her belly.

	Tessa leaned her cheek against the top of El’s head. 

	“I was really worried about you,” Tessa said. “It’s going to be hard to let you go snowboarding tomorrow. I just want you in the house by the fireplace.”

	El had to go snowboarding the next day. Her mind was blurry, but she knew that much. She couldn’t sit around the house watching Tessa flit about in whisper thin pajamas. El had to burn off the sexual energy that was already stirring inside her as she warmed up. Then, Monday, before they left, she’d ask Tessa to ride home with Pix, and she’d tell Tessa she was moving out. She’d sublet her boss’s in-law apartment. It wasn’t Tessa’s fault, but living with her was just too hard. 

	El tried to stop her body from quaking with cold. Finish strong. She didn’t want the last time together with Tessa to be the time she almost died in the snow and then fell apart in her arms. El pulled away again. Leaving Tessa’s embrace hurt. They’d probably only hug one more time after this. That would be a goodbye hug. El pushed the thought away. She straightened her shoulders. It didn’t matter if Tessa saw her breasts. It certainly didn’t matter to Tessa.

	“I left all my clothes in the Jeep. Are you going to loan me some of yours? Something with hearts on it?”

	“You sure you don’t want to borrow something from Sam? I think she’s got an angsty Florence and the Machine t-shirt,” Tessa said. 

	“But I always sneak into your room and touch your clothes when you’re not looking.” 

	El forced a grin.

	“You do not touch my clothes,” Tessa said.

	“I wear your panties.”

	“If you are wearing my underwear right now, I will give you a hundred bucks.”

	Despite the troubled feelings swirling in El’s heart, it was easy to fall back into their playful friendship. Whatever moment had transpired was over except…Tessa ran her fingernails lightly down El’s back, in a way El found comforting and erotic at the same time. She hadn’t told Tessa how much she liked that, had she? Maybe in one of their early conversations about sex, when El didn’t care what she told Tessa. Tessa must have forgotten.

	“Is that cash if I win the bet?” El said. 

	“Venmo? But you are wearing some sort of ski-girl boxers. I know you are.”

	“Okay. Fine. I’m not wearing your panties today. Show me what sexy lace underwear I get to sniff...I mean borrow. Not that I don’t already.”

	Of course, she would never touch Tessa’s clothes without permission.

	“You’re a pervert,” Tessa said. 

	“You love it.” 

	Tessa looked away. “It turns out there were only four rooms. The website said five. Pix said we had to share a room since you were late and I’m your roommate, but I can sleep on the sofa.”       

	Sharing a room. Under estimating bedrooms would have been a genius wingman move if El had actually had a chance with Tessa. 

	“I bet you were secretly hoping you’d room with Pix,” El said. “Flaming shots all night. You’ll wake up with purple hair dye on your cheek.” 

	El wanted to keep talking so that Tessa would keep scratching her back with that soft, loving touch. 

	“You should stop doing that.” El bowed her neck. “You’re going to turn me on.” 

	It was the kind of thing she joked about with everyone. She’d told Pix a hundred times she’d top her just for the challenge, even though they both knew they were as platonic as platonic could be. But this time her voice came out strained and honest.

	“Hmm,” Tessa said.

	Tessa ran her fingers down El’s back one last time, very slowly, ending at the base of her spine. El swallowed a sigh of pleasure.

	“You can wear anything you like.” Tessa stood up and crossed the room to the dresser. She listed the drawers. “Pants. Shirts. Sweatshirts.” 

	El followed her. 

	“Where’s the underwear?” 

	Her own underwear was a combination of faded TomboyX and odds and ends lovers had left at her place back when she was still interested in hooking up. Tessa’s undergarments looked like a stack of rose petals. 

	“Hello old friends,” El joked. She picked up a bra as delicate as a spiderweb. “I don’t get how this is any different from not wearing a bra at all.”

	“It’s decorative,” Tessa said with a shake of her shoulders. 

	“On me?” El held the bra up to her chest, aware again of her own nakedness. “Can I wear it?”

	“You will get lost in my bra,” Tessa said. “Anyway, that’s a trick. You put on my underwear and then you win the bet. I owe you a hundred dollars.”

