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To the queer bars that feel like home.




And to the city of Dubuque, for erasing you from existence.




You’re Bellamy now.












  
  
Author’s Note




Welcome and thank you for picking up Loving Lee! Unless we’re related, in which case: Thanks for the support. but please put down the book!

Like many people, I took up writing as a hobby during lockdown and—missing my bar friends and the community with whom I could be myself—set out to write a compilation of short stories centered around the interesting people who make gay bars their second home. As a result, this book is set in 2019, and the series continues through 2021 in an alternate timeline without real-world current events, even if real-world issues still impact the story.

The story changed from the original vision, even if the setting didn’t. Friendships grew, feelings deepened, and character arcs took precedence over the brief connections between strangers. It became a novel, and then a series, and eventually outgrew the romance genre I originally set out to write in.

Loving Lee is not a romance novel that fits the standard formula, with two characters who meet and fall in love and live happily ever after. The Confession series is the story of Lee and his family—Tara, Blanche, and Sunny—and their coming-of-age journey where they grow together and fall in love along the way. Their Happily Ever Afters happen, of course—this is still technically a romance, after all, I’m not about to undermine the whole genre—but romance is not the biggest plot. 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, our friendships are powerful influences in our lives, and our relationship with ourselves can be complicated yet illuminating. 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 and they don’t 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. Even though I am not a person of color, my goal as a writer is to put more books with happy endings for queer people out into the world. To tell queer stories, it would be a disservice to minimize queer Black experiences as merely a tokenized sassy-gay-friend side character or the flat love interest of a white person. Queer Black people, like Lee and Antonio, are the main characters and always will be.

That’s not to say that this book is intended to be an authentic representation of what it is to be Black and gay in America—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 #ownvoices books by queer Black authors. Some of my favorites are Kacen Callender, Claire Kann, Rebecca Weatherspoon, Julian Winters, Morgan Rogers, R.M. Virtues, Mia McKenzie, Kosoko Jackson, Chencia Higgins, and many more.








  
  
Content Advisory




I’d like to preface this by affirming that 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/.


	Substance use, including frequent alcohol and marijuana use; One POV character in recovery from addiction.


	Sexual content between people of all genders to varying intensity; Brief non-graphic flashback to past assault during non-consensual kiss; Unintentionally coercive relationship.


	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.
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Chapter One




Lee

“Buttercup, please don’t hate me.” Lee’s fist hovered near Tara’s open bedroom door; he’d meant to knock first. Damn, starting off strong. He dropped his hand back to his side uselessly.

Tara’s attention snapped away from her laptop, her green eyes narrowing in suspicion. Curled up in the last patch of afternoon sun at the end of her twin bed, she took her earbuds out, looking at him expectantly.

As he hovered in the doorframe, Lee struggled to find an explanation that wouldn’t piss her off. He wiped the sweat beading on his palms on his jeans and put on his best apologetic wince as he worked up the courage to spit it out.

“What’d you do?” Tara finally demanded. The warning in her tone only made him sweatier; he should have been used to it after ten years of disappointing her. Her anxiety about what he might say was always worse than her anger at the truth. But the fact that she was already on defense before Lee could tell her he’d ruined her birthday was not a good start.

He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Chas put me on the schedule. For Saturday.”

“Lee! You were supposed to take off work!”

Lee barely ducked the pillow that flew at his head. “I did! I promise!” Retrieving it from the floor, he pulled one of her red curls from it and let it flutter to the floor. The hallway would get vacuumed way sooner than Tara’s room.

He hated making anyone mad, let alone Tara. Tara Sanderson had been his best friend, his platonic soulmate, the light of his life ever since they’d met nearly a decade ago at the naive age of fifteen. She deserved everything good in the world, not flaky excuses. But she’d forgive him. If he could count on anyone to put up with him, it was Tara.

“Chas has a new queen starting Saturday. Apparently, she’s high maintenance, and you know Freddy can barely handle the usual set list without me.” Lee squeezed into the room, shuffling sideways between the bed and the closet door to bring the pillow back. “You know I’d much rather celebrate with you, but they need me.”

Entering Tara’s cramped room, the smallest in the apartment they stayed at with their friend Blanche, was usually more work than it was worth. His larger frame—tall, heavy-set, painfully noticeable—barely fit between the bed and the closet door. Lee’s wasn’t much better, but at least he had a full-size mattress and didn’t feel like a claustrophobic giant. Not that he was ungrateful. Any room was an improvement from most of the places they’d stayed. Even if Tara’s room would be better suited as a closet.

Tara leaned forward expectantly. He smacked her with the pillow before he tucked it behind her. The grin that broke across her face was gone when Tara leaned back into it and crossed her arms.

He folded himself next to her, the shady-ass twin bed creaking under his weight. “I’m sorry, Buttercup, but you know I can’t say no to anyone, especially not Chas. What can I do to make it better? I can get you a VIP table for the show!”

