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  Author's Note


Welcome back to the Confession series! Again, unless we’re related, in which case: Thanks for the support. but please put down the book!
If you have not yet read Loving Lee, I strongly recommend it. Many contemporary romance series feature interconnected standalones, where each couple has a book and past/future couples may make cameos but they can be read in any particular order. The Confession series is not like that. This is an interwoven romance series, so while Lee and Antonio found their Happy Ending together in Book One, that’s not the end of their story. Likewise, Sunny, Tara, and Blanche started their character arcs in Lee’s book, and while you can probably figure out the key points based on the context, the moments of growth in this book won’t hit quite as hard without the full story.
The Confession series is the story of Lee and Antonio’s chosen families as they come-of-age a little later in life (as many queer people do), growing together and falling in love along the way. A central theme of this series is that queer love is more than just who we love romantically—our relationships don’t necessarily follow heteronormative milestones; our family ties are not always bonded through blood or law, and friendships are powerful influences in our lives. Trauma isn’t cured through the power of dick love, and people don’t remain in stasis while their bestie gets their heart broken. Character arcs don’t wait for someone else’s happy ending before they begin, nor do they end with an “I love you.” Their journeys continue together as their family changes and grows, even after they’ve found their happily ever after.
This series is an ode to the queer community I love and the people in it. LGBTQ people of color are the heart and soul of what it means to be queer in America and have always driven our community forward. My goal as a writer is to put more books with happy endings for queer people out into the world, but my lived experience as a white, non-binary person is not reflected in this series. Through reading #ownvoices books, many conversations with trans and queer people of color from all backgrounds, and thoughtful reflection about my writing choices, I hope to have represented the spectrum of the LGBTQ+ identities included in the series with dignity, admiration, and respect.
As with Loving Lee, Sunny’s book is not intended to be an authentic representation of what it is to be queer, trans and Asian-American—though the amazing sensitivity readers I worked with helped shape this into something that (hopefully) isn’t horribly offensive and out of touch. I will never be the person who can write that story, so I encourage everyone to read works by LGBTQ+ Asian authors. For recommendations, check out my Bookshop.org storefront: bookshop.org/shop/cozydubois (note: any and all affiliate earnings will be donated to the ACLU).






  
  Content Advisory


As a reminder for those who read  Loving Lee, this series centers queer joy. That said, the characters in these books haven’t had the easiest lives and deal with the lingering impacts of past trauma. Proceed with caution if the below may be uncomfortable. If you see anything that may be a dealbreaker for you, I have a more detailed explanation (with some spoilers) on my website http://cozydubois.com/.
	Transphobia, including deadnaming and trans erasure by unsupportive parents.

	Sexual content between people of all genders to varying intensity.

	Difficulties managing mental health, including depictions of panic attacks, dissociation, flashbacks, and substance use to cope with emotions.

	The main characters come in a wide range of body types and appearances. This book takes a body-neutral approach, however some characters have biases and insecurities.

	References to past traumatic events occur off-page but may be heavy for some readers, including trafficking, child abuse, addiction, self-harm, and assault.
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  Chapter One