	“This trip is expensive,” El said.

	Tessa headed for the door, turning a coquettish smile her way. “Help yourself to anything you want, but the bet only counts if you were already wearing my panties.” She stopped in the doorway. “Hurry down, okay? I’m still worried about you.”

	“That something will happen to me with your underwear?” 

	Tessa’s face grew serious. She walked back over and put her arms around El again. This hug felt more friendship-y, but El still wanted it to last forever.

	“You could have hit your head. You could have gotten hypothermia. Just come downstairs so I can keep an eye on you.”

	Tessa released her and hurried out of the room without looking back. 

	 

	***

	 

	El stood stunned, her wet pants still clinging to her, Tessa’s bra in one hand, her heart trembling with hope. The windows of the room looked out over a snowy landscape lit by a full moon. Snow flurried past the window in bright contrast to the dark pines. The perfect backdrop to having sex with an unrequited love suddenly requited. The perfect moon to watch you as you fell asleep in your lover’s arms. Usually El tried to push thoughts like that away. Fantasies made everything harder. Hope was just there to be crushed. Now her thoughts raced so fast she could barely hold onto any one for a more than a second, but they kept swooping around the same question. Did that just happen?  

	El caressed the silky fabric of the bra she was still reverently holding. It was peach colored. A perfect compliment to Tessa’s creamy skin. El’s body flooded with desire. She thought about going downstairs and taking a few shots of tequila to numb her feelings. She could get high on the back porch. But if this was going to be the last time she spent with Tessa as friends, everything still in that sweet part before El told Tessa how she felt and it all got uncomfortable, she wanted to remember every detail. And if whatever goddess ruled the universe had smiled on El and her hopes had come true and Tessa felt something for her, El wanted to be stone cold sober.

	She stared at the winter forest outside the window.

	“Tell me you are not fondling her underwear.” Sam leaned in the doorway.

	“No…she…she said I could.”

	“Fondle her underwear? This is going to be easier for you than you thought.” 

	El put the bra back in the drawer and pulled on one of Tessa’s sweatshirts.

	“Pix says Tessa wants to comfort you with the warmth of her body,” Sam said. 

	“Pix says a lot of things.”

	“I walked by when she was”—Sam shrugged—“comforting you with her body.”      

	“Did you know the house had four bedrooms?” El asked.

	“It has five.” Sam smiled apologetically. “They count the game room downstairs as a fifth bedroom. You can still have it if you want, but I don’t think you should take it.” Sam closed the door behind her and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Or you can have my room upstairs. I don’t mind the game room. But just this one time, I don’t think Pix is totally off.”

	El sat down next to Sam. 

	“Tessa’s straight,” El said.

	“She sent me up to check on you.”

	“Which doesn’t make her queer.” 

	“She said she didn’t want to hover, so she asked me to hover.”

	Lots of people brought their personal problems to Sam. Maybe it was because Sam never seemed to have any of her own. Maybe it was because Sam had so much practice listening to her tattoo parlor clients’ problems. She had I’ll listen to you written all over her. (Actually, she had I am the master of my fate written across her chest in ornate font). El had always promised herself she wouldn’t add to the list of people who poured their hearts out to Sam (usually while Sam was trying to get something else done). But she couldn’t help herself.  

	“I was going to move out after this weekend, but right now I don’t know. I don’t want to.” The thought of life without Tessa undid her. “People don’t room together forever, but you’re right. Just for a moment there...but I think she just thought I was going to die of hypothermia and was being nice to me.”

	“Couples room forever,” Sam said. “And realizing someone might have died is a pretty good wakeup call if you secretly like them. She had your naked body in her coat! I’m just saying!” 

	“Are you sure it wasn’t an I’m-sorry-you-almost-died hug?”

	“No, that definitely looks different.”

	El laughed. Her mind reeled at the glittering, impossible possibility that Tessa might actually like her.

	“It’s a gift when someone cares about you,” Sam said. “Don’t miss out on it because you’re scared. At least talk to her, or, if you want to take Pix’s advice—which you shouldn’t—just wait for her in bed with a strap-on.”

	 


Tessa

	 

	Tessa relaxed a little when Sam came down and patted her on the shoulder.

