
  
  [image: ]




  
  [image: ]




  
  Copyright © 2025 by Cozy DuBois 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Heartwood Forest Publishing LLC.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by Marta Susic.
Editing by Mikko Lahna of Quick Fox Editors.
Interior Formatting by Cozy DuBois.
Paperback ISBN: 978-1-964386-03-4
E-book ISBN: 978-1-964386-07-2
No generative Artificial Intelligence was used in the process of developing, writing, or designing this publication.
First edition 2025






  
  





To the dreamers and disasters.








  
  Author’s Note


Hello and welcome back to the final installment of the Confession series! I so deeply appreciate everyone following along this journey, and I hope Blanche’s story brings you a full heart as their journey comes to a happy ending. 
If you have not yet read the rest of the Confession series, I strongly recommend it before staring Carte Blanche. 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 ensemble romance series that goes in chronological order, so while Lee and Antonio found their Happy Ending together in Loving Lee, that’s not the end of their story. Likewise, Sunny, Tara, and Blanche started their character arcs in Lee’s book.
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, that represent all walks of queer life. As such, my lived experience as a white, queer, 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 LGBTQ+ people from all walks of life in the series with dignity, admiration, and respect.
The series is not intended to depict a textbook perfect representation of anyone’s experience—though the amazing sensitivity readers I worked with helped shape this into something that (hopefully) isn’t horribly offensive and out of touch. Both Jazz and Blanche come from authoritarian religious backgrounds and have experienced more trauma than anyone should have to. Jazz’s childhood of living with an abusive parent, her identity as a Black lesbian, and Blanche’s background as an adoptee, cult survivor, sex trafficking survivor, sex worker, and intersex person, are outside of my own lived experience. I will never be the person who can write their authentic stories, so I encourage everyone to read works by authors who can. 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


I have a more detailed explanation that includes spoilers on my website: CozyDuBois.com.

	Transphobia and homophobia, including sexual harassment, microaggressions, and deadnaming by unsupportive parents.

	A brief encounter with a past abuser.

	Difficulties managing mental health, including depictions of panic attacks, dissociation, flashbacks, and substance use to cope with emotions. This book explores recovery from sexual trauma.

	Sexual content between people of all genders to varying intensity, including: a professional BDSM arrangement; BDSM/kink within an established relationship; sex during pregnancy (including an off-page threesome); a significant age gap between a 21 year old and a 35 year old that is consent-centered but could be perceived as problematic.

	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. In particular, Gabe experiences more body dysmorphia than other characters, and Tara experiences some struggles with her changing body during pregnancy.