Sunny
“I’ve outdone myself, yet again.” Leaning closer to the mirror, Sunny brushed the finishing touch of bronzer over her contoured face. The wings of her eyeliner were not only sisters, they were twins, making her already stunning coal-brown eyes look even bigger. Mauve eyeshadow accentuated the warm undertones in her tan skin and the plum of her crushed velvet dress. “Innocent, yet sexy. I look incredible!” 
Sunny dusted the leftover bronzer down the valley of her chest. Not that her tits needed to look bigger with the plunging neckline of her halter dress, but a little cleavage contour never hurt. She fluffed her long, wavy black hair once more, satisfied she was stunning enough to—
A knock pounded on the bathroom door. “Are you almost done in there? You’re not the only one who needs to get ready tonight.”
With a huff, Sunny opened the door. “Where are you going?”
Her little sister Luna pushed past her, sweeping Sunny’s makeup aside and plopping her own bag down. She squinted up at Sunny. “Can you do my eyeliner too?”
“If you answer the question. Where are you going tonight?” Her sister was wearing a black sheath dress. Too cute for staying in. Luna was normally more of a Crocs and leggings girlie, even when she went out.
Luna scowled. “A friend’s house.”
“Is this friend your ‘boy who’s a friend but not your boyfriend’? The one in a frat?” Luna was younger by six years, and a freshman at the University of Bellamy. Sunny trusted her nerdy sister to make good decisions, but she had no idea who Luna’s friends were anymore.
Luna’s silence spoke volumes. Eventually, she asked, “You won’t tell Mae, will you?”
“No. But be safe, watch your drink, and use protection—”
“Sunny! Stop!”
Sunny did not stop. “And if you want to leave, text me. Lee’s boyfriend doesn’t drink, so we have a sober person to pick you up. Or you can just come with me to begin with.”
Luna rolled her eyes, but she still handed Sunny her eyeliner. “Sure, because hanging out with you on New Year’s Eve sounds way funner than a party.”
“Don’t be a snot! Jazz will be there.” Sunny angled her sister’s face to flick the wing perfectly. “You’ll have another little kid to talk to.”
Luna shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, Jazz is great, but we’re not besties like you and Lee. She’s way cooler than me.”
“That’s because you’re basic as hell, even if you are Miss Popular now,” Sunny teased. “Stop talking, I don’t want to stab you in the eye.”
Luna fell silent, tilting her head the other way so Sunny could do her other eye.
“There, still a dork, but your eyes are cute.” Sunny patted her cheek. Even if the rest of Luna’s makeup looked like a child had done it, at least her eyeliner was perfect. “Maybe one day, you’ll be as hot as me.”
“Better a dork than delusional.” Luna stuck her tongue out.
“I’ll take that as a compliment!” Sunny winked and danced her way to the bedroom she shared with Luna, packing everything she’d need for staying overnight. If for some reason Lee wasn’t cool with her crashing, she could stay at Blanche’s to avoid riding the bus so late. She’d rather not sleep on her ex’s couch, but their apartment was close to Lee and Antonio’s. Besides, we’re still friends. Friends crash on each other’s couches platonically.
As Sunny laced her boots by the front door, her mother walked in, scrubs still on under her unzipped parka. Birdie’s black hair, streaked with gray, was pulled into a low bun that poked out between her winter hat and scarf. “Sunny? What on Earth are you wearing?” Birdie pulled her scarf down and cocked her head, eyeing her up and down. “You’re dressed like a hooker.”
Sunny cheeks burned. “This dress is vintage! And sex work is a historically impactful profession that’s been devalued by puritanical colonial morals.”
“Does your bosom always hang out so much when you go out?”
“Mae!” Sunny protested, avoiding her mother’s question because she wouldn’t like the answer. “Why are you home, anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”
On top of her day job as an X-ray tech at the hospital downtown, her mother picked up shifts at a small urgent care clinic in Eastside “for fun.” On a busy holiday, there was no way Birdie would pass up the overtime.
“I came to get my badge for the clinic.” Birdie plucked her work badge from the key hook on the wall, clipping it to her scrubs. “Where’s Luna?”
“Getting ready in the bathroom.”
“Is she going out?”
“Yes, she’s going to Emma’s.” Emma was the only friend of Luna’s that Birdie liked. Sunny highly doubted Luna’s goody-two-shoes friend would be at this frat party, but Birdie wouldn’t ask too many questions if Sunny dropped Emma’s name. “Don’t worry, she’s dressed like a nice girl. No bosom in sight. Mostly because she’d need to grow one first.”
“Hey!” came a shout from the bathroom. “At least mine are real!”
Sunny grinned and called back, “Silicone is real!”
“You two…” Birdie rubbed her forehead. “Did the Jones boy invite any nice single girls to his party?”
Sunny’s grin fell. “Does Tara count as a nice single girl?”
Birdie scowled, giving Sunny the answer she expected. Her mother did not like Sunny’s friends; they weren’t “a good influence.” Sunny strongly disagreed. She didn’t have many friends, let alone ones who actually cared about her.
“It doesn’t matter, Mae. I’m not going out to hit on the women who would meet your weirdly traditional standards. I’m just going to have fun with my friends.”
“My standards are not weird or traditional. I simply want you to find a—”
“‘—nice girl to marry who is preferably Thai but at least Buddhist.’ Yes, Mae. I know. You’ll get your grandbabies one day.” Sunny stifled her eye roll as she bid her mother goodbye and closed the apartment door behind her, harder than she intended.
She wasn’t opposed to the life her mother wanted for her. It just wasn’t exactly what she envisioned for herself. Sunny did want a family, one day. One where she could be herself—a woman, wife, and mother—not the dutiful son, husband, and father that Birdie needed her to be. But since a future spouse who would love her as her true self wasn’t a guarantee, she’d settle for another year or two of being a hot twenty-something woman—free to get her heart broken and fool around—while she saved up for her vagina upgrade. After that was installed, she’d consider settling down.
Sunny ignored the tab that popped open in her brain, reminding her that her last attempt at having fun had been more heartbreaking than expected. In hindsight, letting herself catch feelings for her close friend and mentor may not have been the best idea. But they’d gotten through it, even if things were still awkward. Blanche and Sunny were trying, and that was everything.
Besides, it was New Year’s Eve. Antonio was inviting his friends to the party—who he’d overemphasized were really great guys, while Lee had dropped hints that she wouldn’t like them that much—so she’d have new people to practice flirting with.
“New Year, new me,” Sunny muttered, pushing open the heavy glass door to the busy street outside. The icy winter wind stung her nostrils and eyes as she hurried to the bus stop.
This was going to be her year to have fun before facing her destiny, and she would make the most of it. And maybe in all her fun, she would find someone who met Birdie’s exacting requirements and love Sunny for who she was.
Sunny slipped on a patch of ice, laughing as she wobbled in her boots. Like that’ll ever happen.
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Richard turned off the engine of his Range Rover, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. While he was right on time for Antonio’s housewarming party, there’d be no end to the teasing if he arrived within the next fifteen minutes. Gabe’s Outback was nowhere to be seen amidst the sedans and SUVs crammed into the building’s parking lot, and he knew no one else who would be at the party. He’d asked Antonio several times who exactly would be coming, only to get an infuriating “Lee’s friends” in response, which was no help. Not that Richard knew any of Lee’s friends, but it would be nice to know what he was walking into. 
Just as he’d settled back into the driver’s seat to wait—if he had to be the first one there, he refused to go in right when the party started—Richard’s phone rang.
“You can just come in,” Antonio said before Richard could say hello. “I see your car.”
“I was hoping you were about to say the party’s canceled,” Richard teased, looking up to see Antonio waving through a third-story window.
“No such luck, Dicky. You’re socializing tonight, and there’s no getting out of it.”
With a reluctant sigh, Richard hung up and climbed out of the car to meet his fate. Every step up the stairwell echoed his dread, from the creak of the wood treads, muffled by the worn carpet, to the buzz emanating from the flickering sconces that were too dusty to provide adequate light.
Before he could knock, Antonio’s apartment door swung open. Richard flinched as Antonio and Lee, in coordinating sequin outfits, blew noisemakers. “Happy New Year!” Lee pressed a glass of champagne into his hand, and Antonio stuck a noisemaker into his mouth before Richard could protest. Posing like a Black, gay power couple recording a celebrity house tour, instead of a casual gathering with a handful of friends, they looked at him expectantly with matching, manic grins.
Going home sounded like the best option. Mocking Antonio for being ridiculous and extra was a close second.
But…the glass in his hand was engraved with his name. Lee’s and Antonio’s outfits looked like significant effort and planning had gone into them. The obscene amount of gold and silver decorations (and was that a disco ball?) were far too elaborate for Antonio’s easily distracted ass to have achieved on his own.
And Richard didn’t know Lee well enough yet to trust he wouldn’t take his personality personally.
He sighed heavily, and the noisemaker unraveled with a halfhearted honk.
“That’s the spirit, Dicky!” Antonio’s grin turned wicked. He’d always been able to read Richard’s thoughts too well.
Dropping the noisemaker on the entry table as he toed his shoes off, he followed Antonio and Lee into their living room. A slender woman with short red hair, sitting cross-legged on the couch, made him freeze. They exchanged a mutually suspicious glare. Far worse than being the first one there, he now had to make small talk with a stranger.
“Dicky, this is Tara-Bear,” Antonio said by way of introduction, before he disappeared into the kitchen, abandoning Richard with Lee and… Tara, he assumed.
Richard nodded. “Richard, not Dicky.”
She nodded back. “Just Tara. No Bear.”
He sat stiffly in one of the armchairs. Tara picked at the plate of cheese and crackers in front of her.
“Oh god,” Lee muttered as he looked between them. “Uh… Tara is my best friend. And Richard is Gabe’s other best friend.”
“Oh,” Tara said, stiffly. “Cool.”
“You met Gabe when you helped us move in,” Lee reminded her.
Tara nodded.
Richard narrowed his eyes. He’d known Gabe had helped Antonio and Lee move in, but Gabe had never mentioned another person being there, let alone an attractive person with big green eyes and freckles. The omission led to questions.
Richard looked away as Tara happened to glance up, both sipping their champagne.
“Anyway, drink up!” Lee said, far too cheerfully. “Plenty more where that came from! Get those conversation skills lubed up!”
“Dude,” Tara muttered. “You can’t force me to make small talk with Antonio’s friends.”
A kindred spirit, then. Richard had been mentally preparing to meet new people for weeks. He’d even considered skipping Christmas at the Floreses, in case a week wasn’t enough time to replenish his social battery. But Antonio’s parents would have sent Antonio to Richard’s door with a cooler full of food, so he’d sucked it up and went, and had a pleasant if overwhelming time as always. Richard liked living alone, but sometimes his condo was too quiet, especially during holidays.
It’d be nice to just have someone at home who wanted to stay home. Preferably someone quiet and calm. Maybe he should get a cat until he could find someone who enjoyed the peace and silence as much as he did.
That someone would not be this Tara, though. Knowing Gabe, he’d been obsessing over her since they’d met; he would have mentioned her existence otherwise. Maybe Richard was paranoid, but if he needed to dig deeper into who this Tara was before Gabe got hurt again, he’d rather get the background check started.
“So, Tara works in graphic design,” Lee tried again as Tara rolled her eyes.
“I’m fine sitting in silence,” Richard offered.
“Cheers to that.” Tara lifted her glass with a snort.
“Fine.” Lee threw his hands up. “Be awkward then. I’ll be in the kitchen getting the food ready.”
“Would you like help?” Richard asked.
Lee looked at him in confusion. “You’re a guest.”
“Lee’s never gotten to host a party before,” Tara explained once Lee was out of the room. “He’ll be happier if you let him do his thing.”
Richard leaned forward and asked quietly, “Who all is coming tonight? Tonio didn’t say.”
“Besides…your other friend,” Tara glanced away, “Blanche and Sunny will be here. And hopefully Lee’s little sister, Jazz.”
“Anything I should know about them?” Richard asked. Better to avoid any missteps if he could help it.
“Uh…Blanche uses they them pronouns, and they will send you an invoice if you get that wrong. Don’t ask about their personal life. Or anything about their childhood. Or anything about their past at all. You can ask them about work.” A grin broke across her face. “Sunny, she her, is a ditz with a short attention span, but if you don’t feel like talking, ask her about video games. She won’t shut up if you get her on a roll. Oh, and she’s got great tits!”
Heat crept up Richard’s cheeks. That was not what he expected.
“Jazz, also she her, is a sweetheart. Don’t hit on her. Lee’s overprotective.”
“Wasn’t planning on it.” He hadn’t come here to hit on anyone. His personality was usually an acquired taste, to put it kindly. It’d take several of these get-togethers for anyone to see him as anything but an aloof asshole, let alone look twice at him. And if Richard had his way, this would be the only get-together.
With a quiet exhale of mutual relief, Richard and Tara sipped their champagne and fell back into a comfortable silence.