	“She’s all right,” Sam said. “Just rattled. She’ll be down in a second. She was fondling your underwear, just so you know.”

	“I told her she could.”

	Sam laughed.

	“Okay then.”

	“Fuck, yeah!” Pix said. “You know what else she wants”—

	Sam threw a decorative pillow at Pix. “Enough!”

	“What does she want?” Tessa asked innocently.

	Pix was going to speak, but El had appeared at the top of the stairs.

	“Bitches!” If El was still shaken, she hid it well. 

	She hopped on the banister and slid down to the living-room, nearly giving Tessa a heart attack.

	“Not safe,” Sam said mildly. 

	El had picked Tessa’s girliest pajamas: short-shorts and camisole printed with crowns and embellished with the word princess printed in pink glitter across the chest of the tank top. It was all too big for her, and El didn’t shave her legs or armpits. She looked like she’d come from some gender-queer Disney sleep-over. It shouldn’t have been sexy, but it was.

	“Oh, my god, that’s adorable!” Alex said. 

	“Like?” El spread her arms. “It’s frickin’ cold though. How do you wear this stuff without, like, a winter coat and gloves?”

	“You only wear it if your girlfriend’s going to wrap you up in her arms,” Pix said. “Why do you think femmes wear that stuff? Where’s your big butch girlfriend?”

	“Yeah.” For a moment El looked lost. Despite her jolly entre, she was still shivering a little. “I should get a sweatshirt.” 

	“Come here and let me be your big, butch girlfriend,” Tessa said.

	Tessa could always tell when men liked her, and, true, it was possible that she could read men but not women. It was also possible that El nuzzling her face into Tessa’s breast meant what she thought it meant. Actually, what else could nuzzling your face into someone’s breast mean really?

	Tessa grabbed a fluffy blanket off the back of her loveseat and held it out to El.

	“Please?” she said.

	She couldn’t mistake the look on El’s face: joy.

	El sat down opposite Tessa on the loveseat, their legs folded up next to each other, knee to knee. Tessa stole a quick glance at El. Their eyes met. She felt a current of electricity flow between them. She wasn’t imagining it.      

	“Fill me in.” El pointed to the TV.

	“Well,” Pix began. “This creepy old dude runs a massage studio, but he actually abducts women to join his cult. He uses his powers of massage and acupuncture to hypnotize them, and then they follow him to an island where they wait on him and have his children.” 

	“I’m not even going to get into the sexism of this movie,” Alex said.

	“It’s a cultural artifact,” Sam said. “Studying it doesn’t mean we agree with it.”

	“Now we’re studying it?” Alex said. “I thought we were going to turn it into a drinking game. Anyway, Lady Amatilda is about to be seduced. That’s about all you need to know.”

	Sam crawled over to the VCR and pressed play. The movie flickered to life. Lady Amatilda entered the shadowy parlor. I need your help with a deeply personal matter.

	“A deeply personal matter,” Tessa said suggestively, and they laughed.

	Let me see your feet, Creepy Old Dude (no one had caught his name) said.

	“No!” Alex cried, as though someone had just missed a touchdown. “Would you ever go into a shop like that and tell some creeper about your personal life?”

	“Is she wearing a nightgown?” El asked.

	“I think so!” Alex said.

	Lady Amatilda lay down on Creepy Old Dude’s table and he began massaging her feet. The camera focused in on her face in ecstasy. The scene was weirdly erotic, Tessa thought. She loved to have her feet touched. There was a nerve that ran up the center of her foot, and when someone touched it the right way, it was like a direct line to her clit. Her clit ached now, and watching the ridiculously long foot-fetish-cult-leader-seduction scene did not help. 

	“I’m embarrassed that this kind of turns me on,” Pix said, echoing Tessa’s thoughts exactly.

	You cannot move, Creepy Dude said. You cannot think. You will be mine.

	I am yours, Lady Amatilda said. 

	“That was easy,” El said. “If I’d know that was all you needed to hook a girl…” 

	Casually, without taking her eyes from the TV, El put her hand around Tessa’s foot and massaged a long stroke down the center of her sole. The touch sent shivers through her body.