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


Blanche
Shoving a half-empty moving box into the hall closet, Blanche turned around, and around, and around in the entryway, wondering what to do next. Strange how a space could look both cluttered and empty. Each footstep echoed against the bare walls, save for a stack of storage bins that didn’t fit anywhere else. In a stroke of genius, Jazz had covered them with a tablecloth to create a makeshift entry table. Given that they’d moved in mere weeks ago, their new home was as ready as it could be for a housewarming party. 
The hardwood floors were scratched, but shiny and lemon-scented. Dust still scented the air like all old houses, despite Blanche and Lee meticulously wiping every flat surface several times over. Plant pots lined the floor of the sunniest rooms, waiting for the macrame hangers Blanche hadn’t gotten around to buying yet. Furniture was sparse throughout. The small apartment Blanche had never felt quite at home in hadn’t even had a dining area. They’d only brought their favorite chair, the small sofa, and the coffee table with them; their friends had promised to bring folding chairs.
As Blanche closed the closet door to hide the mess, a hole in the baseboards behind it caught their eye. One of the wrought iron grates from the ancient furnace was missing. With a sigh, Blanche shoved the makeshift entry table over to cover it for now, adding a replacement grate to the never-ending list of things to fix. The windows of the atrium had shattered long ago. The chimney above the fireplace had bats roosting in it. The floorboards on the porch were rotted through near the railings, and the kitchen cabinets were barely hanging on by the squeaky hinges.
None of that diminished the pride, excitement—the sheer relief—that fluttered in Blanche’s chest anytime they remembered that this ancient money pit was theirs. They’d find a replacement grate from some salvage store to match the rest, because they were going to do their new home justice. The pink Victorian might be worn out, but so was Blanche. This house was supposed to give Blanche a fresh start, and they were going to do the same for it. If that meant spending weeks scouring flea markets for—Blanche roamed the ground level for another grate, finally finding one in the circular tower room—a cast-iron furnace grate with flower patterns, so be it.
Blanche was taking a photo as a reminder, when a knock at the door made them jump. They were supposed to be panic-cleaning before their guests came, but they kept getting distracted by the little details in their house that they’d never noticed before. The already extensive to-do list had tripled this morning alone.
Thankfully, no one expected anything close to perfection, especially from Blanche. Brushing dust from their bedazzled denim sundress, Blanche opened the door to find Freddy and Chas, their oldest friends, on their front porch. “I should have known you two would be the first to arrive.”
“Well, if you had let us come over and see your new house before now, maybe we could have been fashionably late!” Chas teased in her irrepressible Texas accent. She held out her arms, her yellow wrap dress fluttering around her massive baby bump.
“Chas, you are eight months pregnant. I literally just hid a gaping hole in the floor mere seconds ago so no one would step in it.” Blanche bent down to hug her, ducking to avoid the brim of Chas’s cowboy hat. “No kids today?”
Wordlessly greeting Blanche with a peck on the cheek, Freddy handed them a bouquet of daisies and a bottle of scotch. Chest tight, Blanche murmured their thanks, burying their face in the blooms.
“Just number five.” Chas patted her stomach as Blanche ushered them in. “God, I can’t wait to wear pants again.”
Leading them through the house, Blanche opened the heavy swinging door to the kitchen, stopping short at the sight of Jazz practically climbing the cabinets. Her thigh was perched up on the counter to give her leverage, reaching for the high shelf. The warm brown skin of her thigh strained against her cutoff shorts.
Blanche blinked, dragging their eyes up to where Jazz’s fingers, short nails painted orange, grasped for a serving platter. “Need a chair?” they offered, mentally adding a step stool to the shopping list. They didn’t want to gut the vintage kitchen, but the cabinets were so impractical. The lower cabinets were too low to be functional, while the upper cabinets crowded out any useful space, soaring too high to reach the top shelves.
“Almost got it.” Jazz’s fingertips nudged the serving platter just far enough to grab the edge. The cabinet door squeaked when she bumped it. “Why is this up so high?”
Worried Jazz might fall, Blanche hovered their hand over her back, keeping away from the bare strip of skin between her shorts and her tight orange tank top. “Your brother helped me unpack. I think he forgot I’m not as tall as him. Or you.”
Chas snorted. “Don’t act like you’re not a giant, too.”
With a squeak of surprise, Jazz whirled around as she climbed down, the platter banging against the countertop. Her brown eyes widened at the sight of Chas and Freddy in the small kitchen.
“Everyone is a giant compared to you.” Blanche patted Chas’s head, who swatted their hand away with a laugh.
With a polite smile, Jazz set the tray down and held out her hand. “Chas and Freddy, right? We met during the wedding rehearsal.”
Blanche mentally kicked themself for forgetting introductions. Chas and Freddy had been such a big part of their life—and frankly, Lee’s too—that they forgot Jazz might not know them. “Jazz is Lee’s sister. She moved in last week, to keep me from going insane living here all by myself.”
“Yeah, we pieced that together from Lee’s clone makin’ herself at home in your kitchen.” Chas grinned, shaking Jazz’s hand. “Pleasure to see you again, darlin’.”
“Oh, let me get a vase for those flowers! I thought I saw one somewhere.” Jazz bent over to dig through the cabinet next to the sink, her wide hip bumping against Blanche’s in the cramped kitchen. “Here! Why is this down here?”
Blanche winced as Jazz’s head veered too close to the open cabinets above. Snaking a hand between her locs and the sharp corner, they closed it before she could crack her skull. “I didn’t know I had one, let alone how it ended up there.”
Thumbs tucked into his jean pockets, Freddy’s mustache twitched as Blanche snipped the ends from the bouquet to put in the vase. They narrowed their eyes, pointing the scissors at him threateningly. They didn’t know what he’d imagined he saw, but knowing Freddy, he should keep it to himself.
Freddy merely raised an eyebrow and pretended to pick lint off his blue checkered shirt.
Jazz’s phone chimed from her back pocket. “Oh, my partners are here!”
“Partners? Plural?” Chas asked quietly once Jazz ran out of the room. “Does Lee know?”
“Not my business.” Blanche snorted. “Apparently ‘ethical nonmonogamy’ is all the rage among the young queers of today. Practically needed a diagram to follow the polycule.”
They ushered Chas and Freddy into the dining room, where a solid wood door (which they’d found leaning against a wall in the basement) lay across some rusty sawhorses from the shed. It made do for a table, covered in a bedsheet laden with appetizers. The vase of daisies in the middle made a lovely centerpiece.
Jazz returned, dragging two women and a young man behind her. “Meet Blanche! This is Teddy and Mimi!” She gestured to the curvy white woman around Blanche’s height in denim shorteralls with curly brown hair and hoop earrings, and a petite Asian woman with glasses and a loose black shift dress. “And Teddy’s boyfriend, Ed!”
The gangly young Latino man standing behind Teddy waved, braces gleaming with a shy smile. His long hair pulled into a low pony. His black button-down hung open, revealing a t-shirt with a wizard on it that Sunny would probably recognize.
“Oh my god! We’ve heard so much about you!” Teddy gushed, hands shoved into her pockets as she rocked back and forth on her heels. “You’re even more gorg than Jazz said!”
“Teddy, seriously?” Jazz huffed, covering her face.
Mimi pursed her lips to blow her long hair out of her eyes with a huff.
“Oh! Thank you!” Blanche’s cheeks burned. They should be used to exaggerated compliments, considering they paid for their house in cash courtesy of their SubParty channel. But when a pretty woman complimented them to their face, they always got flustered. Even if she was a decade and a half younger than Blanche. And dating their new roommate.
“Anyway…” Jazz gestured to Chas and Freddy, who waved from across the table, filling a plate with appetizers. “This is Chas and Freddy—they work with my brother at Confession.”
