

			
    
            Chapter One





			Annika Silberberg hated weddings.

			She did truly believe in celebrating and highlighting other people’s romantic love. She teared up at every wedding ceremony she’d ever gone to and loved a good rom-com as much as the next girl.

			What she didn’t love—in fact, what she might even a little bit hate—was all of the extra shit that seemed to go along with a marriage these days.

			The showers and brunches and presents, whole weekend you needed to block off, multiple outfit changes of it all. The thousands of dollars you could spend on vacations or buying property or having kids splashed on trips to Savannah and dresses you’d wear once, spill a vodka cranberry on, relegate to the back of some closet, and never think about again.

			“It’s just the spectacle of it all,” she said as she sat at her mother’s well-used kitchen table and dug her nail into the same groove she’d been wearing at for twenty-eight years. “I mean the wedding-industrial complex has spawned this, like, hodgepodge Franken-event that spans four months to a year.”

			“Oop,” her sister Maia said and pointed a light pink gel manicured finger at her from across the table, “you said the words. Pay up.”

			“Seriously?” Annika whined.

			Maia pointed to her face and said, “Does this look like I’m joking?”

			Annika rolled her eyes and searched her pockets for her wallet.

			“I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” she said. Annika reluctantly pulled out a thin black leather wallet with leaves tooled on the front from her jeans and slowly plucked a wrinkled dollar bill between the short fingernails of her right hand.

			Maia waved a plastic tub that had once held a Costco amount of peanut butter pretzels in front of her face. Ten dollar bills already sloshed around its depths, and Maia had only been engaged for a month. Maia said nothing as Annika dropped the money into the tub, just shook it ominously at her, her sleek high pony swaying with the movement.

			“Mom,” Annika whined at her mother as she bustled back to the table carrying a bottle of sparkling white wine and three glasses, “I’m already going to be spending a fortune on this shit anyway.”

			“You did agree to it, Niki,” their mother said.

			Annika huffed and sat back so forcefully in her chair the old wood creaked. She crossed her arms over her chest, the black lines of the tattoos beginning on her right biceps peeking out of the soft green cotton sleeve of her T-shirt.

			“I’m going to be broke by the time you actually get married,” she grumbled.

			“You’re already broke,” Maia said as she took a dainty sip of wine and crossed one thin thigh over the other.

			Annika kicked her under the table, and Maia kicked her back.

			“Honestly, you two are grown women, and you still act like you’re tweens,” their mother said with a sigh. She settled herself in her chair. The motion caused her long braid to swing over her left shoulder. It was as dark and thick and unruly as Annika’s but shot through with gray, like quartz in dark rock.

			Annika stuck her tongue out at Maia before she picked up her own wine and flicked her bangs off her forehead as she slouched down in her chair.

			“Can you at least pretend to be happy for me, Niki?” Maia asked, and a dash of hurt flashed through her dark eyes beneath the teasing tone.

			“I am happy for you and Jonnie,” Annika said emphatically.

			She really was, too. She didn’t hate the concept of marriage. Didn’t believe that the whole institution was inherently sexist and should be abolished. Although maybe she did, just a little.

			And being two years younger than Maia meant she’d seen her sister wallow and cry over subpar dudes since the age of twelve. Annika liked to joke it was what turned her into a lesbian. But Jonnie, her sister’s dependable veterinarian fiancé, was nothing like those other boys.

			“You know I love Jonnie. He’s the sweetest, kindest man around. I’m happy you’re locking him down. I just don’t get why you need all of”—she gestured expansively at the scene before her: the big calendar her mom kept hung on the kitchen wall, which now sprawled like an art model across the table, the glossy magazines and printouts and laptops filled with tabs to venues and tasting menus and table linen options joining it before them—“this.”

			“Because there’s a certain expectation people have when you host one of these,” Maia said haughtily. Annika could practically hear the tilt of her nose in her voice.

			“Okay, Edith Wharton. You’re not a fucking socialite in the Gilded Age, Mai.” Annika snorted, then continued, “All you need is a marriage license, a rabbi, Dad, us”—she gestured between her mother and herself—“and two witnesses to sign your ketubah, and then boom, you’re married. Maybe some dancing, maybe some drinking, but no passed apps, or roast station, or bridal shower, or engagement party, or any of that meshugas. Save yourself seventy-five thousand dollars.”

			“Are you done with your diatribe now?” Maia asked, her eye roll audible in her voice, “because I believe you now owe Portland Paw Patrol two dollars.”

			“Sweetie,” their mom said to Annika placatingly, “maybe you’ll understand when you have a wedding—”

			“Oh, here we go,” Annika grumbled. She slumped farther down in her chair and took a big gulp of wine, wiped away a dribble from her chin. Her mother kept finding ways to sneak in not-so-subtle hints about Annika’s fluid love life since Maia’s engagement.

			“Oh my God, Mom, could you be any more heavy-handed?” Maia retorted, switching sides rapidly.

			Their mother put her hands up in defense and shrugged.

			“I’m just saying, maybe if you let your girlfriends stick around for more than a few months, you might understand the desire for a big celebration to show off your love,” their mother said.

			“I’m busy with the boutique,” Annika replied, her usual response when this topic came up. She could feel her shoulders rising around her ears defensively. “You know this time of year is crazy for me, all the last-minute fittings and customer demands, I don’t have time or energy to seriously commit right now.”

			“Yeah, lay off her,” Maia said, jumping to her defense. “She’s in the first few years of getting a business off the ground. You know that’s when most of them fold.”

			“Plus, how am I going to have any time for dating when I’m planning and attending a billion events for this one’s wedding?” Annika added with a jab of her thumb at Maia.