	Pix and Alex kept joking about the movie.

	El kept massaging Tessa’s foot, as though she wasn’t aware of what she was doing. It felt so good. Creepy Old Dude wasn’t so far off. She couldn’t have moved if someone had paid her. Erotically charged relaxation flooded her body. The yearning between her legs grew to a sweet, agonizing ache. 

	Tessa’s cheeks flushed as she remembered a night when she’d come home from a particularly uninspiring hook-up with a guy named Cody. She had proceeded to get drunk on the wine Sam was tasting for the wine shop and complain about everything Cody had done wrong. Or rather, everything he hadn’t done right. She’d told El a lot about what she liked. Had she told El this?

	El kept stroking her foot. The perfect pressure. The perfect caress.

	“Tessa’s all blissed out,” Pix commented. 

	El released Tessa quickly, as though she had been touching her surreptitiously and had just realized that Tessa could feel it. 

	“Sorry,” she said quickly. 

	There was a flash of distress in her eyes that the moment did not warrant. 

	Tessa nudged El with her other foot. 

	“Don’t start something you can’t finish,” Tessa said.

	The smile that crossed El’s face was like sunshine. 

	Tessa didn’t even care if the rest of the party noticed her eyes closing with pleasure. El was touching her. El wanted to touch her. I love you, Tessa thought. The words filled her heart. Her mind flashed to the bed they were supposed to share that night. Would they? Could she make a move? Ordinarily, she had game. If she wanted a man, she got him. But this was different, not because El was a woman but because this mattered so much.

	

	The movie ended which to Pix apparently meant it was time to drink flaming shots. 

	“No,” Sam said, without looking up from something she’d been checking on her phone.

	Alex said, “It’s tradition.”

	“Too late now.” Pix knelt beside the coffee table and poured liquor into shot glasses. It matched her purple hair. She took out a lighter.

	“Everything about this says fire-hazard,” Sam complained dryly.

	Reluctantly Tessa slid to the floor so she could sit beside the coffee table. She wished she could have stayed on the couch with El all night. 

	Everyone knocked their shot back except Sam who sipped hers. Pix shook her head in disapproval.

	“The flavors of grape vodka and Everclear really come through better if you sip it,” Sam said.

	“Another?” Pix asked, grinning like the little imp she was.

	“God, why?” Sam said.

	“Is that even a question!?” Alex said. “The team’s playing five games next week plus skills training camp plus that half marathon. I’ve got to get my drinking in now!”  

	“I’ll have one,” Tessa said. “Liquid courage.” 

	“For what?” El asked.

	Tessa held El’s gaze. 

	“Maybe I’ll decide to go snowboarding with all you crazy women.” 

	With that, Tessa took her shot, rose and walked to the kitchen, swaying her hips in her satin pajamas, hoping El liked what she saw. In the kitchen, she leaned against the counter. Her heart was racing and her breath trembled in her lungs. She had to collect herself. 

	Eventually she heard quiet footsteps behind her. She turned, hoping it was El, but it was Sam. Sam joined her at the counter, staring out the window at the forest.

	“Tessa?” Sam said after a moment. “Can I talk to you about something?”

	Tessa liked all of El’s friends, but they weren’t on can-I-talk-to-you basis. Tessa’s elation started tipping toward worry. Was Sam coming to tell her that El wasn’t interested? That Tessa was reading too much into El’s casual affection? That Tessa was making El uncomfortable or that she was about to embarrass herself?

	“What’s up?” Tessa said, trying to slow her  breathing.

	“It’s El,” Sam said.

	Of course it was.

	“I’m always telling Pix not to get in other people’s business,” Sam said slowly. “You notice she’s been messing with you about El all night. And I know I should stay out of this too.” She didn’t look at Tessa. “El’s really special. She’s one of the most genuinely good people I know. And a lot of people think she doesn’t get hurt because she’s so hyper. Like she’s too ADHD to notice that something might hurt her.”

	“I know.”

	El had once told Tessa she liked being with her because Tessa made it okay for her to be sad. Everyone else thought she was impervious. 

	Sam toyed with a dishtowel, smoothing it onto the counter and folding it with military precision. 