Freddy and Blanche exchanged an amused look. The description was an understatement, but that was how Jazz would see it.
Blanche smiled at the newcomers. “I was about to give a tour. You’re welcome to join.”
Teddy grinned and opened her mouth to accept, but Mimi interrupted with, “No thanks.” The downward purse of her lips deepened into a frown. “Jazz can show us around later. Alone.”
“Oh. Okay!” Blanche smiled tightly, wondering what they’d done to get off on the wrong foot with Jazz’s girlfriend already. “If you’re sure!” Turning to make sure Freddy and Chas were following, they led the way out of the dining area. “Let’s start upstairs. I’ll show you my recording studio.”
“What was that about?” Chas muttered as they climbed the grand staircase.
“No idea.” Blanche shrugged, the solid wood banister smooth under their hand. Obviously, Mimi was less than impressed. Perhaps jealousy that Jazz had moved in with Blanche, instead of her and Teddy? Jazz could fill them in later if it needed smoothing out. Relationships these days sounded exhausting.
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Maybe Jazz shouldn’t have invited her partners to this. Sitting cross-legged on the floor next to Ed, in the room Blanche had taken to calling the parlor, Jazz was stuck on how to break the ice with Blanche’s friends. A draft wafted from the fireplace behind her, making her skin prickle despite the stuffy summer air. Her pointer finger twitched against her knee in a quick and silent tap tap tap.
The two groups had been having separate conversations while they waited for the rest of the guests to arrive. Mimi had claimed Blanche’s chair, Teddy sitting on the arm, while Blanche and their friends took the couch. Maybe she’d been overconfident with her invitations. Would Blanche think she was too demanding, adding three guests who couldn’t even bring their own chairs? Tap tap tap.
Jazz had been so sure it would go well, but if she couldn’t even bridge the conversation between birthing plans and tabletop board games, how could she convince Lee to take the stick out of his ass and stop being a dick about her having a love life? She’d been so excited to introduce her partners to the one person in her family who she trusted with her real life. Eight months together, and one casual housewarming party was proving just how fragile this relationship might be. Tap tap tap.
With a sigh to let out all of the negative energy that had been growing in her chest, Jazz put on a smile. “So how long have you been married?” she asked Chas, who was stretched across the whole couch, feet on her husband’s thighs so he could rub them. Blanche played with her hair in their lap, pinning a daisy chain from the bouquet into Chas’s short-cropped hair. For someone who had come across so masc at the wedding, it was strange seeing her in a yellow dress with flowers in her hair.
Freddy made the first sound he’d made since he’d arrived: a raspy laugh.
“Oh, sorry, are you not married?” Jazz blurted out, mentally kicking herself for sticking her foot in her mouth. “I shouldn’t have assumed.”
“Nah, he just thinks he’s funny!” Chas nudged Freddy’s thigh in a flirty reprimand. “We have a runnin’ joke that we conceived Confession out of wedlock, and had a shotgun weddin’ so the financial paperwork could go through.”
“I don’t know why anyone would get married, let alone combine their finances,” Mimi said, blunt as always when she was anxious. Her small hands were in fists around the hem of her shift dress; Mimi was probably too in her head to realize how she sounded. At least, Jazz hoped she wasn’t being incredibly rude on purpose.
With a tight smile, Blanche exchanged a look with Chas. “Well, it’s good then that people can make that choice for themselves.”
Mimi only grunted in reply, not even looking up.
“Oh!” Ed wiggled back and forth next to Jazz as he perked up. “I brought a board game. Dungeon of Doom! It just came out! Should I go get it? It’s in the car!”
While Jazz appreciated his attempt to break the tension, one of Ed’s games would last for hours and have four million rules to learn. But he was obviously trying to escape the tension with a run to the car. Jazz smiled brightly. “If—”
“Isn’t that the one with a two hour play time?” Mimi cut in with an unusually bitchy sneer.
Ed’s face fell, and Jazz had to smother the flare of anger. Tap tap tap went her finger on her knee again. Why was Mimi such a piece of work today? She probably wouldn’t be such a bitch if Julissa was here. Jazz barely fought her eye roll. Tap tap tap. And where the hell were Lee and Antonio? This was supposed to go smoothly—
“Maybe we can play later?” Teddy offered gently, her apologetic wince carefully hidden from Mimi. “Mimi’s right, this probably isn’t the best time to start such a long game. Not everyone is here yet.”
Jazz let out the sigh building in her chest with one last tap tap tap. Lee would get here when he got here, even though it was highly unusual for him to be so late. She would have let her partners be fashionably late, if she’d known Lee wasn’t going to show up fifteen minutes early.
“You go to the U, right?” Chas asked, thankfully ignoring Mimi’s rudeness.
“Yup!” Jazz’s smile was going to hurt by the end of this party. She fiddled with her necklace; the amethyst was cold in her hand compared to the stuffy room. “We’re all about to start our junior year.”
“What’s yer major?”
“Plant magic,” Blanche cut in with a teasing grin, adding another daisy to Chas’s hair.
“It’s not magic. It’s science,” Mimi interrupted, her voice far more terse than was polite. “Jazz is majoring in botany and ecology, I’m biochem, which are sciences.”
Jazz chuckled to smooth over the awkwardness she was hoping was all in her head. But nope, Blanche and Chas exchanged another look. “Not magic, unfortunately. Not officially anyway.”
“Or at all.” Mimi cocked her head with a frown, pushing her glasses up her nose to shoot a confused glare at Jazz.
Jazz bit back the snarky comeback bubbling under her smile. Mimi wasn’t intending to make Jazz feel two inches tall. She was just never aware of how bitchy she came across.
Though, Jazz really should get around to telling her polycule about the anthropology minor she was adding, to make her a stronger candidate for the ethnobotany PhD program she hoped to apply for next year. Something else she should also tell her partners. But making sure she wouldn’t let her dad talk her out of it had to come first. It would jinx the plan to let her partners get excited for her too early.
Leaning far enough back against the chair so that Mimi wouldn’t see, Teddy rolled her eyes. If she was over Mimi’s attitude, then this wasn’t all in Jazz’s head. But Teddy’s exasperation disappeared behind her contagious grin as she sat forward. “I’m a poli-sci and film double major, and Ed’s doing social work.”
“Film, huh?” Blanche beamed. “I don’t suppose you know anyone who might enjoy editing BDSM porn, do you? I may need some more help starting next year.”
Teddy perked up. “Not me, but maybe Jules? She’s a cinematography major—”
“Jules would not be interested,” Mimi interrupted. For once, Jazz agreed. She would rather not have Mimi’s new girlfriend get involved with Blanche’s SubParty. Julissa was already everywhere as it was.
The front door opened with a bang that made everyone jump. “We come bearing gifts!” Sunny called from the entrance. “Like, more than we can carry, if anyone wants to help!”
With a pang of disappointment that Lee still wasn’t here, Jazz jumped up to lend a hand, Teddy and Ed on her heels. In the foyer, Sunny passed her two flat pack boxes, disappearing back out the door with a swirl of her red and black plaid dress. She called over her shoulder, “Put those somewhere, we’ve got way more than this.”
Ed and Teddy followed Sunny out. Jazz cringed as their bare feet crossed the porch to the sidewalk. But with so many people in and out of the house today, dirt was inevitable. She’d have to mop again tomorrow, anyway. Doing her best to let the worry go with a soft exhale, Jazz brought the boxes to the living room.
“What is it?” Blanche asked, peering over the couch. The strap of their bedazzled sundress caught the light, shining against the bronze of their skin.
With a swallow, Jazz held one up as she put them on the floor, where she and Ed had been sitting. “Plant stands, it looks like.”
Blanche beamed, and Jazz couldn’t help but beam back. “Oh, that’s actually a sweet gift. I’m surprised.”