			“Alright, alright,” their mother replied and relented with a wave of her hand.

			But as they turned to other topics, it wasn’t lost on Annika that she and Maia had gone from bickering to teammates in about three seconds. She caught her mom’s eye, and she winked at Annika over her wineglass.

			Classic mom diversion tactic.

			“At least you have one decision down for this wedding,” their mother said a little while later as she flipped through a back issue of The Knot.

			“Oh?” Maia inquired, one perfectly threaded and filled eyebrow raised in question.

			“Where you’re getting your dress from,” their mother supplied.

			They both turned to look at Annika.

			The irony of all ironies in Annika’s life was that despite hating the pageantry of early twenty-first-century weddings, she did in fact own and operate a wedding dress boutique.

			It was a full-service boutique where she sold a handful of other small designers, tailored the dresses herself, and, very occasionally, did custom orders where she’d design and sew a dress or suit from scratch. Her mentor Anusha had sold the business to her when her rheumatoid arthritis made sewing too difficult. She was still a part owner and helped Annika with design and business questions. But for all intents and purposes, the shop was Annika’s.

			“That reminds me, what are you doing on December third?” Maia asked her.

			“Uh, over two months from now?” Annika asked and shrugged. It was rare for her to know what she was doing the next week, let alone two months from now. “Probably cleaning snow off my car and praying I don’t get frostbite on my tits before I get to work.”

			“Save that day for me,” Maia stated.

			A big sister command, not a request.

			“Why don’t you and Jonnie decide on a wedding date before we start thinking about a dress,” Annika replied, not saying yes, but not saying no either.

			Not that Annika needed to wait. She’d already started designing the dress three years ago when Maia had first met Jonnie. Listening to her older sister gush about their first few dates, seeing the sparkle in Maia’s eyes as she’d described the way Jonnie’s quiet presence made her feel more grounded, Annika had known. This was the one that would stick.

			Maia waved her hand, and the perfect facets of the oval solitaire diamond on a thin platinum band on her left ring finger glinted in the kitchen light. Elegantly understated and modern, just like Maia.

			“Fine, fine we’ll settle on a date first. Speaking of dates,” Maia said, leaning across the table when their mom got up to go get the snacks she’d prepared for them, “are you bringing that cute potter you brought to Jonnie’s birthday last month to the engagement party this Saturday?”

			“Lana,” Annika supplied, “and no, I’m not.”

			“Why not?” Maia’s eyes narrowed as she asked the question.

			Annika shifted in her seat and looked into her wineglass to avoid meeting her sister’s eyes.

			“You fucking didn’t,” Maia said. “Niki, she was cute and sweet and offered to give me a free pottery lesson.”

			“She wanted to spend the whole weekend together and hold my hand when we walked out in public.” Annika shivered, like she’d just said Lana’d wanted them to perform a ritual where they painted each other naked with their period blood.

			“How awful, the woman you’d been seeing for two months wanted to do couple things with you,” Maia said dryly. “I thought you were all excited about her when we met her.”

			“I know, I know, she seemed so cool and hot and perfect in the beginning, but then I just felt like she wanted too much from me, you know?” Annika said. She toyed with one of the thin silver hoops hanging through her earlobes.

			“Too much,” Maia repeated blankly. “Like holding your hand in public?”

			Annika shrugged. “Holding hands is a gateway drug to other stuff. Like wanting to call you babe, know your middle name, and ask you about your deepest fears and shit. I liked her a lot at the beginning, but I asked myself the farmers market question, and my answer was no.”

			“Your fucking farmers market test,” Maia said, and her whole head went with her eyes when she rolled them this time, sleek pony flying. “You know, one of these days someone is going to pass your test. And you better hope their answer about you is yes, too.”

			Annika just rolled her own eyes in response.

			Fat chance, she thought and sipped her wine.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			Gabi was eating those words three weeks later after as many bad dates and still no kissing.

			There had been the woman whose whole personality was the WNBA, particularly the Connecticut Sun. She spent a good hour talking Gabi through every play from their recent game against the New York Liberty even though Gabi had said she didn’t really follow sports. When Gabi had asked her if she had any other interests, the woman had stared at her blankly.

			Then there was the pediatric nurse practitioner who suggested they meet for tea and dessert instead of drinks when Gabi was on a night rotation. At first, they had connected over their most recent patient stories. But then Gabi had quipped that while kids come out of vaginas, she didn’t have much interest in them once they’d left the delivery room. Her date, who was twenty-seven, said she was really looking for someone she could start a family with soon, that she didn’t have time to waste, and that while it had been nice to meet her, she should probably be going.

			“You actually have a good decade before you have to worry about your fertility declining,” Gabi called to her retreating back as she walked out of the café.

			Gabi finished her cake, and then her date’s, while texting Annika all about the storm-out.

			It had become a regular thing, texting Annika before and after dates, getting Annika’s input if a certain answer to a prompt was a red flag, or what an acronym meant.

			“I can’t believe you don’t know that enby is non-binary and ENM means ethically nonmonogamous,” Annika said now as she peered down at the profile on the screen of Gabi’s phone. “What are you, in a nursing home?”

			They were sitting next to each other on Maia’s couch while Maia fussed with something in the kitchen. Gabi only risked pulling out her phone because Maia had told them she was assembling snacks, and knowing her, that meant something elaborate and time consuming that would take all her attention.

			“Niki,” Gabi replied, “I spend eighty percent of my time talking to your heterosexually engaged sister or my heterosexually married mom friend. Why would I know those things?”

			“I don’t know, the zeitgeist?” Annika said, and she waved her arms around vaguely.

			Gabi gave her an exasperated look.