	“She really likes you. And I know she’s slept with a lot of her friends at one point or another, but you guys live together. I know you don’t usually date women, and it’s totally cool if you’re exploring.” Sam pushed the towel aside and turned to Tessa, her face serious. “But you could really hurt her, Tessa. If you just want to hook up with a woman to see if you like it, don’t do it with El. If you want to have sex this weekend and then have everything go back to normal, you’re going to break her heart.”

	“I think I’m in love with her,” Tessa blurted out.

	“What?” It took a lot to surprise Sam, but apparently she had.

	“I love her.” The words spilled out. “I think I’ve been in love with her forever, but I just realized it. My friend Matthew says it has something to do with the subconscious being like a dam. I wanted her more and more, but I thought I just loved her as a friend. But I hated every woman she brought home. And if it’s just a hook-up this weekend it’ll break my heart too.”

	A slight, approving smile crossed Sam’s face.

	“Okay.” She squeezed Tessa’s shoulder. “We never had this conversation.”

	 


El

	 

	Tessa returned, and El made room for her. Tessa resumed her place opposite El, her back resting against the puffy arm of the loveseat. Then she held out her hand.

	“Come here,” Tessa said. “Cuddle up with me.”

	El glanced at Sam, and Sam’s smile answered El’s questions. 

	Tessa pulled El toward her and settled El against her chest. Tessa was a top; she’d told El that during one of their many talks about sex. El felt that authority in the confident way Tessa maneuvered El’s body so that El’s back rested against her chest. Tessa’s arms and legs held her close, making El feel claimed and protected and incredibly aroused.

	“Now,” Tessa said, “are we going to finish Sam’s seventies-horror-porn? Because it’s going to keep me up if I don’t know what happens to Lady Amatilda.” She nuzzled El’s ear and whispered. “I hope you will keep me up.”

	El should have said something flirtatious, but she’d lost her words. She’d wanted this for so long. All she could do was press Tessa’s arms tighter around her. 

	“Get a room!” Pix said. 

	“We already did,” Tessa said. “Because you didn’t tell us about the downstairs bedroom.”  

	“You’re welcome,” Pix said.

	“Pix!” Sam and Alex said at once. “Subtlety.” 

	Just like that. It was like Tessa had always been part of El’s group of friends and El had always been in her arms. 

	“You’re going to love this.” Sam turned the VCR back on. “It’s cinematic genius.”

	“That is not possible,” Alex said.

	Tessa held El as they watched the rest of the movie. It was sweet torture. El’s body was screaming for more. Part of her wanted to drag Tessa upstairs, shedding their clothing as they went, their friends’ stares be damned. She needed to get on top of Tessa and come right now. She needed to bury her tongue in Tessa’s cunt. She needed to begin the gorgeous process of learning everything about Tessa’s body and telling her everything about hers. But another part of her wanted them to stay like they were forever. She felt like a teenager waiting for her first kiss, knowing it was going to happen and loving that magical right-before time. 

	When the Needle in the Veil finished, it felt like it had been both hours and seconds. Their friends dispersed quickly. Someone upstairs turned off the living-room lights. Snow-light from the high windows bathed them in soft blue.

	“Well, get up.” Tessa nudged El.

	El stood up, and Tessa followed. Then without, warning or explanation, Tessa cupped the back of El’s head, circled El’s waist, pulled their bodies together, and kissed her. El didn’t think she could want Tessa more, but desire surged through her body. Tessa opened her lips, inviting El’s tongue. Stunned. Joyful. Her body on fire, El swirled her tongue across Tessa’s. The room disappeared. El moaned. Tessa kissed her harder, then released her. 

	“I thought maybe you didn’t know,” Tessa said. 

	 

	In the bedroom, Tessa stopped El with a hand on her chest. 

	“Do you want to talk about safe sex?” she asked. “Because if I kiss you again, I’m not going to have one more responsible thought after that.”

	“I’ve used dams with everyone I’ve been with since I got a check-up after my last relationship,” El said. “And no sharing sex toys.”

	“I went to my doctor and got a check-up before this trip,” Tessa said coyly. 

	El couldn’t hide her grin. 

	“Did you get a health check because you were planning on seducing me?” 