“It was Sunny’s idea,” Richard said dryly, shuffling sideways with two dining chairs tucked under his arms. The sleeves of his plain black t-shirt were rolled up to reveal two tattoos—much edgier than Jazz had expected; her earlier impressions of Richard was someone a bit straightlaced and uptight. “Where do you want these?”
“Wherever you want to sit!” Blanche waved him in.
“No, these are part of your new dining set.” Like always, Richard’s impassive expression was impossible for Jazz to read. “Do you want these in the dining room, or in here for people to sit?”
“You bought me a dining set?” Blanche helped Chas sit up so they could stand. “I just said bring chairs to sit on!”
“We found it at an estate sale!” Sunny chimed in, carrying two more chairs. “This looks like a dining room.” She nodded toward the back of the house, where the makeshift table was visible from the foyer. Ed and Teddy, each carrying more chairs, followed her.
Jazz and Blanche hurried to make room, easing the heavy door and sawhorses closer to the wall. Richard, Sunny, Ed, and Teddy came back with massive pedestals, and then again with a solid oak tabletop.
“Maybe we should have waited for Gabe and Lee to do the heavy lifting for us,” Richard huffed, his face red with strain as Freddy (who had gotten up to help, along with Mimi and Chas) and Blanche aligned the pedestals underneath.
Jazz snorted, her fingers aching under the weight of the tabletop. She hadn’t exactly planned to get this sweaty or dusty at their housewarming party either. But at least now the rusty sawhorses could disappear back into the basement.
With the table finally secured, Jazz went to wash her hands and wet a washcloth, wiping the table as everyone transferred the food over from the door. As exhausted as everyone looked from the unexpected manual labor, it seemed to have broken the ice. Sunny and Ed were chatting about the wizard on his shirt, and Mimi offered to bring a dining chair to the living room for Chas, if that’d be more comfortable for her than the couch.
While everyone settled back into the parlor, Sunny and Teddy tore open the plant stand boxes. Sunny carefully arranged the dowels and screws around her, ignoring the conversation as she methodically assembled the structure. Teddy and Ed’s workspace was like a tornado. Luckily, Mimi came to their rescue, pointing out where each piece was that they were looking for, collecting loose screws in her skirt, and telling them when they were doing something wrong. Her bad mood seemed to have passed. Or at least the plant stand gave her an outlet.
But Jazz was more anxious than ever; Lee was still not here.
Finally the door burst open, and Antonio sang out, “Sorry we’re late, we’ve just been busy screaming, crying, and throwing up!” He practically skipped into the parlor, carrying a milk crate with a bow on it, wearing an orange tank top and cutoff shorts. When Jazz could breathe again, she would tease her new brother-in-law for copying her outfit. But that would have to wait for…
Lee followed him in, carrying another box. “But we can’t tell you why, so please don’t ask him any questions!”
“Oh shit!” Antonio winced with a guilty smile. “We’re late because we were getting busy! No other reason! Forget I said anything else!”
Jazz sat up straight, her stomach swooping with anticipation. This was it. Any second now, Lee would notice her partners, and she’d finally be able to introduce them.
But Lee merely nodded at her in greeting, his gaze passing right back to Blanche. “Here!” He held up a box with another bow for Blanche. “We got you a record player. Where should we put it?”
“And vinyl!” Antonio held up the milk crate.
Jazz’s stomach dropped. Maybe he wanted to do this away from everyone else? Lee hated being put on the spot. But really, she was the one on the spot.
“Seriously, what part of ‘no gifts’ was hard to understand?” Blanche huffed in faux-exasperation. “You didn’t have to! But thank you.”
Lee shrugged, adjusting his teal button-down to fix an invisible wrinkle. “We were going to get you a full sound system, but I figured you wouldn’t know how to work it. This has a Bluetooth speaker too, if you ever figure out what that is.”
“Should have known you’d find a way to call me old,” Blanche laughed. “Here, let’s put it in the den, I guess?”
Lee and Antonio followed Blanche into the back to deposit the record player and records on the built-in bookshelves in a small office-like room. Jazz sat up. This was as good a time as any. Lee could be in relative privacy, and she could rip this damn Band-Aid off. She nudged Mimi’s leg with her knee, and poked Teddy’s thigh with her toe. “Hey, let’s go.”
“Now?” Teddy pouted at the screwdriver in her hand. “No. Yeah, you’re right. Ed, time to do the thing.”
“Can I know what you’re not supposed to talk about?” Blanche was asking as Jazz hovered at the door, her chest tightening as the reality of her plan hit her. She tugged the hem of her cutoff shorts down. A hand—Mimi’s by the size of it—rubbed her hip encouragingly.
“Nope!” Antonio replied. “We signed an NDA.”
Lee sighed. “We’re not supposed to tell anyone that, either, babe.”
“Shit. Forget I said anything.”
“Lee?” Jazz rapped on the doorframe three times before she could talk herself out of this; the pressure of her partners and Ed waiting behind her was more than enough encouragement. “I have some someones I’d like you to meet!”
“Okay?” Lee asked carefully.
Jazz led her polycule in, touching each one in turn as she introduced them. “This is Teddy and Mimi, my partners. And Ed, Teddy’s boyfriend.”
Lee pushed his glasses up. “You’re dating three people?”
“Well, two.” Jazz crossed her arms, her finger on her elbow making a quiet tap, tap tap. “Ed isn’t dating Mimi or I.”
“Still bros though,” Ed grinned, holding up a fist to Jazz.
She grinned back as she dapped him up. Ed was the only guy Jazz had ever liked enough to consider romantic possibilities with. Except when they’d attempted to go on a date, the whole experience had confirmed that Jazz was definitely a lesbian. Ed hadn’t taken it personally, shifting back to platonic metamours like they had never tried for anything more. He was “poly-content,” as he’d put it, with Teddy alone.
“And I have another partner, Julissa.” Mimi piped up.
“Right.” Jazz smiled tightly. Can’t forget Julissa. “Two partners. Two metamours.” Though she was far closer with Ed than Julissa; that friendship was nonexistent. Not for lack of trying on Jazz’s part.
“Huh. Guess that ‘s’ in your text wasn’t a typo.” Lee frowned at the three young people awkwardly standing in front of him, a spot-on imitation of Dad’s glower. He tugged on the hem of his teal shirt, smoothing out yet another wrinkle that only he could see. “I assume all of this is a secret from Mom and Dad?”
“Really, Lee?” Jazz huffed. “That’s all you can say?”
“It’s so lovely to meet you all!” Antonio rolled his eyes, stepping around Lee to hug them all. “I’m Antonio, Lee’s husband! We are so happy that Jazz has so much love and support in her life!” He ended with Jazz, giving her a long squeeze around her waist that made her eyes burn.
Jazz rubbed her forehead. “Thanks, Tonio.”
Lee muttered, “What he said.”
Blanche snickered at Lee’s reluctant agreement, giving Jazz a sympathetic smile. Jazz’s heart leapt as she returned it gratefully.
Clearing her throat, Mimi stared daggers at Blanche. With a raise of their eyebrows, Blanche edged out of the room, murmuring something about Tara and Gabe pulling up.
Jazz mouthed a “what is your problem?” to Mimi, who pretended she hadn’t seen it. Tap tap tap, went Jazz’s finger against her hip. While she’d had low expectations for Lee, this hadn’t exactly gone great. Tap, tap, tap. And now Mimi was making Blanche feel awkward, in their own home? Jazz was lucky to be living here, and here her girlfriend was being incredibly rude for no reason! Mimi was almost acting jealous. But as far as Blanche was concerned, Jazz was merely their friend’s little sister. And that’s all Jazz would be. Tap, tap, tap.
Jazz exhaled gently, touching the amethyst pendant around her neck. This could be worse. She hadn’t had to yell at Lee, thanks to Antonio stepping in. And Blanche was an understanding person; Jazz could explain later that Mimi could be socially awkward when she was anxious.
Letting this negativity simmer wouldn’t be the good vibes she wanted to start off her new chapter, the freedom she’d been longing for her whole life. The universe had been working in Jazz’s favor lately, and she wasn’t going to let any chance pass her by. Blanche was giving her an opportunity to take charge of her future, right at the exact perfect time. And she’d be damned if she would let it slip away.