Her sour expression pained him. He’d planned the perfect night—just Tara, Lee, Blanche, and Sunny. Tara’s three friends were the only company she’d want on her birthday; that he’d convinced her to go out in public this year was a miracle.

Tara never saw the point of birthday parties, but every year Lee begged her to let him plan one, just like he did for Sunny and himself (Blanche always had other plans). This year, Tara had finally given in; her birthday was on a Saturday and she hadn’t immediately hated Lee’s suggestion of an arcade. No small feat, as he’d expected she’d veto everything he came up with.

For Tara, not hating something was practically enthusiastic.

He put on his best pleading pout and took her hands, his deep brown skin framing her freckles. She would never admit it, but affection always won her over. Affection, the little things he did to show he cared, and snacks were the keys to Tara’s heart.

Tara’s eyebrow arched, but she squeezed his hands in return. “Maybe we’ll go to the arcade without you.”

Lee couldn’t hide his skeptical look. “Really? Sunny will kick your ass at every game, and Blanche can’t even play Pacman.”

Tara would have no fun losing to Sunny all night, and Blanche would just people-watch. Besides, Lee wanted to be there for Tara’s first ever birthday party, even if he had to watch from the control room. If Tara came to the show, Lee could make sure she had fun and danced a little. Not that Tara could dance. A newborn giraffe on a trampoline would have better moves than her.

“Maybe.”

“So, you’re gonna take the bus, then? I can’t drive your ass around if I’m at work.” Tara’s patience wouldn’t survive the spotty bus service between Eastside and South Bellamy, where the arcade was. And there was no way Lee would let her drive his admittedly shitty Sonata. He couldn’t afford a new transmission, let alone fix whatever Tara would do to it.

Lee pointed a warning finger before she could respond. “And don’t you dare say you’ll just stay home—you’ve never had a real birthday party, and I refuse to let you go another year without one.” All those years persuading Tara to celebrate herself, and here he was, flaking on the plans he’d made.

“Ugh! Fine.” Tara threw her head back. “I guess walking home is better than the damn bus. Probably a better chance of getting laid at Confession, too.”

“Or… Ask someone on a date instead of hooking up with a stranger again?”

Tara shot him a skeptical look. “Oh, like you do?”

“Hey! I want to date more.” Lee pushed his glasses up as they threatened to slide down his nose. Taking a breath to erase the bitter edge to his voice, he added quietly, “Just no one wants to date me.”

“You’re really convincing me, here,” Tara deadpanned. “But seriously, any man would be lucky to have you. You’re a goddamn catch and don’t you forget it!”

Lee smiled despite himself; Tara always did her best to inflate his ego. If anyone had ever wanted him to stick around after they’d hooked up, he might have believed her. “Are we okay?”

Despite Tara’s protests, she still wanted to spend her birthday with him. He would never say he mattered more to her than anyone else in her life (he wasn’t that conceited), but he did. She mattered more to him, too. Blanche often described them as codependent, which Sunny would follow up with a joke that codependent was an understatement. And they weren’t wrong.

“Of course, we’re okay.” Tara kept her scowl, but her thumbs gently traced his knuckles. “How’s this? Get me a VIP table and pay for my drinks, and we’ll be more than okay.”

“Buttercup, I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you.” Lee stood and pressed a kiss into her mop of short red curls. They both knew she hadn’t been that upset to begin with; he just hated disappointing her. “Do I look okay? Or should I change?”

“Oh god, this again. You look fine!” Tara huffed in exasperation. “Where are you going?”

“Work.” If Tara said he looked fine, he didn’t look good enough. A new coworker meant he should make an effort. Like his dad used to preach, seven seconds was all he got to make a good first impression. Raising someone’s estimation after they’d formed a bad opinion was difficult. Or in his parents’ case, impossible. One moment was all it took to lose their approval forever.

Pulling his hoodie off, Lee distracted himself from that train of thought by focusing on the music buzzing from Tara’s headphones, still laying on the bed. The R&B melody was familiar, but with Tara’s cheap headphones, he couldn’t tell what song.

“Why? It’s Thursday,” Tara said as Lee opened her closet. The closet in his room was tiny, and Tara barely used hers. Her assortment of joggers, leggings, tank tops, and hoodies were carefully folded into a storage bin. Lee’s sweaters, button-downs, and vintage crewnecks hung from the bar instead.

“Chas wants me to come in for a meeting with the new queen to plan the set list for Saturday.” He buttoned up a blue collared shirt, pulling a maroon crewneck over it. “At least she warned me this time. Half the time, Chas gives me the updated setlist that night. She did say this one is kind of needy, though. Wish me luck, I guess.”

“You won’t need it. Everyone loves you, and you’re great at your job.” Tara rolled her eyes as he wordlessly asked for her approval of his outfit. “You look good.”

Lee turned around, still skeptical; Tara rarely wore anything besides athleisure. “Okay, but would I think I look good?”