			“What do you think, though? Worth a swipe right?” Gabi said.

			She contemplated the person on her screen. They had short reddish-blond hair that was styled in a swoop over their forehead, and a nice smile. The majority of their pictures were solo shots, something Maia, Rachel, and Annika had assured her was crucial to weeding out the weirdos, although most were outdoor shots in hardcore hiking gear or posed with dogs.

			“Says they’re a photographer. I don’t usually go for the artsy types,” Gabi mused.

			“What do you think?” Annika replied. She leaned back on Maia’s couch, tucked her woolen-socked feet under her legs, and crossed her arms over the front of her well-worn red and green checked flannel.

			She looked soft and inviting, and Gabi had to fight the sudden and strange urge to curl into her and rub her cheek against the flannel over Annika’s chest. It would probably smell like citrus and musk and the lingering scent of the lavender and eucalyptus room spray they used at the boutique.

			Instead, she looked back down at the person on her screen.

			What did she think?

			“Left swipe,” Gabi narrated as her fingers completed the motion.

			“That’s my girl,” Annika said, a smile crinkling the corners of her eyes.

			Gabi felt a small thrill hum through her at the praise.

			“Are we swiping?” Maia exclaimed as she swept into the room. Her high pony swayed as she placed the olive wood board in her hands on the coffee table in front of Gabi and Annika, “You let Niki give you advice, but you won’t let me?”

			“You’re basically an old married woman,” Annika said, leaning over to pick up a piece of cheese from the elaborate spread on the board Maia had assembled.

			“You’re a lesbian,” Maia retorted.

			“Exactly, I have excellent taste,” Annika said. Catching Gabi’s eye, she gave her a little smirk. Gabi felt her cheeks heat and bent toward the snack board to hide them.

			“Okay, and can we talk about why you’re consulting my baby sister, a huge raging lesbian who has not kissed a man since she was eleven and kissed Jonah Mizrahi as a dare one Shabbat, on your dating life?” Maia asked incredulously.

			“Wow, I totally forgot about Jonah,” Annika said. She scrunched up her face in distaste. “His mouth was so wet.”

			“Gross,” Maia said and grimaced, and Annika nodded in agreement.

			“I mean, she does have more experience with dating in general than most of my friends do,” Gabi hedged. “I’m sorry, but you’re all a bunch of serial monogamists.”

			Maia nodded thoughtfully. “I guess that’s true. She is a slut for dates.”

			“Excuse me, I’m sitting right here,” Annika interjected. She raised her right arm and waved her hand a bit, loose sleeve slipping to her elbow, granting Gabi a glimpse of her tattoos with the motion.

			“I’m so sorry,” Maia said, not sounding sorry in the least. “You”—she turned her head to look directly at Annika—“are a slut for dates.”

			“Thank you for acknowledging me,” Annika said primly, and Maia threw a grape at her.

			“I’m trying my best, but it’s hard out here,” Gabi groaned, ignoring the sisters’ bickering. “There are so many perfectly nice people I am just not into.”

			“So kiss someone you are into,” Maia said simply, and she popped a grape into her mouth.

			“Like who?” Gabi asked. She flopped back against the couch cushions and felt her thighs brush against Annika’s toes.

			“I’m just saying, isn’t there, like, someone at work or somewhere else in your life you vibe with, who makes you feel comfortable and who won’t be weird about it if you ask them to make out a little?” Maia suggested. “I just think the longer you put it off, the more you’ll build it up in your mind, and the bigger and bigger a thing it will become.”

			Beside her, Annika shifted. “For once, I agree with Maia,” Annika said.

			“Okay, you know it’s a good idea if both Silberberg girls endorse it,” Maia concluded. “Also, not to change the subject, but let’s focus on me now.”

			Maia settled on the floor and brushed her hands together.

			“I hereby declare this meeting of the Maia’s Bachelorette Party Planning Committee to session,” Annika declared, raising her glass of wine.

			“Hear, hear,” Gabi chimed in, raising her own glass.

			Maia gave a small cheer and wiggled her hips as she raised her glass, and the three of them clinked.

			“Okay,” Maia said, spreading some soft goat cheese on a seeded cracker and popping it into her mouth, “I have ideas.”

			They spent the next thirty minutes listening to Maia detail an increasingly more expensive and intricate trip including ten of her best gals flying across the country to the Napa Valley for five whole days of drinks, spa treatments, and farm-to-table debauchery.

			“And whose millionaire partner is paying for all of this?” Annika replied after Maia had handed her her phone to show her the resort she’d seen in a video on social media.

			“Yeah, Mai. I love you, but I’m not selling my eggs to fund your bachelorette,” Gabi joined in.

			“Ugh, fine, but a girl can dream.” Maia sighed, holding her phone to her chest and gazing off into the distance wistfully.

			After some more back and forth, they finally settled on a three-day weekend in Nashville, Maia’s fourth idea after Paris and Cabo.

			“Okay, we’ll reconvene in two months to book accommodations and plan an itinerary,” Maia said, and she pressed a button on the screen of her tablet.

			“Sounds good,” Gabi agreed and poured herself another glass of wine.

			Annika opened her mouth, but Maia smoothly cut in, “I will send you a calendar invite now, then text you reminders every day leading up to the event.”

			Annika grinned. “She knows me so well,” she crooned at her sister, who yanked her ankle in response.

			“Now,” Maia said, swiveling her whole body to face Gabi, “back to you and your dating journey.”

			Gabi’s heart dropped into her stomach.

			“How was the date you went on earlier this week, the one in business school?” Maia prodded.