  
  Chapter Two


Gabe
“I’m not an invalid, Coop,” Tara muttered, narrowing her eyes as she picked up the slats for the daybed from the back of his station wagon. 
Hefting the mattress onto his shoulder, Gabe tried to scoff, but his grin was irrepressible whenever he looked at her. Especially now, when she was wearing one of his shirts. Her running shorts hidden underneath made it look like that was all she wore. “I didn’t say anything!”
“You didn’t need to!” Tara snorted, nodding for him to head inside. “I could see your skeptical-ass face. I’m perfectly capable of carrying this. The fatigue hasn’t been as bad lately.”
“That’s why I didn’t say anything!” Gabe teased, leading the way up the porch, relieved to get out of the summer heat. Not that the inside of Blanche’s non-air-conditioned house was much cooler, but at least it was shady and the ceiling fans whirled on high speed.
“What is this?” Blanche stamped their foot when they saw Gabe walk in with a mattress over his shoulder. “You already gave me a bed! Two of them!”
“Those were for sleeping! This is a daybed, for relaxing!” Gabe shrugged, the mattress growing heavier by the second, already sweating through his heather gray t-shirt. At least he was wearing shorts today. “Where should this go?”
“Fine.” Blanche threw up their hands in defeat. “Let’s see if it fits in the den.”
“You’re honestly doing us a favor,” Gabe reassured them, amused as always by how grumpy Blanche got whenever anyone did anything nice for them. They were much like Tara that way. “We needed to clear out the room.”
“Why?” Richard followed Tara into the small room, carrying the wooden frame of the daybed.
Gabe jumped. “Where did you come from?”
Richard set the frame carefully against the wall, looking unusually casual in linen slacks and a black t-shirt. But Gabe supposed he had no reason to hide his tattoos anymore, especially not in the summer heat. “You looked like you needed help. Why did you need to clear out the room?”
“For me to use as an office.” Tara stared at the floor to hide the awkward grimace she always made when she lied. “If there’s anything close to a bed in there, I’ll sleep instead of work.”
With a raised eyebrow, Richard hummed noncommittally.
Gabe’s insides churned with guilt as he dipped out to grab the rest of the daybed; despite being in the second trimester, they still hadn’t told Richard and Sunny about Tara’s pregnancy. While he was fairly confident Richard had already guessed (he’d been suspiciously nosy, but hadn’t been prying, thankfully), they certainly weren’t going to make any announcements at Blanche’s housewarming party.
Not when Tara still hadn’t met his parents, who were being strangely flaky about any plans to meet her. At this point, they’d have to spring the baby news on them during their first meeting. Luckily Tara’s bump was still small. Barely noticeable under her usual baggy athleisure, it became completely invisible when she wore his clothes. Which was often. Gabe’s chest warmed, guilt forgotten when Tara looked up at him. Her cheeks pinkened with a smile.
“This will be quite nice, I think,” Blanche murmured once the daybed was assembled in the corner of the small room. Their denim sundress swirled as they looked around. “If I ever learn how to decorate, it’d make a nice smoking room.”
“I can decorate!” Jazz offered eagerly, wiping down the wooden frame. “Some books, a couple candles, this will be a nice little nest for you!”
“Oh, you don’t—” Blanche started to protest.
But Tara wrapped her arms around them. “The words you’re looking for are ‘Thank you. That would be lovely.’”
Blanche growled. “Thank you, that would be lovely.”
“You can say no, you know. I just like decorating.” Jazz laughed. “Or at least, I think I will. I’ve never gotten to decorate anything before.”
“I know. And I’m saying yes. I am accepting help, even though I don’t need it,” Blanche scoffed. “I hate my therapist.”
Gabe snorted, slipping out of the room to get some snacks for Tara. And himself, but Tara would end up eating most of them. Balancing two plates of everything Tara had been craving, he found her in the living room, sitting on the couch. Despite her protests that she wasn’t fatigued, Tara melted into the couch, her eyes heavy.
“Here,” he murmured, handing Tara a plate stacked with pinwheels that Blanche had made—pickles wrapped in cream cheese and tortillas, instead of ham as Tara wasn’t supposed to have cold cuts.
“Yes, pickles!” She shoved one in her mouth with a moan as he perched on the arm next to her.
Gabe smiled at her with a mix of adoration and revulsion, before greeting everyone in the room. Richard was sitting near Sunny, who was focused on assembling plant stands on the floor, along with some younger people Gabe didn’t know. Presumably Jazz’s significant others that Lee had been muttering about in the kitchen.
“Phin coming?” Gabe asked Richard. Blanche had invited him, but he hadn’t heard if Phineas had accepted. They’d been an hour late, but compared to Phineas, they were still early.
Richard shrugged. “Blanche said he said he’d do his best, so probably not.”
Gabe huffed; he had some things to ask Phineas about his trust. But Blanche’s housewarming party was probably not the venue for that conversation, especially since his mom would be pissed if Phineas found out before her.
With a smile, he greeted Chas, who sat on Tara’s other side on the couch, her feet on the coffee table. They’d gotten off on the wrong foot; no matter how much he and Blanche insisted that Gabe was not interested in Freddy, Chas still didn’t like him. Chas’s frown and the lines between her eyebrows, instead of a responding “hello,” told Gabe nothing had changed. Even though Chas had reluctantly accepted that Gabe could help out at Confession on his mom’s behalf when Chas and Freddy’s baby was born.
Gabe played with the ends of his long hair. “So, you’re genderfluid, right?”
Chas narrowed her eyes. “Yes. Why?”
“Can I ask what your kids call you?” Gabe leaned back to cross one leg over the other, attempting to be nonchalant. “Tonio said your pronouns change, depending on your expression. Just wondering if that changes at home, too.”
Chas folded her hands over her belly. “They call me Mom. It’s easier for them to understand that Mom isn’t always a woman, than to explain why the rest of the world says I’m their Mom even on masc days.”
“Ah. I see. Thank you.” Gabe tried to ignore his disappointment. That might work for Chas, but no matter how long he sat with it, being a “dad” simply didn’t fit him. He’d been hoping Chas would have some magical answer that his extensive queer parenting research hadn’t turned up yet.
“Why?” Richard cut in, leaning back in his folding chair to cross his ankle over his knee. Silently, Sunny held up a hand, and Richard handed her a screw.
“Just curious.” To avoid Richard’s close inspection, Gabe’s gaze latched onto Sunny, who was busy working on the new plant stands. “Want any help, Sunny?”
“No.”
“Ah.” Gabe rubbed his hands on his shorts.
Sunny looked up from the shelf she was assembling with a wince. “Nothing personal. I’m just in the zone. This is so relaxing.”
Gabe sat back, still avoiding Richard’s eye because he could feel Richard analyzing him and Tara—her outfit over his oversized clothes, the way she was noisily inhaling pickles with happy moans and rubbing her belly, even the question he’d just asked Chas. Despite taking after his mom in personality, Gabe could never direct a conversation the way she could. Right now, that skill would come in handy. The best he could come up with was, “So, work, huh?”
Richard merely blinked.
“Has it been sucking extra hard lately for you? Or is that just me?” Gabe scoffed. “Probably my boss, isn’t it?”
Tara scoffed. “I keep telling you to find a new job.”
He sighed, longing for the day when a new job would be a feasible option. But that would require figuring out what he wanted his new job to be first. Besides, he wasn’t about to risk not having health insurance, not when Tara’s OB was already concerned about her losing weight in the first trimester. “You know this isn’t a good time.”
“Why?” Richard asked again.
Gabe tugged at his hair, utterly failing at being nonchalant. “Just health insurance stuff.”
Richard’s eyes somehow narrowed further as he tilted his head. “Why?”
Unsure how to answer, Gabe gaped, exchanging a helpless look with Tara. Keeping this from Richard was grating, especially since a handful of his work friends—people he didn’t actually like that much—had already found out. But at this point, he was determined that his parents would be the next to know. It’d already been two months since Antonio and Lee’s wedding; how much longer could his mom resist meeting his new partner?
Luckily, Blanche poked their head around the door from the kitchen. “Gabe, want to help me pass out champagne for a toast?”
“Of course!” Gabe practically bolted out of the room, relieved for the escape. Until he saw the platter of champagne flutes. “Really?”
Blanche exchanged a look with Antonio as he poured a glass of sparkling grape juice and set it down next to the rest of the flutes, already fizzing with the Clicquot in Blanche’s hand. The pink color stood out like a sore thumb.
“I am so sorry. I did not think through the decision to buy faux-sé.” Antonio winced apologetically. “Pink sounded tastier than yellow.”
Blanche emptied their bottle, counting the glasses before peeling the foil off another. “Maybe no one will notice? Tara isn’t the only one drinking it. If enough people drink the juice, people might think there’s rosé, too.”
“Or maybe I suck at keeping secrets,” Antonio laughed nervously, taking a glass of pink sparkling juice for himself. “Jesus, the next few months are going to be torture.”
Gabe scoffed. “Few months? I hope it’s a week, at most!”
“Oh, I meant the secret Lee and I—” Antonio paused, humming to himself. “Yup, just a week! Hopefully no one notices the pink?”