	“Maybe,” Tessa said. “But there’s something else.” 

	Tessa’s face went serious. El felt like her heart paused between beats. Either Tessa was going to say take me now, or she was going to say you know this isn’t serious, right?

	“Yes?” El asked.

	“The other thing I did was look for another apartment,” Tessa said. “Because if I didn’t seduce you, I didn’t think I could keep living with you.” Tessa gave her a darting kiss. “Because it would be too hard. If you got a girlfriend, I couldn’t bear it. And I know that’s way too much to say before we’ve even slept together, but I want you to know. I told Sam I wouldn’t break your heart, and I told her that if you wanted something casual, you’d break mine.” 

	“I can’t believe Sam talked to you about me. Should I kill her or bake her a cake?”

	Tessa smiled at the joke, but her eyes were serious. She might be a top, but that had nothing to do with being vulnerable. Everyone was vulnerable. El wrapped her arms around her and held her close.

	“I have a sublet I have to get out of,” El said truthfully.

	“Really?” Tessa drew back just enough to look at El. 

	“I fell in love with you I don’t know how long ago,” El said.

	El’s heart soared at the knowledge that this crazy declaration wouldn’t be too much.

	 “I love you,” Tessa said.

	El clasped Tessa closer, whispering, “I love you,” into the crook of her neck over and over again. After wanting Tessa for so long, the relief of telling her was bigger than any orgasm. El felt herself tear up.

	“Oh, my god, I’ve got no game,” she said, wiping her eyes without taking her face off Tessa’s shoulder. 

	“Good,” Tessa said. She squeezed El’s ass. “I’m going to make you come so hard your friends are going to make us sleep in the game room tomorrow. 

	They’d talked about sex enough that El had a sense of how Tessa must be in bed: bold, frank, unapologetically sexual. But she had never imagined she’d feel Tessa’s desire turned on her. It was exhilarating.

	“Dams or no dams?” Tessa asked.

	“No.” El could already feel Tessa’s lips caressing her vulva, her tongue teasing her clit. “Fuck me,” she whispered.

	Tessa

	 

	Tessa didn’t know which she felt more: incredibly turn-on or overwhelmed by love. It was both. She felt like she was bursting with everything good. She was going to sleep with El! Finally, she’d be able to touch El’s beautiful, wiry body. To learn the unique tenor of El’s moans. Tessa wanted to undo her with pleasure, to say without words, You can race around snowboarding and doing a hundred hobbies all at once, but I have you now. In my mouth. On the brink. Where you can’t think of anything but this.

	“ Do you know how much I’ve masturbated for you?” El said. “I burned out two vibrators.” 

	“Let me make it up to you.”

	Now that Tessa knew El wanted her, she felt her usual confidence return. She spun El around and pushed her against the wall, pressing her leg between El’s, eliciting a cry of pleasure that made Tessa feel proud and protective. She loved guiding sex, and she knew El had wanted that from previous lovers and rarely got it. Something about her energy and her androgynous style conveyed I’ll take charge. El had once told Tessa that what she really wanted was to be handled, to know that her lover would take care of her. El was in her hands now, and it was Tessa’s privilege and pleasure to take care of her every need. 

	“I’m so turned on,” El whispered. “And I am so, fucking, happy to be here. To do this.” 

	El’s happiness was incredibly hot.

	“Me too.” Tessa ran her hands up El’s belly and cupped her small breasts, pinching her nipples in the way she remembered El saying she liked. 

	El clutched their hips together, sighing with every breath. 

	“Can I take off all your clothes and have sex with you with the curtains open?” Tessa asked.

	El nodded breathlessly.

	They struggled out of their clothes. When El dropped the sweatpants, Tessa saw, to her delight, that El had put on a pair of her underwear. They were a baggy on El but the lace was still gorgeous. 

	“You owe me a hundred dollars,” El said. “I’m wearing your panties.”

	“I only owe you a hundred dollars if you were wearing them before I told you to put them on.” 

	“You didn’t tell me to put them on?”

	“But I wanted you to.”

	El gave her a sly smile. “If you’re not going to honor your bet, you can make it up to me another way.”