			“Um, it was fine,” Gabi said, twisting one loose curl around her finger and not quite meeting Maia’s eyes. She wasn’t exactly lying to Maia. She had gone on a date with a woman in business school. She’d just left out the woman part.

			“Just fine?” Maia pushed.

			“Yeah, I mean, it was nice,” she stammered and felt Annika shift beside her on the couch as she settled back against the arm and wrapped a fleece blanket around her shoulders, wineglass in hand, undivided attention on Gabi.

			She glanced between the two Silberberg sisters and felt sweat prickle the back of her neck.

			She should just do it, tell Maia now, Gabi thought. Get it over with so she could stop feeling like she’d swallowed a horde of eels who were having a hard time settling into their new home.

			“Just nice?” Maia echoed. “Gab, we need to find you a guy who is hot who you vibe with and want to make out with his face so the last face you’ve kissed isn’t Matt’s.”

			“I agree,” Annika said. “I’ve been telling her that she’s overthinking this.”

			“Actually,” Gabi said before she could stop herself, “I’m a lesbian.”

			Maia actually spit the sip of wine she’d just taken back into her glass and began coughing and spluttering.

			“Holy shit, Mai, it’s not like she said she’s dying,” Annika said as Gabi took the wineglass from Maia, and Annika poured her a glass of water and handed it to her.

			“I’m sorry,” Maia said, blinking rapidly up at Gabi. “It just sounded like you, my best friend of nearly twenty years, came out to me like it was no big deal.”

			Gabi shifted in her seat as a sudden weight landed in her stomach.

			Then Maia launched herself at Gabi and tackled her into the soft embrace of the couch.

			“Mai, your boney elbow is poking me in the boob,” Gabi complained, but her insides were soaring as Maia continued to squeeze her tightly.

			Gabi caught Annika’s eye over her sister’s shoulder and saw Annika’s wide grin directed at her, eyes sparkling beneath her bangs.

			“I told you so,” Annika mouthed and shook her head at her sister’s antics.

			“Okay,” Maia said, letting go of Gabi and scooting back only far enough that she could look Gabi in the face. She pressed her slender hands into Gabi’s cheeks, the metal of her engagement ring cool against Gabi’s flaming skin. “Tell me everything, babe.”

			So Gabi did.

			She told her how she had been feeling, for years, like something wasn’t quite right but had gone along with Matt’s plans for their future regardless because she was so focused on medical school, on her internship, on residency. How she’d felt drawn toward women, had dreamed about kissing them and holding them and touching them, her whole life but thought it was just how everyone felt, until that moment last summer when it suddenly became clear to her.

			“Well, I’m over the moon that you’re stepping into your truth,” Maia said, and a few tears slipped out as she hugged Gabi again. “I love you, and I want happiness for you no matter what. If that’s with a woman or alone on a ranch with a thousand dogs, I will support you. I might have some logistic questions about where all the dogs will sleep, but that’s just who I am.”

			Gabi was crying, unable to hold anything back now. She laughed as she gripped Maia’s wrists.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Gabi said, wiping her nose pitifully on the sleeve of her sweater. “I just needed some time to adjust to the idea of everything myself and work through some things on my own.”

			“Oh my God, girl, don’t even with that. You have nothing to apologize for,” Maia said, and she waved Gabi’s apology away with a flick of her hand.

			Maia’s eyes darted back and forth as if she was calculating the amount of medication to give a patient based on their weight.

			After a moment, Maia said, “But all those dates…”

			“Were with women, yeah,” Gabi said, and nodded.

			Maia looked thoughtful for a moment, turned to Annika, and said, “You knew, didn’t you.”

			Annika just said, “Yeah.”

			“Explains why she was consulting with you rather than me,” Maia said and then turned back to face Gabi. “Now back to this whole kissing debacle. I really do think you need to just find someone and smooch the hell out of them. Annika, are there any events at that clam bar you go to you can take her to?”

			Gabi felt like her organs had been replaced with helium balloons and she might just float away at any moment.

			Just like that, Maia had accepted her. No pushback, no questioning, just support.

			God, she’d lucked out when those counselors were making bunk assignments all those years ago.

			“I still keep kosher,” Gabi said, mind still mostly blissfully blank with relief.

			“It’s a lesbian bar called The Clam Shack,” Annika said as Maia giggled.

			“You get it,” Maia said, elbowing Gabi in the ribs, “clams, like…” She pointed at her crotch.

			“Yes, Mai, clams like pussies,” Annika said, her tone fed up with her sister’s heterosexual dramatics.

			Gabi felt her stomach clench at the sound of the word pussies falling from Annika’s lips and tried her best not to show it.

			“That’s clever,” Gabi said.

			“It’s just a little dive bar in downtown Portland,” Annika said and shrugged.

			“It’s perfect, you should totally take her, Niki. Introduce her to some queer women who aren’t you she can kiss,” Maia said.

			Yeah, she totally couldn’t kiss Annika, Gabi mused a few minutes later as Maia and Annika were once again bickering, this time about how much money Annika owed to the wedding bin for her behavior that evening.

			Even if Annika did make Gabi feel safe to be herself.

			Even if she looked so cute in that flannel, her dark hair pulled up in her habitual bun, undercut freshly shaven.

			Even if Gabi wanted to trail her fingers over the ink of her tattoos, trace the designs with her tongue to know how the salt of her skin tasted.

			Annika came back into the room then, coat in hand, almost like she’d sensed Gabi’s thoughts as they took a horny turn.

			“Everything okay, Gab?” Annika said quietly.

			She squatted so her eyes were level with Gabi’s and rested her hand on Gabi’s thigh, squeezing a little. The heat from it suddenly seared through Gabi’s jeans.