Gabe sighed, carefully picking up four of the glasses to pass around, doing his best to hide the bright pink behind his hands. “Too late to do anything about it now. We’ll just hope no one says anything.”
Blanche followed him with their own tray. Gabe handed Chas a pink glass, giving the other champagne glass to Freddy, who winked at Gabe as he took it. Chas smacked his leg.
Tara raised an eyebrow as she took the other pink glass, hiding as much of it as she could behind her hand. “Really?”
Gabe shrugged in exasperation; hopefully, Richard would keep observing without question the way he had been. “That’s what I said.”
Once all the glasses were handed out, Blanche raised their flute. “I’m not one for speeches, but thank you all, even those who brought a gift after I explicitly told you not to, for coming to my—our—housewarming party.” They exchanged a smile with Jazz. “To new beginnings and fresh starts!”
With murmurs of cheers, everyone clinked glasses and drank.
“Tara, why aren’t you drinking?” Sunny asked, already back on the floor to finish the plant stand.
Tara froze mid-sip. “I am.”
“Yeah, but that’s the same one that Tonio and Chas are drinking. It’s nonalcoholic.”
“Juice sounded good.” Tara shrugged, her lying-wince starting to make an appearance as she exchanged a loaded look with Gabe. He hid his own in his glass. Why couldn’t one of them be better at this?
“It’s Saturday.” Sunny narrowed her eyes.
“Yeah, but it’s the middle of the afternoon.”
“Oh my god! You are pregnant?!” Sunny gasped. “Dicky, you totally called it!”
“What? No!” Tara forced a laugh, that grimacy smile visible even behind her glass. “You’re so funny!”
Sunny scoffed. “And you’re shit at lying.”
Tara and Gabe exchanged a wordless conversation, before Gabe threw back the rest of his champagne. “Okay, fuck it!” No point in pretending the cat wasn’t out of the bag. His mom couldn’t blame him for telling his parents last; he’d done what he could. Relief blooming with warmth in his chest, he exchanged a hesitant smile with Tara. “We are expecting our own…new beginning in early February.” He wrapped an arm around her to gently touch her barely rounded stomach over her oversized t-shirt.
“Yes! A fellow Aquarius!” Sunny cheered.
“Coop, that was so corny.” Tara rolled her eyes as everyone who wasn’t in on the secret, other than Richard, exclaimed their congratulations.
“You like that I’m corny.” Gabe kissed the top of her head.
Richard sipped his champagne and crossed his arms, index finger tapping against his seahorse tattoo. “Why are Sunny and I the last to know?”
“You’re not.” Gabe ran a hand through his hair, already dreading this conversation.
“Blanche obviously knew. As did Tonio and Lee based on their reactions. And if I had to hazard a guess, Jazz knew, too. And feels guilty about it for some reason.” Richard’s jaw flared. “Sounds like everyone but us. And Phin.”
“Yeah. Sorry,” Jazz winced apologetically to Tara. “Blanche told me so my tea blends wouldn’t indirectly cause any more unwanted pregnancies.”
“Unplanned, not unwanted,” Tara corrected. Gabe smiled with her; they’d been working on reframing her thinking whenever she spiraled about the sudden turn their relationship had taken. It was a relief that the more optimistic perspective came so easily from her lips with other people. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Should I apologize for dragging the cat out of the bag?” Sunny looked up at Tara.
With a shrug, Tara picked up the second plate of snacks Gabe had been picking at, shoving another pinwheel in her mouth. “Eh. It was going to come out anyway.”
Planting a kiss in her hair, Gabe disappeared into the kitchen, trusting she could handle the onslaught of questions, while he dealt with the person he’d been more worried about.
“Just so you know, you’re not the last!” Gabe said, leaning against the counter. He ignored the ominous creak under his hip.
As predicted, Richard had followed him, arms still crossed. Expression impassive other than the tightness in his jaw, Richard waited silently, blocking the door.
“I was going to tell you after we finally told my parents,” Gabe sighed, tugging on his braid. “They keep flaking on our plans. Like, we’re thirteen weeks in, and it’s getting weird that we still haven’t told them.” He scoffed, resenting how nice it felt to finally get this off his chest with Richard; Antonio always told him to just show up at his parent’s house, but his mom did not do well with surprises. “And it’s even weirder that they haven’t met Tara. I keep telling her not to take it personally, but at this point, it’s starting to seem kind of personal!”
“Oh.” Richard’s cheeks reddened. “That might be my fault. I told them they didn’t have to worry about her, and to give you two some time and privacy. Though if I’d known why you wanted them to meet her, I wouldn’t have reassured them so hard.”
“Thanks, I guess?” Gabe huffed a laugh. “And for the record, sorry you had to find out like this. I was going to tell you privately so you could…y’know, process it.”
Richard scowled, pulling out his phone. “I already suspected since Jaida let it slip that you added Tara to your health insurance. Everything else has been evidence, and this is simply confirmation. While I may be a little offended it took you so long to tell me, I don’t need to process.”
“Don’t you?” Gabe teased gently, a pang of guilt tightening his throat. “Still happy to donate sperm—”
“Sunny would castrate you,” Richard put his phone away with a smirk. “When we talked about you being the donor a decade ago, we didn’t exactly anticipate that we’d end up dating close friends. Given the change in circumstances, it might be weird for all of us, I think, if our kids were genetically half-siblings. Besides, Sunny has, and I quote, ‘enough sperm frozen to populate a small country.’”
Gabe’s phone chimed with a string of texts from his mom, inviting him and Tara over for lunch the next day. He snorted. “Of course.”
At least Tara wouldn’t have that much time to stress herself out into a ball of panic about it. He was thrilled to be the person she turned to to bring her back to center, but she was almost as bad as him at overthinking herself into self-doubt.
“I didn’t tell them why. I just gave them the green light.” Richard turned on his heel, heading back through to the parlor. “I’m happy for you, genuinely. You’re going to be a great dad.”
“Parent.” Tara and Gabe corrected together. She got up, gesturing for Gabe to sit on the couch so she could sit in his lap. “Excited for the kid, scared shitless about being a ‘mom.’”
“And deeply uncomfortable with being called ‘dad.’” Gabe kissed her shoulder as she settled into his lap. Yet another reason they’d been keeping it quiet: giving them time to process the increasingly complicated feelings of imminent parenthood. Yes, there was joy, and love, and excitement in abundance. But also an overwhelming sense of imposter syndrome, among other complicated feelings. They were both prone to overthinking, and they’d discovered the pregnancy so early on that they now had eight months to catastrophize. “We’re still figuring out the labels.”
“That explains a lot,” Chas teased. “And here I thought you might have a mommy kink, what with all the questions you were askin’.”
The rest of the room burst out laughing, as Gabe buried his face into Tara’s shoulder.
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“So Dungeon of Doom is a co-op heist game.” Ed handed the rulebook to Mimi without prompting. Mimi liked to read it while Ed explained the game to Jazz and Teddy—well, to Jazz; Teddy would pick up the rules as she went. Probably why Mimi won most of the games they played. 
Teddy wasn’t even attempting to pay attention, watching the trailer for some vampire movie coming out in October for the eighth time, instead of listening to her boyfriend. Considering the film had a mostly queer and Black cast, Jazz was having trouble listening, too. She peered over Teddy’s shoulder, half listening to Ed as she admired just how sapphic the trailer was.
“Our goal is to get into the inner chamber of the dungeon, steal the Moonstone,” Ed intoned dramatically, pointing to the room in the middle of the board with a shiny faux pearl, “before midnight strikes, and get everyone out safely before dawn.”
“I assume something will try to kill us?” Jazz asked, smiling at Ed’s enthusiasm; his dramatic aura was slightly undercut by the lisp of his braces. 
They’d settled around one end of Blanche’s new dining table to play Ed’s newest overly complicated board game. Everyone else had gone home from the party hours ago, other than Jazz’s triad and Ed. Jazz’s stomach tightened in guilt. She still had company over after Blanche’s guests had left, and Blanche was cleaning up in the kitchen, while Jazz was just sitting here relaxing. Had her partners overstayed their welcome? The past week, Jazz had tried to be a good houseguest; she should be helping Blanche clean.
Except Lee had already done most of the cleaning—until Blanche had finally noticed Antonio was intentionally causing a diversion by showing them how to use the record player—and sent them both home. After ushering her brother out, Blanche had insisted Jazz hang out with her partners. They’d even reminded her that she was allowed to host whatever company she wanted, whenever she wanted—as long as they stayed out of the attic. As uncomfortable as it was, Jazz simply had to take Blanche at their word.
“Yeah, vampires and ghosts. If we don’t get the diamond before midnight strikes, the world falls into eternal darkness. And if we don’t get it out by dawn, the doors lock and we’re stuck in the dungeon, presumably to die.”
Her phone chimed with an incoming text from her mom: “just checking in.” The way she had a dozen times the past week.