  
  Chapter Two


Sunny
“Oh, thank God you’re here!” Lee greeted Sunny with an unusually warm hug the second she knocked on his apartment door. 
“Uh…you’re welcome?” Sunny awkwardly patted his back.
Lee stepped back to let her in, muttering, “Tara and Richard are here, and neither of them is talking, and it’s so uncomfortable. Tonio and I don’t know what to do.”
“Aren’t you two the extroverts here?” Sunny teased, unzipping her coat and hanging it on a hook. “Antonio talks enough for all of us.”
“Wow, rude!” Antonio poked his head out of the kitchen, a plate of cheese and crackers in hand. “The extroverts are hosting this party. We can’t sit and chat. We’re still getting ready.”
“Didn’t this start at six?” Sunny checked her phone as she traded her boots for slippers. It was a quarter to seven. “Why are you still getting ready?”
“I didn’t think anyone would show up on time. Tara’s here because Blanche sexiled her. And Richard is too white to do fashionably late.” Antonio handed her the plate. “Here. Bring this to Tara. Please get them to talk. It’s painful.”
“We can hear you, you know. Your apartment isn’t that big,” a raspy voice that definitely wasn’t Tara’s drawled from the living area.
Sunny grabbed the plate with a grin.
“Sun?” Lee pointed a warning finger at her. “No arguing.”
“Me? Argue? I’m a gem!” Sunny winked and brought the plate of snacks to the living room, where Tara sat cross-legged on the couch. Her red curls hung over her forehead as she fiddled with a hangnail. A slim blond man sat in one of the armchairs, fingers tapping the upholstery.
“Here.” Sunny handed Tara the plate. She had attempted to dress up, wearing black silk wrap pants and a green boat neck top that flattered her red hair and freckled skin. Not terrible compared to her usual athleisure. Not good, but not terrible.
Tara’s eyebrows raised as she took it. “Damn! Hello, titties!”
Sunny beamed. “Thank you for noticing!”
Tara shoved a cracker in her mouth and held her hands up. “May I?”
“Go ahead.”
Batting at her chest, Tara grinned as Sunny’s tits jiggled. “You should wear this dress more often!”
Sunny looked over at the blond man, whose cheeks were bright red. The flush dipped beneath the collar of his white button-down shirt. “You must be Richard. I’m Sunny.”
Richard nodded politely, but avoided looking at her, obviously trying not to stare at Tara groping Sunny’s chest.
“Charmed.” Sunny scoffed, annoyed at the doubt creeping in. The groping was platonic, so she shouldn’t feel embarrassed. And yet, considering how uncomfortable this Richard guy looked, she’d made a faux pas before she’d even introduced herself. “Okay, Tara, that’s enough.”
Tara tsked. “No, this is fun!”
“Stop, or the cheese is mine.”
“Fine.” Tara protectively snatched the cheese and crackers from the coffee table.
Lee handed Sunny a glass of champagne with her name engraved on it. “Here. A little social lubricant. Please be nice!”
Sunny ignored the implication that she wasn’t always nice. “Personalized glasses?”
“I know!” Lee gave a bashful shrug. “It’s extra, but Tonio likes extra.”
“Why be normal when you can be extraordinary?” Antonio joined them with a bottle of champagne, popping a cork that made everyone flinch.
“Cheers to that!” Sunny raised the glass as she took a seat next to Tara. “So, Richard. How do you know Tonio?”
“We met through Gabe. Our other friend. Who will be coming. Later.” Richard’s blush deepened. He met her eyes briefly, leaving her with a flash of robin’s-egg blue that made her stomach swoop.
“Richard and I are both Gabe’s leftovers,” Antonio joked as he refilled Richard’s glass. “We’re all still friends. Ain’t that the gayest shit you ever heard?”
Richard’s nostrils flared. “Antonio, what are you doing?”
Antonio shrugged, angling the glass so the champagne wouldn’t bubble over. “Sharing fun facts about us. That’s how conversations work.”
“No, dipshit. That.” Richard nodded to the champagne in his hand.
“Oh. That.” Antonio made a face as he set Richard’s glass down and picked up Tara’s empty one. “This is me being a good host.”
“Tonio.” Richard’s voice was cold. “Put the bottle down.”
Antonio avoided looking at him. “Dicky—”
“Put it down.”
Sunny and Tara exchanged a look at the sharp edge in Richard’s voice. Lee’s smile looked more like a wince.
“Lee is supervising,” Antonio explained. “We have an inventory and check-ins—”
“Lee’s not responsible for you.” Lee tried to interrupt, but Richard silenced him with a glare. “You asked us to be a dick if we ever saw you with a drink in your hand, even if it’s not your drink. This is me being a dick. Do I need to remind you what happened last time?”
With a sardonic snort, Antonio set the bottle down and slowly backed away with his hands out. “You didn’t bring ropes with you, did you? This isn’t that kind of party, you know.”
Richard smirked. “Pick it up again, and find out.”
Sunny was half-tempted to pick up the bottle.
Antonio’s sour grimace turned into a wry smile. “I love you, too, Dicky.”
“Don’t read into it.” Richard scowled. “And don’t call me Dicky.”
“I’ll help with refills,” Tara offered, cutting the tension and reminding Sunny that she was not watching the opening of a kinky porno. “Leave the bottle. I’ll get another one when it’s empty.”
“Thank you, Tara-Bear.” Antonio crossed his arms, still examining Richard. “I can’t decide if I’m offended you don’t trust me, or relieved I can go back to ignoring the champagne.”
“Babe, I told you you didn’t have to,” Lee said gently. “You don’t have to push yourself.”
“Yeah, maybe I should prove I won’t be tempted another time, when everyone else won’t be wasted soon.” Antonio kissed Lee’s cheek on their way back to the kitchen.
“So.” Sunny sipped her champagne to calm her racing heart after watching this unexpectedly bossy man bully Antonio into submission. “You dated Antonio’s other friend we’re meeting tonight?”
Richard’s face immediately pinkened again, a drastic contrast to the glint in his eye from scolding Antonio. “Gabe and I dated briefly in college, but we were meant to be friends. We work together at an investment firm.”
“An investment firm?” Sunny grinned, thrilled to find a topic that was a turnoff after confirming the bossy blond who was into rope play was probably queer. Birdie would murder her if she got involved with a white boy, but Richard was checking a lot of Sunny’s boxes. “So you get rich with other people’s money?”
Tara sighed heavily. “No arguing, Sunny.”
“I manage our retirement accounts division, so yes, my team maximizes gains to protect our clients’ futures.” A corner of Richard’s mouth twitched into a smirk as his blue eyes met hers again. “And what do you do, Sunny?”
Unsure if his dry tone was sarcastic, Sunny crossed her arms. “I’m a software engineer, but as a hobby, I’ve started developing apps that could do some good in the world and selling them to organizations who could use them.”
Since she couldn’t—or no longer wanted to, rather—go to Blanche’s every time she and her mother argued, Sunny had found a new escape in creating apps. Even if Blanche wouldn’t say anything, Sunny shouldn’t take advantage of their poor boundaries when things were already tense between them. Birdie didn’t complain about the apps as much as she did her gaming, and Sunny had managed to squirrel away a couple grand in her Vagina Fund.
“So you create supply and hope there’s a demand?” Richard’s smirk deepened, looking almost charming against his square jaw. “That’s a very idealistic approach.”
Sunny perked up. Annoying Tara and teasing Antonio had lost their sparkle after a while. This Richard seemed clever enough to be a challenge. “And yet I’ve sold every app I’ve made. If I can see an issue in the world, there’s probably someone cooler than me who could use my tech to help solve it.”