			Gabi glanced down at that hand, nails short and rounded off, nicked from needles, a plain beaten silver band on her forefinger. She wondered how Annika would react if Gabi covered it with her own hand, slid her hand up to grab Annika’s wrist, and pulled her closer to let their lips brush.

			“I know tonight might have been intense for you, and I wanted to check in,” Annika said, voice low.

			Well, now, what was Gabi supposed to do with this sweet and considerate side to this woman? The urge to wrap her arms around Annika’s neck and kiss her surged like a blown fuse through her body.

			“Uh, y-yeah,” Gabi stammered, unable to look away from Annika’s warm gaze. “I mean, I didn’t plan it, but I think it was better that way. Less chance to overthink myself into knots.”

			“Like you’re doing with this kissing thing,” Annika said.

			“Maybe,” Gabi said. “I was just thinking about what you and Maia were saying”—she drew her gaze up from Annika’s hand to meet her eyes. Annika’s face was closer than she expected it to be. She realized she was leaning toward Annika but didn’t do anything to stop herself—“about a low-stakes way of kissing someone I’m attracted to so I’m not so in my head on dates.”

			She thought she saw Annika’s eyes dip down to Gabi’s lips for just a second before Annika said, “It would have to be a wicked good kiss to get you to stop thinking.”

			There was a quality to her voice, her usual teasing mixed with something more, something smoky and dark like a well-aged scotch.

			Gabi felt her heart rate kick up as she moved even farther into Annika, and Annika’s hand slid ever so slightly higher up her thigh.

			After a moment, Annika sat back and pulled her hand from Gabi’s thigh as she stood.

			Gabi’s heart was pounding. A sense of almost disappointment flooded her as she took a moment to get herself in order.

			What the hell had that been?

			She didn’t really want to kiss Annika, did she?

			And did Annika want to kiss her?

			“Hey,” Annika said a little later when they were on the street and walking to their cars after Maia had dismissed them, “you should check out trivia night at The Clam Shack. I go most Thursdays with my friend Vanessa and her wife Mindy.”

			The casual use of the phrase her wife sent an electric zing through Gabi.

			“It’s a very chill environment, just a bunch of queers nerding out about pop culture and movies and music,” Annika went on, using her hands to emphasize her words.

			Despite her blasé description, Gabi could tell this was an event that Annika loved.

			She found the idea of seeing Annika in a setting like that, loose and free and surrounded by her people, appealing. She’d only ever known her in the context of Maia and her family, but she was coming to know Annika as someone wholly different from who she’d thought she was. And the more she uncovered, the more she wanted to know.

			“I’m terrible with pop culture,” Gabi replied, and she tucked her hands into the pockets of her black wool coat.

			“There’s usually a few Disney questions thrown in there,” Annika said. She waggled her eyebrows and elbowed her until Gabi elbowed her back playfully, a smile on her lips.

			“Plus, it’s, like, a feeding ground for single queer women, so I could totally wing-woman you into the low-stakes kiss of your dreams,” Annika said.

			“That actually sounds kind of perfect,” Gabi said.

			She quickly stomped out the small fizz Annika’s teasing had shaken up in her blood.

			“Mm-hmm. We’ll get you a couple of drinks, loosen you up a bit. I promise, there will be no shortage of women and theys there who will be interested in kissing you,” Annika said, and that grin tipped up her lips, shaking Gabi up again.

			Annika looked away and surveyed the cars lined up along the curb.

			“Any chance you remember where I parked my car?” she said, head swiveling up and down the block.

			Gabi shrugged. “You were already here when I arrived,” Gabi said as she unlocked her own car door.

			Annika groaned.

			“Well, if you don’t hear from me before bed, I’m probably still out here wandering like the Jews of old,” Annika said, and Gabi laughed.

			“I’ll see you Thursday, I guess,” Gabi said as she opened the door to her silver Prius.

			“You will definitely see me Thursday,” Annika shot back. She pointed the hand holding her keys at Gabi almost threateningly.

			Gabi shook her head as she got into her car and watched Annika walk away, shoulders hunched in her flannel-lined denim coat against the chill of the evening.

			





			
    
            Chapter Eleven





			“Ah!” Annika jumped when she glanced up from her sewing machine that Thursday afternoon to see a person in black standing in front of her.

			“Woah, dude, you need to take a break from that,” Vanessa said.

			She dropped down into the seat opposite Annika, crossed her legs, and balanced her wrists on her knee. Today, she wore loose-fitting jeans with a turtleneck tucked into them and belted, her waist-length blond locks loose and held back from her face with a thick black headband.

			“You’ve been at it for, like, four hours uninterrupted,” Vanessa said. “I’ve had two appointments and a walk-in since one, and every time I come back here, you’ve been in the zone. Have you even peed?”

			Annika sat up stiffly. Her back muscles protested after having been hunched over the machine for four-plus hours. She reached her arms toward the ceiling and felt something in her lower back pop.

			“I got into a flow,” Annika answered. “I fell out of space and time for a bit there.”

			“Uh-huh, you better eat something before trivia. I don’t want a repeat of that time you skipped lunch and dinner, had four whiskey gingers, and nearly threw up on Mindy on the ride home.”

			Annika grimaced at the memory. “I like to think I’m a bit older and wiser these days,” Annika said.

			She stretched side to side to work out a kink in her back.

			“Keep telling yourself that, babycakes,” Vanessa said, rolling her eyes at her, “especially since you’re bringing a date and all.”

			“It’s just Gabi,” Annika replied. She slumped back in the chair, grabbed her still full—oops—water bottle, and took a long pull from the straw on top.