“Fun.” Turning her phone on silent, Jazz flipped through the character cards, picking the redhead femme fatale assassin. Part of her wished Blanche had taken her up on the offer to join them. Hard to relax when the person letting me stay here for free is cleaning. Especially when they’re as messy as Blanche.
A clatter rang from the kitchen, followed by a curse from Blanche. Probably making a mess of the floors Lee had mopped.
Jazz smiled to herself. To describe Blanche as chaotic was an understatement. Lee had warned her that Blanche wasn’t the most focused person, but he’d undersold it. Since she’d moved in a week ago, she’d found the sink running twice because Blanche had wandered away in the middle of doing dishes. She’d have to deep clean in the morning anyway; if Blanche wanted to “clean” tonight, there was no harm in letting them.
“Your turn, Jazzy.” Teddy elbowed her.
Jazz looked up. “Oh shit. Sorry, what did you do for your move?”
“No table talk,” Mimi said, tapping the rulebook. “We need to find the power source before we can communicate with each other.”
“Oh, sorry.” Jazz looked at her options. “I guess I’ll check the closet to see what items are in it?”
“You need a key.” Mimi didn’t bother with the rulebook this time, instead narrowing her brown eyes at Jazz from behind her glasses.
Jazz barely kept herself from rolling her eyes. Mimi’s snotty tone had been grating on her nerves all day, but Jazz had no idea what she’d done to warrant the passive-aggressive ice queen treatment. “Can’t I pick the lock? That’s one of the skills I have.”
“Hell yeah, bro!” Ed grinned, his lips catching on his braces. “Good catch! By picking the lock, you get three bonus items.”
Mimi looked like she wanted to argue, but she put the rulebook down with a shrug. “I guess.”
“Isn’t this supposed to be cooperative?” Jazz muttered.
Teddy snorted into her beer. “You know how Mimi is about the rules.”
“It’s more fun when we play the game the right way.” Mimi took the dice as Jazz finished up her turn.
“Any time with the polycule is fun.” Teddy grinned, fiddling with the strap of her shorteralls.
“The whole polycule isn’t here.” Mimi’s mouth thinned. “Don’t forget Julissa.”
“Yeah, can’t forget Julissa.” Jazz took a sip of the beer Teddy had brought, hiding her wince as she forced the stale, hoppy drink down. She did not understand the appeal of beer, but after a year and a half of Ed’s frat parties, she no longer gagged when she drank it. Would Blanche mind if she helped herself to their liquor cabinet for the gin? Probably, though they’d probably never say anything. Best not to push boundaries so soon. Or ever.
It wasn’t that Jazz didn’t like Julissa, she just didn’t know her newest metamour the way she did Ed. Ed was a sweetheart and one of the few straight men she enjoyed spending time with. He was a good friend who had made an effort to get to know Mimi and Jazz, even before he and Teddy opened their relationship.
Julissa—whom Mimi had been dating for all of two months—had made no effort. Jazz had tried to talk to her during their biology class over the summer, but Julissa barely engaged. And whenever Jules hung out with them, she’d glower at Jazz and Teddy anytime they interacted with Mimi.
Sure, she was new to the polyamory thing, but they all were. Their triad had only been together for eight months. As sheltered as she was, Jazz was certainly no expert in relationships or jealousy or possessiveness by any means. But Julissa could afford to lighten up.
“Hey, Beautiful?” Blanche poked their head around the kitchen door. “Any idea where the garbage bags might have moved to? I thought they were on top of the fridge.”
“Did you look under the sink behind the garbage can?” Jazz asked with a grin, wondering why on earth the garbage bags would be on top of the fridge to begin with. That space should be used to display pretty but rarely used dishes, like vases or jars.
Blanche tapped their temple. “Good idea. I’ll check.”
As soon as the kitchen door swung shut, Mimi rounded on her. “Beautiful?”
Jazz shrugged. “Blanche likes nicknames.”
“Sure.” Mimi raised an eyebrow.
“What?” Jazz huffed. “You got something to say, get it off your chest.”
“Should we get back to the game?” Ed asked, eyes flicking between them as he fiddled with the buttons on his shirt. Teddy sighed, blowing her bangs up.
“I was just wondering why you’ve been living here for a whole week, but didn’t invite us over until now.” Mimi tapped the table. “Now I see why.”
“Do you? Enlighten me, please.” Jazz rested her chin in her hand, forefinger tap tap tapping her jaw. She didn’t like arguing, but clearing the air was better than suffering in silence, like she did with her parents. And she’d reached her limit of Mimi’s huffiness.
After eight months of dating and a year of friendship before that, Jazz knew how this conversation would go. They’d say their piece and bicker, until Teddy stepped in with some humorous deflection to lighten the mood, because they were making the conflict-avoidant Ed uncomfortable. Then they’d have a hushed private conversation, where Mimi would be her usual sweet, affirming, and encouraging self. She’d talk Jazz through an orgasm or six, and call her baby, and things would go back to normal. Until Mimi started building up steam over something else that she’d let fester instead of being direct, and the cycle would start again.
Was it a little toxic? Maybe. But they were twenty-one, polyamorous lesbians, and this was both Jazz and Mimi’s first relationship. They were figuring it out.
Mimi pursed her lips, mulling over her words before finally saying, “You’re frustrated with Julissa because she likes to keep our relationship separate from us. Seems to me like you want to do the same thing with Blanche.”
Jazz scoffed. “First of all, I didn’t have you over because the house is a mess.”
Over the past week, Blanche, Jazz, and Lee had cleaned every room in turn. But it was so disorganized, Jazz’s brain itched. Things should have places, and Blanche’s belongings were scattered haphazardly everywhere. Even now from her spot at the dining table, Jazz could see the drill Blanche had been looking for in the built-in hutch, and a roll of paper towels under the liquor cabinet that should be in the kitchen.
“Now, it’s at least clean, so you’re welcome to come over anytime.” Jazz forced a smile that Mimi didn’t return, shaking the dice that Ed passed three times in her hand before rolling them. “Second, Julissa pretending we’re not in the room when she’s hanging out with us feels a little disrespectful. Especially since you promised me that you would talk to her about it, and it hasn’t gotten better. She acts like you’re not part of our triad—”
“That’s not what she’s—”
“Not done.” Jazz held up a finger, fighting past the guilt of interrupting her girlfriend, even though Mimi had interrupted her first. “And frankly, I don’t care how she sees it, because the impact still feels the same. But most importantly, Blanche is my friend and roommate. Not your metamour. Not involved in our polycule in any way shape or form, other than the fact that I’m living in their house. If you’re having some feelings of jealousy, they’re completely unfounded.”
As Jazz tap tap tapped her game piece on the board and flipped over some useless potion card, Mimi’s face clouded. “Really? You have absolutely no feelings for Blanche? All that gushing in the group chat this week was just friendly admiration? The way you look at them constantly and get that smile on your face when you’re thinking about them is just a coincidence? You’re gonna tell me I’m making this up?”
Her chest tightened as Jazz wrapped her hand around her pendant. She hadn’t realized she’d been looking at Blanche in any type of way. “Yup. Pure friendship.”
“Not from me.” Teddy sighed dreamily. “God, they’re so hot. Blanche can step on me whenever they want. You really undersold how gorgeous they are, Jazzy.”
Jazz laughed, relieved that Teddy had finally stepped in; Ed looked like he was about to cry. “You’re just thirsty.”
“What? It’s a compliment!” Teddy grinned, pinching Jazz’s thigh under the table.
With a yelp, Jazz caught Teddy’s hand and pressed a kiss to her wrist. She waited until Mimi finally met her eyes across the table. “We good?”
“Sure.” Mimi shrugged.
Her nonchalance made Jazz’s chest tighten. That wasn’t anything close to sweet and affirming.
Ed’s phone buzzed. He smacked his forehead when he read it. “Oh shit. I forgot my frat’s having a party tonight. Gotta go!”
He kissed Teddy briefly as he stood up to leave.
“Can you drop me off on your way?” Mimi rose too.
Jazz’s jaw clenched. That wasn’t supposed to happen. They hadn’t kissed and made up yet. Her finger tap tap tapped on the tabletop. “You’re not staying?”
The plan had been for Teddy and Mimi to stay the night with Jazz. It was the first time she’d be able to actually spend the night with her partners, now that she wasn’t living with her parents who would start calling at ten if she wasn’t home yet. Tap tap tap.
“I feel like going home.” Mimi looped her arm through Ed’s.
He shot Teddy a panicked look. “Uh, yeah, sure. I’ll get the game back at some point.”
“I’ll bring it to brunch tomorrow,” Teddy reassured him.
Knowing Teddy, she would forget long before she left for brunch. Jazz would bring it to him during their shift at the science library next week. And ask him if Mimi had complained about her on the way home. Tap tap tap.
Jazz touched the cool amethyst around her neck with a soft exhale. She and Mimi butted heads, but they loved each other, and Teddy. They’d figure this out. And Jazz would learn to hide her lingering teenage crush on Blanche better. They were so similar to Mimi in many ways. Namely how perceptive they were. It was embarrassing enough that Mimi had picked up on her lingering childhood crush on her brother’s friend. If Blanche found out, she’d have to move home from pure humiliation.
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  Chapter Three