“Really telling on yourself there.” Richard sipped his champagne.
Sunny shrugged. “I know my strengths. Convincing people to do something they don’t want to do is not one of them. But I can create things for people with social skills to use.”
“And you trust them with your creation. Again, very idealistic.”
“I’d rather be an idealist than a cynical capitalist.” Sunny huffed. “Let me guess—you grew up in some bougie place like Driftwood, and you’ve got a trust fund that you resent because it makes you feel like you’re not a self-made man, but you still use it.”
“I miss when we weren’t talking,” Tara muttered.
Richard was practically smiling. “I don’t think taking advantage of my trust fund makes me any less of a self-made man.”
Sunny scowled. “It literally does.”
“That was a trans joke. I’m literally a self-made man.”
Sunny’s cheeks burned. I did not clock him as trans. “I think for it to count as a joke, someone has to laugh.”
“Strange, I haven’t laughed once, but you’ve been full of jokes.”
Blood boiling, Sunny’s jaw clenched, and her fingernails bit into her palm. This was the most fun she’d had in months. With a scoff and a toss of her hair, she said, “Big words from a rich boy who circle jerks over the stock market for a living. Must be nice to have the luxury of play money to lose for funsies. Meanwhile, the other ninety-nine percent are struggling.”
“So a rise in stock returns due to increased cash flow doesn’t suggest an improving economy? Strange, most economists would think so.”
Sunny’s retort—a thoroughly researched lecture about how the stock market was bullshit—was interrupted by a singsong of “Happy New Year!” as Blanche strolled in, champagne glass in hand. They were stunning as always, wearing a low-cut black jumpsuit that hugged all their curves and their blonde hair up in a high ponytail, emphasizing their graceful neck. Sunny made herself look away, glaring at Richard again instead.
Antonio followed, setting another plate of cheese in front of Tara. “Blanche, this is Richard. Call him Dicky.”
“Pleasure to meet you.” Richard rose to shake Blanche’s hand. “Do not call me Dicky.”
You didn’t get up to shake my hand, Dicky. “Blanche, perfect timing! You can help us win a debate we’re having,” Sunny exclaimed, drawing Richard’s attention away from Blanche. “He seriously works as, like, an investment banker!”
A slow grin spread across Blanche’s face. “Do you, now?” They scanned him up and down, practically purring, “Hey there, handsome.”
“Seriously?” Sunny should have known better than to expect Blanche to put her before a potential client.
“Down, Blanche.” Antonio flicked water at them from his glass. “My friends are off-limits.”
Blanche wiped the water off their cheek with a wink to Richard. “Oh, fine. I’ll behave.”
“I said help with a debate, not jump his bones!” Sunny protested, glaring at Blanche and crossing her arms.
Blanche’s green eyes flicked between her and Richard, whose face flushed bright red. Their half smile edged closer to a smirk. “You’ll catch more flies with honey than vinegar, Babygirl.”
“I don’t want to catch flies.” Sunny narrowed her eyes at Richard.
“Nor do I want your honey,” he shot back, looking at Sunny up and down with a sneer as he sat back down. Sunny was strangely relieved his attention was back on her instead of Blanche.
Blanche eyed them both with that cool smirk, unreadable as ever. “What’s the debate?”
“If stock market performance is a valid measure of economic outlook.” Tara supplied around the cheese and crackers in her mouth, her expression as deadpan as her tone. “Thrilling party conversation.”
Blanche raised an eyebrow at Sunny. “I’m going to need more champagne for this.” They downed their glass and held it out to Tara for a refill, before they perched sideways in an armchair near Richard.
Sunny turned to Tara to keep from looking at Richard’s smug face. “Okay, Tara-Bear—”
“Don’t call me Tara-Bear.”
“What would you like to talk about? Since our conversation isn’t up to par.”
Tara shrugged. “Don’t worry about me. Keep flirting if you want.”
“I am not flirting!” Sunny scoffed.
Richard coughed, his cheeks as pink as ever. “So, um, Blanche, what do you do for a living?”
Blanche grinned, crossing their legs over the arm of the chair. “People pay me to dominate them, and more people pay me to watch it on the Internet.”
His blush somehow deepened. “Th—that’s nice. Have you been doing that long?”
“In various forms for longer than I care to admit. I supply a product with a niche market demand, you might say.”
Richard ran a hand through his hair, raising an eyebrow at Sunny. “At least someone understands basic economic concepts. Maybe Lee’s friends aren’t totally hopeless.”
His dig didn’t bother Tara, who nibbled on her cheese, ignoring everyone.
Sunny scowled, chewing her lip before retorting, “Supply and demand. So advanced. You must have taken Econ in high school.”
A smile played at the corners of Richard’s lips; they were fuller than she’d expected for a white boy. “Something like that. Why, where’d you learn it? A TED Talk?”
A knock at the door interrupted the comeback she hadn’t thought of yet. A moment later, Lee was dragging his sister in by the hand. “It’s a New Year’s Eve miracle—Jazz made it!”
Tara leapt up with a squeal to give her a hug. “Jazz! It’s been forever! You look amazing!”
Jazz did look good, wearing a body-hugging cream sweaterdress. A far cry from the shy first-grader Sunny had met when she’d made friends with Lee in middle school. She was undoubtedly Lee’s sister—with the same deep brown skin and handsome features that suited both of them. Jazz even sported close-shaved hair, similar to how Lee used to wear his (which had barely grown in the few months he’d been growing it out, yet he acted like a different person). Jazz’s new, grown look suited her. No wonder Luna thought Jazz was too cool for her now.
Jazz greeted Sunny with a hug. “Damn! Okay, titties! Are they bigger than the last time I saw you, or is that dress just that flattering?”
“Aw, thanks! The dress is helping, but estrogen is the gift that keeps on giving.” Sunny patted her bust fondly.
Richard stood up, hand outstretched. “Richard Carter. Nice to meet you.”
Again, where was my handshake, Dicky? Sunny chewed her lip, glaring at him.
“Jasmine Jones, but call me Jazz.” She shook his hand politely. “Are you here with Sunny?”
Sunny and Richard both devolved into offended sputters. Finally, Richard muttered, “I’m a friend of Antonio’s.”
“Oh, sorry. My bad.” Jazz winced, covering her mouth with her hand.
Richard waved it off, while Sunny managed to gain some control over her mouth. “As if!”
Jazz turned to where Blanche sat waiting on the armchair, arms outspread for her. “Blanche. You look more beautiful every time I see you.”
“Jazzy, you look amazing as always. Love the hair.” Blanche leaned into her hug as Sunny sat back down on the couch. Jazz had always been affectionate, particularly with Blanche, who welcomed affection far more than Jazz’s parents. Mr. and Mrs. Jones were not the hugging type. “And the nose ring!”
“I swear you see everything, Blanche.” Jazz fiddled with her nose and flipped down a septum piercing. Blanche adjusted in the chair so Jazz could sit on their lap.
Sunny’s brief flare of jealousy was surprisingly easy to swallow. Maybe she was over Blanche, after all. “I bet your dad loved that,” Sunny teased. Mr. Jones had always been a hard-ass, even before he’d disowned Lee and told a nine-year-old Jazz her older brother didn’t exist anymore.