			“Just Gabi?” Vanessa said, and she raised her eyebrows. “The Gabi you’ve been texting nonstop for the last month? The Gabi who has you smiling to yourself like a little lovestruck puppy dog?”

			“I do not,” Annika said, a bit defensively, and she willed herself not to blush. “I’ve been helping her out with dating stuff. She’s new to this whole complex world of ladies loving ladies. I remember how agonizing it was to figure out, so I’m just trying to keep her from making some of the same mistakes I did.”

			“And that requires texts that make you basically have hearts falling out of your eyes like a cartoon?” Vanessa said, tossing her hair off her shoulder and sitting back in the chair.

			Annika took another long pull from her metal water bottle for cover. She could admit they’d been texting a lot in the past few weeks. Frequently about nondating things.

			It had started one night when Gabi had sent her a picture of the scene of the mice from the animated Cinderella movie sewing a dress, texting: Is this what you do all day? *monocle emoji*

			It was obvious from the picture that she was watching the movie on her couch, a glass of wine just visible in the lower left corner of the image. Annika had texted back a joke about the cost of keeping domesticated sewing mice being way beyond her budget and then teased Gabi for her choice of comfort movie.

			It had grown from there. Gabi asked her about her own comfort watches and reads, Annika surprised to learn that Gabi might be just a touch of a Disney adult. Gabi told her how she’d begged Matt to go on a vacation there for years, but he’d reply that he’d rather save their money for a house.

			Gabi: I mean, how boring is that?

			Annika: Aren’t you, like, severely in debt from med school?

			Gabi: Exactly, so putting a couple grand on the credit cards is basically a drop in the bucket at this point.

			Annika: Yeah, past Matt! How dare you try to be financially responsible when you could be visiting the OG mouse’s own house! You should just take yourself.

			Gabi: Nah, it’s not as fun unless you have someone to go on the rides with. Otherwise, you get stuck with someone’s spare kid.

			Annika: Spare kid?

			Gabi: You know, you’re a family of five, there’s always a spare.

			Annika: You should make that your tagline on the apps. Looking for someone to go to Disney World with.

			Gabi: Hmm, maybe.

			Annika could admit it to herself. She loved texting with Gabi. Their conversations flowed, quip for quip. Annika never had to worry if Gabi would get that she was joking, and Gabi dished out as good as she got.

			She’d find in those restless moments at night when it was just her in her empty apartment with her racing brain when she’d usually reach to swipe on a dating app to distract her, there’d be a text from Gabi to occupy her instead.

			If Gabi was at work, it was a picture of something ominous and gooey looking on her scrubs with the caption guess the bodily fluid, or a story about a particularly weird or obnoxious patient. Like the woman who wanted to know if garlic salt would cure her yeast infection, or the teen girl who’d stuck a quartz crystal up her vagina because she’d heard it could cure menstrual cramps.

			And Annika would text Gabi about her own day. The garments she was working on, the demanding brides who came in with completely contradictory desires and no idea what was actually within their price range. The rare, sweet love stories that tugged at her own cynical heart.

			Annika: I mean, you just can’t do velvet for a May wedding in New England.

			Gabi: No?

			Annika: Not if you don’t want to look like your scrubs from two days ago.

			Gabi: *Crying laughing emoji*

			And the wildest thing was that Gabi listened. She let Annika ramble on about the benefits of cotton organza versus tulle, about how she wanted to start her own silkworm farm if only so she didn’t have to deal with the man who worked in sales at her silk supplier who always judged her.

			She didn’t want to date Gabi, she was sure she didn’t. It was just so nice to have someone to talk to like that, to feel close to without the expectations of romance and commitment.

			“Besides, I did my time in the baby gay trenches,” Annika said now as she tilted back in her chair and locked her hands behind her head, legs stretched out before her under her sewing table. “Remember Charlotte?”

			Vanessa grimaced at the reminder of Annika’s ex who had shown up at the store every day for a week after Annika had broken up with her to beg Annika to reconsider.

			“Btdubs, I recently saw online that she got married to the woman she met immediately after me, so that’s something,” Annika said with a shrug.

			“Good for her,” Vanessa said. “There truly is a fish for every hook in the sea.”

			“I don’t think that’s a thing, Ness,” Annika replied. “Besides, Gabi’s still figuring it all out. I remember trying to go through all that shit. And she’s thirty and just exploring now—that’s got to be, like, ten times harder. If I can give her some guidance the way I would have loved someone to do for me, then why not?”

			“And that’s all you’re doing,” Vanessa said, and the statement sounded more like a question. “Just giving guidance.”

			“Yes, Ness,” Annika answered exasperatedly, “plus, I’m looking for something serious, and she’s deep in casual dating mode.”

			“Looking for something serious, huh?” Vanessa repeated, an arch in one dirty blond brow.

			“Why do you sound so skeptical about that? I want something that lasts. It just never really seems to, at least for me. I mean, why else would I spend so much of my life dating if I’m not looking for something real and long term?”

			Annika meant it to sound like an explanation, but instead it came out as more of a genuine question, like she was asking Vanessa to explain her own behavior to her.

			Vanessa just shook her head and shrugged her shoulders.

			At that moment, Annika’s body remembered she hadn’t gone to the bathroom in over four hours.

			“Whoops, got to pee,” she said, standing and making a beeline for the tiny staff bathroom at the back of the workshop.

			“You deserve to pee your pants,” Vanessa called after her. “Serves you right for being so oblivious.”

			She met Gabi on the sidewalk by The Clam Shack later that night.

			On the outside, it looked just like any other pub in town. A touch grimy and worn from the sea salt air, not hip and artisanal like many of the stores and restaurants in town. A place where you were just as likely to find crusty old fishermen as younger queer folks.