Blanche
Jolting awake, Blanche gasped. Darkness was irrepressibly thick as they struggled to catch their breath and place where they were. Only the black and white brick fourplex that Daisy had adored existed. The pool of blood. The brown eyes staring lifelessly into nothing. 
Rolling over to feel around the bedside table, Blanche sighed with relief when they found a lamp, illuminating the room with a warm glow. They weren’t in that run-down studio apartment. Like with every recurring nightmare, they’d known it was a dream. But they always awoke feeling like they’d been transported back to the darkest time of their life all over again.
It took a moment to remember where they were, trying to place the thick curtains over the window, the too-comfortable mattress that didn’t sag under their body yet, the crystal doorknob of the closet door. Their new bedroom. With the rose pink walls they’d chosen for their sanctuary, as if a fresh coat of paint could fix anything.
The stale scent of dust filled their nose as they breathed deep to calm themself down. Better than the sharp iron tang they expected. The scent of blood always came to them unprompted after that nightmare, as if their brain was trying to be helpful and supplying all of the sensory inputs from their memory.
The night was too quiet. All Blanche could hear was their ragged breath, and the echoes of screams still ringing in their head. The nightmares weren’t new, but the silence was. In their old apartment, the sounds of the city always lulled them back to sleep. That was something they missed about living in Eastside: the bustle of city life was relentless, drowning out any resonance in Blanche’s memories. There was always a siren or a “firework”, or people arguing, or horns honking at all hours of the night.
Here, the silence was oppressive. The weeks they’d spent staying at Gabe’s house, in quiet residential South Bellamy, had been bad enough. Though there, they’d had a snoring Hippo in their bed. They’d assumed a college neighborhood would be better, up in Hillside. But this was just as bad as South. Silence prevailed, unbroken. The only hope for distraction was a stray pack of college students walking home from some house party. Perhaps a bus going by. A strong gust of wind that might make the bones of their old house creak.
With a final sigh as their heart stopped racing, Blanche reached for the tin on their nightstand and popped a gummy in their mouth. The “sleepytime” indica edibles still felt like a crime against nature. But as if the universe had wanted to put the final nail in the coffin for Blanche’s time in Eastside, the Kum-and-Go where they used to buy their weed had closed the same day they’d moved out, destined to become yet another condo with some bougie boutique grocery store underneath it. The night manager who grew the best Northern Lights had found a job at a dispensary in Eastside, forcing Blanche to branch out.
The gummies calmed them down at least. Not enough to sleep, but enough to stop the screams in their head.
To distract themself until the edible kicked in, Blanche planned their day. Jazz had moved in a week ago, and her first morning, Blanche had stumbled downstairs to find her awake and making tea. She’d asked “what are your plans for the day?”, a question Blanche had never considered before. They’d finally mumbled something about cleaning the kitchen, and Jazz had come up with a whole schedule before Blanche was even halfway through their tea.
So, what did Blanche want to do today? They’d done most of the cleanup yesterday, ending up putzing around with the record player in the den to give Jazz and her lovers privacy (after they’d overheard enough of an argument while doing dishes to know they shouldn’t be hearing it). Only the nice one, Teddy, had stuck around by the time Blanche went to bed.
That was a conundrum. How much were they allowed to ask their much younger roommate about her relationships? Should they even get involved? Offer emotional support or a sympathetic ear? Something to ask their therapist, to help identify where the boundaries might be. With Lee, they’d listened to everything he was open to sharing; he’d set the boundaries. But Jazz wasn’t
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