Jazz shot her a knowing look. “You know he don’t know about it! He won’t even look at me now that I’m bald-headed.” She laughed. “But that was the whole point in shaving my hair off. I think I might start letting it grow out again.”
Another knock sounded at the door. Antonio rushed to answer it. “Happy New— Are those cheesecake tarts?!”
A deep voice responded. “Yes, and this tray has a dairy-free version just for you.”
“Oh, thank god,” Richard muttered. “Gabe’s here.”
Antonio led a tall, handsome, muscular man into the living room, both of them carrying a tray of desserts. “Everyone, this is Gabe. And he brought my favorite dessert! Tara-Bear, you’re going to love these!”
Instead of diving for the desserts—or the thirst trap carrying them—Tara excused herself to the kitchen, muttering something about champagne as she ducked around him. The tall man’s gaze followed her out, but he quickly turned back to the room with a forced smile.
Sunny was surprised Tara had left. This Gabe wasn’t really Sunny’s type—thanks to years of crushing on Blanche, she preferred blond, androgynous-looking people more than handsome bodybuilders—but he was undeniably hot. And he could bake? Tara should be drooling over him. But she’d left, and Sunny did need to practice flirting with someone less antagonizing than this Dicky guy.
“Hi! I’m Sunny! Come sit by me!” Sunny patted the seat next to her on the couch that Tara had just left vacant. Gabe’s smile brightened, Richard’s scowl deepening along with it. Sunny shot him a smug grin.
“Jesus Christ, Babygirl.” Blanche rubbed their forehead, then whispered something in Jazz’s ear, who snorted and whispered back.
Sunny ignored their matching Cheshire cat grins as she accepted the mini-cheesecake that Gabe offered. “So Gabe, I hear you’re an investment banker, too?”
Gabe shrugged, the couch dipping as he sat next to her. “For now. I don’t really like it, but it’s a job.”
Sunny smiled as she bit into the cheesecake. “What would you be doing instead?”
He shrugged again. “Not sure. If I could get paid for playing League or something, I’d do that. But then it’d probably take the fun out of it.”
“You play League? Who do you main?” Sunny beamed as Lee, Blanche, and Antonio groaned. Now this was someone she could talk to.
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“Of course, what do you need?” Sunny popped a cheddar cube into her mouth, a little gratified that Jazz was asking her for help. Normally everyone went to Blanche or Lee.
“This is embarrassing.” Jazz fiddled with a loose thread in her dress. “I was kind of hoping for a midnight kiss tonight.”
Sunny laughed. “That’s flattering, but your brother would murder me.”
“No!” Jazz winced. “Not you, with…Blanche.”
“Oh.” Sunny froze, unsure how to respond. Jazz must not have been told about Sunny and Blanche’s fling. As if being Blanche’s secret hadn’t been painful enough; the tiny humiliating reminders still sliced her heart like paper cuts all these months later.
“But I don’t want Lee to get mad at them, either! So I was hoping that if everyone else was kissing at midnight too, it wouldn’t be as awkward or obvious what’s happening.”
“And what does Blanche feel about it?” Sunny asked carefully.
Jazz’s smile, so reminiscent of Lee’s, was bashful. “They’re fine with it. They suggested it, actually. Something about how it’s a thing on TV, but we—or you all, rather—have never done it before, and there are finally enough people who might want to kiss each other here tonight.”
Sunny fought the surge of bitter insecurity that Blanche saw Jazz as someone they wanted to kiss, when they had never looked at Sunny that way until she’d forced them to. The damn Jealousy tab that kept popping up was so annoying; she didn’t want to kiss Blanche either, not anymore, not truly. Her gut reactions, however, were slow to get with the program.
Because logically, she shouldn’t be upset. Even if Blanche had seen her that way before, it’s not like they could have a midnight kiss while Lee (who only wanted to kiss men) and Tara (who didn’t want to kiss anyone at all) watched. She exhaled slowly, closing the Jealousy tab. These were the irrational reactions she needed to work on. She couldn’t delude herself again. All the more reason to find a new distraction.
“I just volunteered to help them start the tradition. Platonically,” Jazz continued, wincing. “I know Blanche will never see me that way, so this is my one chance to see what it’s like.”
Sunny’s heart went out to her. Her own crush on Blanche had caused her to do plenty of dumb shit before it’d run its course. She huffed. “Who do I gotta kiss?”
Jazz beamed, so reminiscent of Lee that Sunny would risk kissing Tara to keep that joy on her face. “Thank you! Blanche thinks Gabe is totally into Tara, so…Richard?”
Sunny was too unsurprised to care that she was stuck with Blondie. I don’t know what else I expected. “Tara doesn’t kiss people. How do you plan to convince her?”
Jazz’s smile was apologetic.
Sunny waited, trying not to fidget under Jazz’s expectant look.
Finally, Jazz sighed. “Well… I was hoping you would ask her?”
A laugh tore from her before Sunny could stop it. “Are you trying to get me killed?”
“Please?” Jazz clasped her hands together. “You’re the only one who has a chance.”
Sunny sighed. Her persuasion skills were severely lacking, but Tara’s patience was no match for how annoying Sunny could be. “She probably won’t do it, but I’ll see what I can do.”
Jazz threw her arms around her. “Thanks, Sunny! You’re the best!”
“Yeah, yeah. I’ll take one for the team. Enjoy your kiss with Blanche,” Sunny said, patting her back, surprised that the Jealousy tab stayed closed, even more so because she’d meant it. Just don’t do what I did and read too much into it.
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Sunny was horrible at flirting. Watching her laugh at everything Gabe said, and then continue on as if he hadn’t said anything, was painful. Sunny could be utterly charming when she wasn’t trying to be. But she tried way too hard. 
Blanche sighed, swirling their champagne glass, wishing it were a double malt scotch as they finished it.
“You okay?” Lee appeared out of nowhere, hovering over them to refill their glass before they could set it down. “Need to step out for something stronger?”
Blanche snorted, shaking their head as they thanked him. When they’d arrived, Blanche had been on the verge of a drop. Their patron had requested an impromptu session before ringing in the New Year with his fiancée. Blanche had not only been late to the party, they’d walked in with their skin crawling in shame. Thankfully, the joint on the walk over, their friends’ company, and Jazz’s entertaining commentary had kept them from the worst of it. “No need to worry about me. The host of a party can unwind too, you know.”
Lee snorted. “If I relax too much, a fight will break out. I figured you three and Tonio’s friends would be like oil and water, but this is more like cats and dogs.”
“Oh, it’s not that bad. Jazz and I are having a great time. Tara is behaving. Sunny is being…” They paused, unsure of what exactly Sunny was trying to accomplish with her heavy-handed flirting with someone who straightened up like an eager puppy every time Tara entered the room, “…nice.”
Lee laughed at that. “To Gabe anyway. I think she’d be at Richard’s throat if Gabe wasn’t here.”
“I rather thought Richard enjoyed having Sunny at his throat,” Blanche smirked.
Richard huffed, tapping the arm of his chair next to them. “I may be pretending not to overhear, but I do have ears, you know.”
“Have more champagne, Richard.” Lee snorted and emptied the bottle into Richard’s glass, before disappearing into the kitchen.
Blanche’s phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number.
I thought I told you to end things.