			“Hey,” Gabi said, and she shifted nervously on her heeled boots on the cobblestones of the street outside the bar. Annika, a cool eight minutes late, hurried to meet her, long hair blowing loose around her face in the chilly late November wind.

			“Sorry, sorry, got swallowed by a ball gown, almost literally,” Annika said in a rush. She pushed her hair out of her face as she came to a stop before Gabi.

			“That’s okay.” Gabi smiled. “I’ve just been working myself into an increasingly panicked state as I waited for you.”

			“Sounds like a productive use of your time,” Annika replied, and she returned her smile.

			Gabi’s eyes flitted over her, took in her loosely waving hair, her black jeans and forest-green hoodie beneath her favorite flannel-lined oversized denim jacket. The weatherized Chelsea boots on her feet with the leaves she’d embroidered on the elastic around the ankle.

			“Your hair looks nice like that,” Gabi said, and her cheeks tinged the loveliest shade of pink.

			“Oh, um, thanks,” Annika said, lifting a tentative hand to her hair and tucking it behind her ear.

			“You never wear it down. It’s so long,” Gabi said. She plucked some strands the wind had captured and tucked them behind Annika’s ear. Her fingertips grazed the top of Annika’s ear, shockingly warm against the chill of her skin.

			“What?” Annika stammered, “I mean, you look nice tonight, too.”

			“You can’t even see what I’m wearing yet.” Gabi smiled, and she gestured to her calf-length black wool coat. “It could be a long-sleeve leopard bodysuit.”

			“Okay, please tell me it’s that,” Annika shot back with a grin.

			Gabi just laughed and shook her head. “Are you taking me to lesbian trivia or not?”

			“This place used to be an Irish pub until about five years ago,” Annika said as she pushed open the door to The Clam Shack, “then Glory and Maria, the owners—and ex-wives, naturally—bought it and turned it into Portland’s only lesbian bar.”

			“Wow,” Gabi breathed in awe when they entered.

			Annika looked over her shoulder and saw Gabi glancing around the little bar like it was some grand palace.

			It looked just as generically bar-like as the outside. If not for the art on the walls, it could have been any pub in New England. Rather than covering every inch of the place in rainbows, the owners had gone for a more subtle approach. The walls were covered in images of women. Nineteen fifties style pinup women alone, draped over more clothed partners, or kissing other lingerie-clad women. Posters for lesbian pulp novels and contemporary movies. Stills from porn of women in the throes of passion. Nude figure drawings and oil portraits of women of all shapes.

			Photographs of various sizes featuring couples through the ages also hung between the posters and art. Women in ball gowns and suits, dressed as drag kings with fake mustaches and top hats, in jeans and sweaters holding hands and kissing. In color and sepia and black-and-white, separated by time and space, but united by the same thing that brought Annika and Gabi here tonight.

			Living women kissed and held hands beneath their paper gazes. They lined the wooden bar and waited to order, or sat at tables and booths where they sipped their drinks, laughed, and chatted a little louder than they would in mixed company. A lone microphone stand stood behind the pool table and between the bathroom doors. Annika spotted Mindy and Vanessa cozied up in one of the little booths on the right side of the room, pointed them out to Gabi, and headed over to them.

			Gabi followed close behind.

			“Hey,” Annika said in greeting, “Vanessa, Mindy, this is my sister’s friend Gabi.”

			“Also your friend,” Gabi said when she drew up next to her. She gave a small wave to the couple.

			“Oh, you think we’re there in our relationship now?” Annika said and raised an eyebrow at her.

			“I’d say so,” Gabi said, and that smile grew a bit sly on her lips.

			“Hi, Gabi,” Mindy said from her perch across from Vanessa, who held her hand across the table. Mindy was thirty-three, and Korean American. She kept her midnight hair cut short in a blunt bob just below her chin and wore clothes as billowing as her haircut was severe and her frame was tiny.

			Tonight, she wore a chocolate-brown knit turtleneck embroidered with the classic Macy’s Thanksgiving turkey on the chest and black cargo pants. Vanessa sat across from her, still clad in head to toe black, her blond hair wound into a thick doughnut of a bun on top of her head. They were obvious opposites, but that’s what made their love burn so brightly.

			Gabi gave a little start, blushed, and said, “Hi, it’s nice to meet you both. Mindy, I love the turkey. Annika neglected to tell me tonight was Thanksgiving themed, I guess.”

			She shot a playful glare at Annika over her shoulder as she pulled off her wool coat.

			“Yeah, yeah, Annika forgot something, big whoop,” Annika said as she shrugged off her own jacket and hung it on the hook by the booth before she turned back for Gabi’s jacket. And froze.

			Gabi looked…sexy as hell.

			She wore tight dark-wash jeans that emphasized the dip of her waist and the flare of her hips, hugged her lush ass and thick thighs like they were their best friend they hadn’t seen in years. A dark red wrap sweater tied at her waist and revealed a deep slice of her ample chest. Three layered dainty gold chains hung around her neck. A small G, a hamsa, and a Star of David dangled from them and nestled in the hollow of her collarbones, matching the habitual small gold hoops she wore in her ears.

			She nervously played with a pendant as Annika swallowed and took her coat from her, turning around to spare herself from visibly drooling over her sister’s best friend.

			Gabi slid into the booth next to Mindy, who immediately turned to face her and began to pepper her with questions about herself. It made Annika smile.

			She looked over at Vanessa to see that she was already shooting her a knowing look.

			“I’m going to grab a drink. Gab, you want anything?” Annika asked as she jabbed her thumb across the room in the direction of the bar.