	They crawled on the bed, tossing the covers aside. Tessa rolled El onto her back and straddled her. Tessa reached behind her and stroked the panties in question. The lace was fine enough that she could feel the folds of El’s labia. 

	“Oh my god, I’ve wanted that so bad,” El sighed.

	Tessa slipped her finger underneath the lace and then out again.

	“Good,” Tessa said, “because I want to do everything to you.”

	She kept stroking El, enjoying the sight of El’s eyes closing in pleasure. Then she slid off El, kissed her again, then placed a hand on her belly and held her down.

	“I haven’t done this before,” Tessa said, “so advice is welcome. But I want to,” she breathed against El. “May I?”

	“That would be the best fucking thing ever,” El groaned. 

	Tessa tucked a pillow under El’s hips and lowered herself between her legs. She licked El through the panties, dampening the fabric even more than El’s body already had. She continued until El was trembling, her hips raised off the pillow.

	“Advice,” El gasped. “Advice is suck on my clit!”

	“Mmm hmm,” Tessa murmured against El.

	Then she pulled the panties down. Nothing could have prepared her for how much she enjoyed having El’s whole sex in her mouth. El’s hips writhed, like she was fighting the pleasure. 

	“I like it…” El gasped, “if you go hard and then really soft for a moment, then hard again. Then I’ll tell you when I’m close, and I can’t take any more teasing, then I just need you to lick up and down from”—

	Tessa had slowed her kisses to a feather light touch so she could hear El and so she could give her what she wanted.

	“From my opening to right below my clit, then hold it right there when I ask you.”

	El’s instructions turned Tessa on more than she thought possible, and she loved it. 

	The whole time she went down on El, El talked, keeping a running monologue about how good it felt and how Tessa was killing her and how she’d wanted this for so long.

	 Finally El begged, “I’m so close. Don’t stop. Just like that.”

	Tessa followed El’s instructions exactly, and El came with a cry that surely echoed throughout the house. When El stopped shaking, Tessa climbed back up the bed and wrapped El in her arms. 

	“What do you want?” El asked when her breathing had steadied. 

	Tessa’s body said, to come. And there was no reason not to say it out loud too.

	“I need to come,” Tessa breathed. “I’m so turned on.”

	“How do you want your orgasm?” 

	Tessa liked that. It sounded like an order at Starbucks, and why shouldn’t sex be just the way you wanted it? But she was so overcome with need and emotion she wasn’t sure what she wanted. 

	“I don’t know. Everything. Take care of me.”

	El cradled her in one arm and touched her with her other hand.

	“How many fingers?” El asked.

	“A lot.”

	The feeling of pressure and fullness was amazing, like it was the only thing her body had ever needed. El rubbed Tessa’s clit with her thumb. Of course, Tessa had been fingered hundreds of times and liked it and came, but this was better.

	“You’re really good at that,” Tessa gasped. “Is it because you’re a lesbian?”

	“We learn it in school.” El’s voice was warm and teasing. “You can’t graduate without your certificate.”

	Tessa added her own hands, rubbing her mons and the cord of hard flesh above her clit which was, of course, an inside part of her clit. 

	“Oh, god!” she cried.

	Given how turned on she was, she shouldn’t have been surprised by her orgasm, but it took her like a lightning bolt, the pleasure so intense it was almost painful, an unbearably wonderful pain. The second orgasm was slower but just as powerful. She could have come a third time, but it was too much.

	“I can’t take another,” she gasped. “Put your hand around me.”

	She showed El how to cup her vulva. El’s touch was lovely, a simple thing that few of her lovers had mastered, how to hold her, how to calm her body when she got to this point of overwhelmed, rapturous confusion. El held Tessa’s sex for a minute, then scooted up the bed, pulled the covers over them, and curled Tessa up in her arms. El was small, but her embrace was strong, and Tessa felt completely cradled. Her body relaxed. Her heart unclasped. 

	El whispered, “Did that really happen?”

	Tessa kissed El’s hand.

	“Yes.”

	Silence blanketed. Outside the snow was beautiful. It might have been a few minutes before dawn. It might be the middle of the night. It didn’t matter. Tessa knew they wouldn’t get out of bed for a long, long time. 
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