Blanche rolled their eyes, wondering when their patron’s fiancée had gotten their number. She’d been a thorn in their side for months; Blanche had already blocked her on their social media and email. Or rather, Tara had, because Blanche couldn’t figure out how. Seeing the messages threatening to evict them had stressed Tara out so much that Blanche had regretted not asking Lee instead.
Tell him to end it.

You left marks. What will people think?

Considering the welts are on his ass, I’d be more concerned with why anyone else would see them if I were you.

We are getting married soon! There will be no room for you or anyone else in our marriage.

Again, tell him that.

When my lawyer finds out how to end your lease, it’s over. You’ll be out of that dump of an apartment, and we’re getting a restraining order against you.

Looking forward to it, sweetheart. Happy New Year!


With a screenshot of their exchange sent to their patron, ordering him to handle his fiancée, Blanche turned their phone off and threw it on the table. The last thing they needed was a threat to take away their shitty apartment—notably, Tara’s home—on New Year’s Eve. They were making decent money from their SubParty channel, but was that enough to rent an apartment without stressing Tara out?
Blanche frowned as they swirled their champagne flute. Tara would want to contribute, and she already did far too much work supporting the channel and paying the utilities as it was. But Tara was stubborn, refusing to let Blanche pay her. As always, Lee was following her lead, so Blanche had been saving their paychecks in a separate account, waiting for an excuse to give it to them that wouldn’t hurt their pride.
“Are you all right?” Richard asked quietly.
“Never better.” Blanche leaned over the arm of their chair, smiling as they played with a long strand of their blond hair. They could worry about their patron’s fiancée tomorrow. Tonight was for having fun, and the game they had cooked up with Jazz was a great distraction from their problems. “So, Richy Rich, what New Year’s Eve traditions does your family have?”
Richard eyed Blanche warily. “Just Richard, please.”
“Sorry, I love a nickname, but Richard it is.” Blanche sipped their champagne. “So, any family traditions? You act like you come from money. Tell me, what do the elite do to ring in the New Year? Black tie affair? Quiet dinner?”
“On New Years? My parents would invite all the people whose asses they wanted to kiss over, and we would all get drunk and pretend we don’t hate each other in front of company.”
Blanche raised an eyebrow at his honesty. “So, nothing out of the ordinary.”
That got a cackle out of Richard. Blanche had been beginning to wonder if he had a sense of humor.
Sunny broke off mid-sentence from her conversation with Gabe to glare at them.
Pretending not to notice, Blanche murmured, “Well, one tradition I’ve always wanted to introduce is a midnight kiss to start the year off right. This is the first time there’s been more than the four of us, so I’m hoping this is my year.” Blanche laid their hand on his forearm.
Richard leaned forward to set his drink on the table to brush off their touch, tugging his sleeve.
If they had been flirting in earnest, Blanche might have taken his blatant rejection personally. But Richard wasn’t client material, and poor Sunny would probably implode if Blanche actually had designs on him. “So, what do you think? Anyone here you’d like to kiss?”
His eyes narrowed, searching Blanche’s face. “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”
Blanche laughed. “You’re a clever one, Richard. You’re kissing Sunny.”
Richard had a strong poker face. And yet, his lips twitched ever so slightly, his eyes flicking to where Gabe was politely listening to Sunny ramble on about another video game she liked. “And how exactly are you convincing her to kiss me?”
Blanche caught Jazz’s eye, raising an eyebrow in a silent question. Jazz gave a subtle thumbs-up and a sly grin as she chatted with Antonio. “She didn’t take much convincing.”
“I highly doubt that. We seem to have got off on the wrong foot.”
“Rest assured, she barely put up a fight.” Blanche fought to keep from grinning. Just like how Tara probably thought avoiding Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome was convincing anyone, Sunny was putting on quite a show to prove she wasn’t interested in Richard. 
Things had been so awkward with Sunny since last summer. But so far this evening, all of her jealous glares had been directed at Blanche, not over them. Maybe encouraging her to consider someone new was what Sunny needed for their friendship to resume in truth, not just intention. And to think, this had all started as mere musing with Jazz to keep each other entertained, until the threat of Blanche’s drop passed and Jazz had gotten her bearings.
“What’s the best way to get Gabe on board?” Blanche asked quietly.
Still politely listening to Sunny for far longer than anyone else could without their eyes glazing over, Gabe sat quietly on the couch. Knee bouncing, he stole yet another glance toward the kitchen where Tara had been hiding for hours.
“Don’t play games. If he says no, he means no.” Richard’s voice was sharp, jaw tightening. As Blanche nodded, his face softened and the barest hint of a smile teased the corner of Richard’s mouth. “Though, if you ask him to kiss Tara, he’ll say yes.”
Blanche smirked. “I wish Tara were that easy.” There was no chance Tara would kiss anyone at midnight, but damned if Blanche wouldn’t have fun trying.