			“Oh, uh, sure,” Gabi said, turning from Mindy’s interrogation to face Annika. “Just grab me a beer.”

			Annika nodded and left them, trying to look like she wasn’t making a quick escape.

			It wasn’t the first time Annika had thought Gabi looked good, she mused as she pushed through the growing crowd to reach the bar. She’d always thought Gabi was attractive.

			But it was the first time she’d looked at her and known the thought, the anxiety, the cautious care with which Gabi had probably gotten dressed before coming tonight. For some reason, that knowledge made her want to peel Gabi’s clothes off her with her teeth.

			She swallowed as she waited for the half-priced trivia special beers she’d ordered to arrive and tried to clear the image of sliding Gabi’s pants off her and running her tongue over the curve of her ass from her head.

			“So,” Vanessa said once Annika had returned to their booth and handed Gabi her drink, “Gabi, I heard you’re a baby gay.”

			Annika smacked Vanessa on the arm with the back of her left hand.

			“Dude,” Annika said.

			Gabi blushed and took a swig of her drink before replying, “Um, yeah, I am. Annika’s actually been very helpful in easing me into this whole”—she gestured to the room of women, some obviously in relationships with each other or close friends, others clearly looking for someone to take home for the night, some a mixture of all three—“scene. She’s been guiding me a bit through the adjustment process.”

			“I bet she has,” Vanessa said in an undertone and snorted into her drink.

			Annika cut in and prayed Gabi hadn’t heard that. “Along with being a very useful trivia team addition for obscure science facts, Gabi’s here to try to find a lovely lady to make out with tonight.”

			Gabi’s face went an even darker shade of red, and she kicked Annika’s shin under the table.

			“Hey! I figured four heads are better than two,” Annika said, “plus, Ness and Mindy know, like, basically everyone in here and what their deal is.”

			“It’s true.” Mindy shrugged. “Vanessa is the gay daughter of a late-in-life lesbian and her older butch wife, so between the three of them, they’ve got multiple generations of the Portland queer scene covered.”

			“And Min teaches yoga at a studio in downtown and walks dogs on the side, so she’s got more or less everyone else I don’t know,” Vanessa added. She gave her wife a loving glance and took her hand across the scarred wooden tabletop again.

			“It’s why I hang out with them,” Annika said, and she popped a peanut from the small bowl of complimentary nuts on the table into her mouth, “their queer connects.”

			“Yes, our dearest Annika here is so grateful that we deign to allow her in our exalted presence,” Mindy replied. She put on a fake fancy accent, and waved her slender hand royally.

			Annika tipped an imaginary hat in return.

			“Nerds,” Vanessa said to Gabi, who grinned back at her.

			“Do you have a type?” Mindy asked, directing her laser focus back to Gabi.

			“I mean…I’m not really sure?” Gabi spluttered, and she wound a curl around her finger nervously. “Women, I guess?”

			She’s adorable when she’s flustered, Annika thought. The way the tops of her plump cheeks went pink and her hands couldn’t stop fidgeting. Gabi touched her pendants, twirled her hair, shifted her hips in the seat so her knee pressed against Annika’s under the table.

			Annika wanted to grab Gabi’s busy hand and twine her fingers with hers, give her something to squeeze to help ground her, keep her anchored. Let Annika absorb a piece of her anxiety.

			But she didn’t.

			Instead, she said, “Cheers to that,” and raised her beer to Gabi. A small thrill of accomplishment whizzed through her when she saw Gabi’s eyes crinkle as she smiled and her hands stilled.

			“Any physical features you’re into, so we can narrow down our options a little?” Mindy pressed. She tapped her dark red lips with her index finger, which was nearly taken over by a giant crystal ring, as she surveyed the options on display before them at trivia tonight.

			“Tattoos,” Gabi said at once and swallowed, eyes fixed to the label of the beer before her as she scratched it with her nail, “I like tattoos. And, um, someone who dresses a little more femme but, like, with an edge to them?”

			“Is that a question or an answer?” Mindy replied.

			“An answer,” Gabi said firmly, looking up to meet Mindy’s gaze.

			Annika would not allow herself to feel anything about the fact that Gabi said she liked women with tattoos. She already suspected Gabi was into hers, but it didn’t mean anything about her interest in Annika specifically.

			“Hmm,” Mindy said thoughtfully as she surveyed the people talking and drinking around them, “a femme with an edge who also has tattoos.”

			“Sounds like Annika,” Vanessa pointed out, and Annika didn’t need to turn her head to know Vanessa had a smug grin on her face.

			Annika looked down at herself self-consciously.

			People were often surprised when Annika told them she was a tailor and a designer because, most of the time, she couldn’t care less about her own clothes.

			What she loved was imagining and creating beautiful things for other people’s bodies, not her own. Most days she wore jeans and hoodies or leggings and flannels. Often she simply opted for coveralls, preferred a one-and-done approach. She would never wear most of the clothes she made and tailored, but she loved the feel of the fabric as she fed it through the sewing machine, the way a dress could take shape behind her eyes just from draping a swath of silk across a dress form, or a body.

			Gabi was spared responding by the trivia MC—a masc in their midtwenties with a furry brown mullet dyed green at the tips and dressed in a grandpa sweater and baggy jeans—stepped up to the mic. They had a hat shaped like a turkey drumstick perched on their head.

			“Welcome ladies, theydies, and gentlebutchs to The Clam Shack trivia night, Thanksgiving edition,” they called into the mic, “and while this holiday may be based on a bunch of lies written to favor straight white men, we gays can still have a good time.”

			The room erupted in cheers, hoots, and clapping.

			Annika glanced at Gabi to see a look of excitement on her round face and smiled.
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