      [image: ]Giggling quietly to themself—their fingers were tingling from so much champagne—Blanche dried their hands with a soft towel before admiring themself in the mirror and making sure their bodysuit was still flattering after they’d had to strip half-out of it just to use the bathroom. 
When they finally opened the en suite door, Lee blocked the way, his arms crossed over his chest. “What’s this I hear about you kissing my sister?”
Blanche tittered, leaning against the doorframe. Standing was hard; both Tara and Lee poured a generous glass. “I was wondering when you’d come after me.”
Lee pushed his glasses up his nose, waiting expectantly.
“You know I’m not trying anything with your sister, Lee.” Blanche rubbed his bicep. “We’re just having a little New Year’s Eve fun.” At Lee’s raised eyebrows, they hurried to explain, “The kiss isn’t the fun bit. Jazz was feeling anxious around so many people, so she wanted an excuse to break the ice. And I need…a distraction from my bullshit.”
She hid her social anxiety well, but the way Jazz velcroed herself to whoever happened to be making conversation with her, Blanche especially, always went straight to Blanche’s heart. They always made room for Jazz at their side when she needed it.
“I’m not following. How does this require you to kiss my sister, who is nineteen, a whole fifteen years younger than you?”
“Fourteen,” Blanche corrected, regretting it immediately when Lee’s eye bulged behind his glasses. “Look, it’s just a platonic smooch. As a prank!”
“A prank,” Lee said flatly.
“Yes!” Blanche rubbed his arm harder, hoping it would soothe Lee’s overprotective streak the way it did his anxiety. “You seriously haven’t noticed the sexual tension between Sunny and Richard? Jazz clocked it the second she walked in and asked if they were together. It was hilarious!” They giggled with a snort.
Lee screwed up his face. “They’ve done nothing but argue.”
Blanche huffed. “You would never argue with someone you liked, but Sunny?”
Sunny had never argued with Blanche, but she had always hero-worshiped them, so that made sense. She enjoyed arguing with Tara and Antonio enough that Blanche’s speculation didn’t feel as wildly off base as Lee seemed to think. They sighed, hoping they weren’t deluding themself by seeing an opportunity that wasn’t there. “You must have picked up on the mutual lust between Tara and Gabe.”
“Oh, I’ve definitely caught Gabe staring at Tara’s ass,” Lee grumbled. “But Tara hasn’t been staring back.”
“Yeah, she’s pretending Gabe doesn’t exist. Same thing.” Blanche waved him off. “Anyway, Jazz and I are trying to get everyone else to kiss each other, so I’ve been pretending I’ve always wanted to do this New Year’s Eve kiss tradition, but we’ve never had enough people before. Meanwhile, Jazz is pretending to have a secret crush to call dibs on kissing me, to give everyone else the excuse to give in to their desires.”
Jazz’s “secret crush” might not be entirely pretend, but she had a sensible head on her shoulders. Blanche trusted she could tell a teenage fascination and genuine feelings apart. Unlike Sunny. And if not, Blanche had learned their lesson and would shut it down promptly this time.
“You really think you’re gonna convince anyone to do this?” Lee asked skeptically.
Blanche grinned, the sour twist of their stomach easier to ignore with how tipsy they were, though their high from earlier had long since worn off. “We already have. Richard and Sunny were delightfully easy to convince, and Gabe has agreed on the condition that Tara is up for it, too.”
Gabe had seemed genuinely concerned about Tara’s consent, to Blanche’s delight. Now he was an opportunity that wasn’t wishful thinking. Blanche and Jazz hadn’t been able to resist teasing him a little, bantering about how much passion New Year’s Eve kisses should have, how long it should last, or how much tongue to use. Gabe had been bright red by the end of the conversation.
Blanche’s smile fell when Lee’s grumpy face returned, the vein in his forehead twitching as his brows furrowed. “You’re not actually going to make Tara kiss him, are you? You know kissing’s a hard boundary for her.”
“Lee, darling,” Blanche kissed his cheek. “You really think anyone can make Tara do anything she doesn’t want to do?”
Lee still glowered, but he put an arm around their waist to rejoin the party. “No, just… Don’t push this boundary, okay? She’ll do anything for you. Or Jazz for that matter.”
“That’s exactly why Sunny’s asking her.” Blanche shot him a smug smile, as bubbly as the champagne after hours of conspiring with Jazz. Even Lee’s protective grouchiness couldn’t dull their mood. They pushed his glasses up for him. “And before you come at me for asking Sunny to do anything, just know that Jazz asked Sunny, not me.”
Lee snorted.
“This is harmless fun, Lee. I’m honestly surprised this is going as well as it is.” Blanche rested their head on his shoulder. Even though he’d moved out, their duckling hadn’t gone far, to the relief of Tara and Lee as much as Blanche. “Your party is the most fun I’ve had in months.”
Lee fought a grin. “Yeah, yeah. Flattery will get you nowhere.”
Blanche grinned. They knew him better than that.






  
  Chapter Three


Tara
As much as she hated to admit it, the cheesecake thingies were bomb. Tara moaned as she took another bite, inhaling the raspberry compote and mascarpone cheese. It had an interesting grounding note she couldn’t identify. 
Tara had been hiding—no, helping—in the kitchen since Mr. Brown Eyes had arrived, refilling the champagne. All in all, not a bad place to be. She’d had worse New Year’s Eves in her life. There was food, champagne, and a conspicuous absence of Mr. Dimples. Whiskey would be more efficient than champagne, but she didn’t want to discover how she’d act around him while wasted. A decent buzz was dangerous enough.
Of all the people she’d hooked up with over the years, Tara had never expected to see Mr. Redwood Tree again. She’d tried to forget him, but forgetting a mind-blowing hookup had been harder than expected. Even when she was fucking other people, he always lurked in her mind as the bar she tried to reach. And now he was way more real than she ever imagined he’d be.
Finding out he and Antonio were childhood best friends had been a shock. Tara couldn’t pretend she didn’t remember him; when he’d dropped back into existence two months ago, the recognition had been glaringly mutual. Luckily, Mr. Best Head I Ever Got In My Damn Life had played along with her assertion that they’d never met before, and she’d successfully avoided him since. But Lee wanted them to be friends with Antonio’s, so that plan was out the window.
Tara downed the rest of her champagne to quell the hot flush of shame from how she’d ended their…interaction last year. He’d been sweet, and she’d been a “fucking bitch!” as he’d called her, deservedly so. In hindsight, he had been perfectly within the boundaries of normal socially acceptable behavior. Just not Tara’s boundaries, and how could he know that?
She fidgeted with the knot on her wrap pants. She’d have to be polite, but pointless conversations were so painful, even after she’d practiced with the small talk bullshit a lot since their hookup on her birthday last year. Not that she’d tried to date or even hook up with anyone since Lee had moved out; Tara felt no happiness in her vice anymore, just attention. And she wanted happiness now, like Lee had. But Mr. Dimples dropping back into existence in the worst possible way had shaken—
A polite cough made her jump.
Tara whirled around, another cheesecake thingy halfway to her mouth. Mr. Brown Eyes was standing alone with her in the small kitchen.
His long hair hung loose, soft brown-black curls cascading down his chest. Her fingers twitched, recalling how that soft hair had twisted around her fingers. His striking features—Roman nose, heavy brow, and deep-set eyes—were even more stunning than in her fantasies.
“It’s hard to get you alone, Kitten.” His deep voice made her knees weak. “I was—”
“It’s Tara,” she bit out. “I’ve been avoiding you.”
He shook his head with a mirthless smile. “Finally got your name at least. Can—”
“Here for more champagne?” she offered coldly, setting down the cheesecake thingy.
Mr. Redwood Tree frowned, but he held out his empty flute with a shrug. She steadied his glass as she refilled it, their fingers grazing.
“Look, it’s obvious you don’t want to talk to me—you run away anytime I’m in the same room,” he muttered, thighs stretching his chinos as he shifted his weight. “Honestly, I’m not sure I should talk to you, either. It’s a me problem, as usual.”
A pang hit Tara’s chest as she poured, drawing a sharp breath, reminded of how heartless her parting words had been the first time they’d met.
Tugging a hand through his hair, his brow creased as those brown eyes met hers, sending her heart fluttering. “But, I felt compelled to tell you there’s a game afoot. The—”
“Okay, Sherlock, who talks like that in real life?” She couldn’t stop the sarcasm from leaving her mouth.
Frustration flashed across his face. “I’m trying to be nice. Can you let me talk?”
“What’s stopping you?” Tara crossed her arms stubbornly, even as she scolded herself for being petty.
“You are!” he hissed as he stepped closer. She didn’t step back. “Can you shut your fucking mouth for a goddamn second and let me talk?”
Motioning for him to continue, Tara picked up her cheesecake thingy to quiet the anxiety woken by his frustration. At least he hadn’t yelled.
His thick brows furrowed. “Sorry. That was uncalled for.”
Leaning back against the counter, she took a bite. The flavor overwhelmed her again. She closed her eyes as a moan escaped her. Dammit. These are good. Is it nutmeg? Not cinnamon.
Embarrassed, Tara forced herself to look into his eyes with whatever dignity she still had. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to interrupt that time.”
His eyes trained hard on her mouth as he edged closer. “I wanted to tell you,” he murmured, “that there’s a plan for everyone to kiss at midnight.”
Tara blinked, uncomprehending. “And?”
With the slightest shake of his head, Mr. Brown eyes muttered, “That entails you and I kissing.”
Tara froze, her jaw clenching. This had Blanche written all over it. Lee wouldn’t do this; Blanche knew her “no kissing” rule, but only Lee had been there, helped her fight off the creep forcing himself on her. Neither of them had ever talked about that night again, aside from the occasional vague reference. Some things were better left unexamined, for both their sakes.
She shoved down the memories with a deep breath, reminding herself that Blanche probably had good intentions. They always pushed her to expand her comfort zone, which was admittedly tiny. From their perspective, Tara’s resistance to kissing was just another boundary like her other million boundaries.
Mr. Brown Eyes leaned close, murmuring. “I’ll make myself scarce at midnight. I don’t want to spoil the fun, but I didn’t want to blindside you.”
She looked up at the intoxicating coffee-brown eyes searching her face. “Did… Did you remember?”
“That you don’t kiss? Yeah. Blanche and Jazz seemed pretty adamant that we couldn’t get away with a peck on the cheek, so I figured I’d warn you,” Gabe said, like it was nothing. As if he hadn’t just shown her more consideration than Tara had experienced in months of dating.
It might ruin Blanche’s fun, but Tara could show him some consideration in return. “Look, I know you don’t know us, but you don’t have to do shit if you don’t want to. Blanche was just giving you a hard time. Tell them to fuck off if you want.”
Gabe leaned in closer. Her heart pounded, defenses rising, but his mouth moved to her ear instead of her lips. Strangely, disappointment swirled with her relief. “All the same,” he hesitated as if debating whether to finish his thought, “I’ll uh…make myself scarce in the en suite bathroom five minutes before midnight. You’re welcome to join me.”
Tara’s eyebrows rose as her body flushed hot. “Huh?”
Gabe huffed out a sardonic laugh, tugging his curls again. “I really thought I could keep myself from doing this. But you just had to fucking moan, Kitten, and I’ve wanted to hear that sound again a thousand times.” Those coffee-brown eyes she’d dreamed about for months were staring into her soul. “Look, if getting eaten out sounds better than watching everyone else kiss at midnight, you know where to find me.”
Tara swallowed hard, her gaze darting to Gabe’s lips. “We shouldn’t.” Her thighs clenched as heat pooled between them anyway.
“You’re right. This is a terrible idea.” His thick fingers twisted the ends of his loose ringlets. God, the things those lips, those fingers had done to her last time. “But I… I didn’t think I’d— I accepted that I’d never see you again, and if I did, I’d probably be a raging asshole. That’s not really an option if our best friends are together.”
Tara shot him a skeptical look. “And hooking up is?”
Gabe shrugged. “Not at all. But, the offer stands. If you want.”
She did want. Very much. She didn’t want to want, but her desire was screaming louder than her brain was scolding her for being stupid. Tara was breaking so many of her rules, but with Gabe’s pretty eyes looking at her like she was a four-course meal, she couldn’t remember why her rules were there in the first place. “As a rule, I don’t get involved with people I know.”
Gabe raised an eyebrow. “You don’t do repeats either if I remember right. You ever break your rules, Kitten?”
“Only when I want to.” At his pained wince, she added, “Which I do! It just has to be a onetime thing.” Fuck. What am I doing? “They can’t find out about it. Or the first time. Especially now that we know what we are to Lee and Tonio.”
With a forced half smile, Gabe nodded, his stunning eyes cloudy with resignation. Slightly better than the wince, but not enough. Those eyes didn’t plead with her, didn’t beg like they had the first time they’d met. “I figured. Tonio would give me so much shit if he found out I missed his first performance because I was on my knees with my face in your cunt.”
Tara’s thighs clenched at the memory. “Can we do ten minutes?”
His dimples appeared as an earnest smile erupted across his face. There. “I won’t need ten minutes to make you come, Kitten, but I’d go down on you for hours if you let me. I’ll be in the en suite ten minutes before midnight. I hope to see you there.” Gabe stepped back, eyes dark with want as he raised his glass. “Thanks for the champagne, Tara.”
The sound of his honey-deep voice saying her name had her biting back another moan.
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“No.”
“Bitch, you don’t even know what I’m going to say yet!” Sunny scowled and held up her glass. “I just want a refill.”
Tara looked at her skeptically as she handed the bottle to her. “What else? You don’t use your nice voice unless you’re up to something.”
Sunny emptied the bottle into her glass. “Well, now that you mention it, Jazz wants to know—”
“No.”
“You don’t even know what it is!”
“Fine. What?” Tara already knew what Sunny was about to ask.
“I think Jazz—who is basically our sister, remember—has a crush on Blanche and wants to kiss them at midnight. But if only Jazz and Blanche kiss, Lee would flip out. You know how overprotective he is. So she asked that we kiss—”
“I’m not kissing you.”
Sunny scoffed. “You wish I’d kiss you! No, Jazz was hoping we’d kiss Tonio’s friends. I figured you’d pick the tall one. But Gabe said he’d only do it if you wanted to.”
“And you drew the short straw to ask me?” Tara’s heart softened in a surge of gratitude. If Gabe was anyone else, he wouldn’t have warned her. For most people, a New Year’s Eve kiss was just a meaningless kiss. It was, as far as anyone but Lee knew.
“I’m the only one who could take you if it turned violent,” Sunny teased.
“How do
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