“This is what mirrors are for, dude.” She eyed him thoughtfully anyway. “Tuck your undershirt into your jeans. And your left sleeve is lumpy. There. Hot as usual.”

“Thank you.” Picking up a pair of socks she’d tossed on the floor, Lee deposited them in the worn-out mesh hamper wedged behind the door as he shuffled back out of her room. He looked back at her with a grin.

“I’m not a slob, Lee!” Tara tried to cover her laugh with a huff.

“I didn’t say a word, Buttercup.” Lee didn’t have time to tease her properly; he had to go to Confession to meet this new queen.


      [image: image-placeholder]Twenty minutes and a brisk walk across the Mississippi later, Lee stepped through the employee entrance of his home away from home since he was nineteen. Confession—in all her gay bar glory—was housed in an old warehouse on the Iowa side of Bellamy, sandwiched between Downtown and the river. Originally a pump organ factory, the building had been converted into a skeezy hotel in the ’80s. The empty building left behind during the recession had become the first of many urban renewal projects in Downtown Bellamy over the last decade. Since then, Confession had evolved into the nightclub, restaurant, and coworking offices she was today. Because really, a former pump organ factory just begged to be a gay bar. 

The owners had kept the industrial charm, and the building’s history had inspired the name and church theme. Chains and pulleys draped in plants, neon signs, and erotic art decorated the exposed brick and beams of the space illuminated by stained glass windows. Religious irreverence shone throughout: intricate wood-carved panels—salvaged from actual confessionals—decorated every bathroom door, and religious icons in intimate positions hung on the walls. Chas, the genderfluid owner and devout Catholic, teetered on the edge of camp and heresy.

Despite the late notice Chas had given him for the meeting, he’d arrived fifteen minutes early. As usual. “Early is on time, and on time is late.” His father’s constant lessons had never quite escaped him, despite Lee’s best efforts to forget. 

Exhaling the memory with a quick breath, Lee forced himself to dawdle on his way upstairs, briefly indulging in small talk with the coworkers and regulars who flagged him down. Chas wouldn’t care if he was late, but merely considering being the last one upstairs made him burn with shame.

Confession’s ground floor housed the bar and restaurant, which became a dance floor on weekend nights. The second floor was a spacious venue for drag shows, burlesque performances, and private events. Lee spent most of his time there, hooking up mics, hefting speakers around, and running sound in the control room during shows.

He’d stumbled into the audio tech gig after Blanche had introduced him to Chas five years ago. Lee had worked under the table in the beginning, until he was legally of age to be in Confession at all. Technically, he was supposed to get an Associate’s Degree in Audio Production before he’d turned twenty-one and they’d hired him officially. That hadn’t happened, but Chas hadn’t mentioned it again. Lee didn’t see the point. He had taught himself what he needed to know, and he was good at it. An expensive piece of paper wasn’t magically going to make him better at his job.

Being there on a Thursday felt out-of-pattern. Normally, weeknights were for Dildo Bingo, Dick Tac Toe, or some other game. Sometimes, they’d play shows or movies. But unless Blanche sexiled him and Tara—in which case, they’d hang out in the coworking space on the third floor—Chas only needed him on weeknights for private events. She’d never called him in to review the set list for a new performer before.

Lee groaned when he saw the control room door closed. He knocked loudly, hesitating with his hand on the handle. Quicker than he expected, a “Yer good!” sounded from the other side.

Averting his eyes to be safe, he kicked the doorstop down as he went in. But he needn’t have worried. The picture of innocence, Chastity Gomez—better known as Chas Titty, co-owner and headlining drag king—had stolen Lee’s usual chair, his boots propped up on Freddy’s lap. Freddy, the light designer, gave Lee his usual quick nod in greeting, which Lee returned.

“I’m not late, am I? You’re strangely put together considering the door was closed.” Not that it was unusual for Chas and Freddy to be alone together in the control room, but neither of them was fixing their hair or readjusting their clothes.

“Ha! No, we were just havin’ a chat. We’re not that unprofessional.” Chas’s laugh boomed as he winked. “Thanks for comin’ in on yer off day. Carlita should be here soon to go over her set list and mic setup. Don’t be surprised if she’s late, though.”

Even offstage, Chas blurred the lines between his onstage persona and real self. Today looked to be at about 90% Chas Titty, 10% Chas Gomez, a sign that today was a he/him day. His cowboy boots with their generous heel brought his height up to a full five foot nothing. Chas liked to joke that he reached five-four on account of his Stetson. Only his face was out of costume, looking more masculine bare of stage makeup and sans mustache.

“Mic—is she going to emcee?” Lee asked. Most performers weren’t mic’d, preferring the freedom of lip-syncing to roam around the audience for tips. Chas and whoever else emceed for the night shared one between them.

Chas rubbed his stomach. His generous chest and belly were hidden behind a leather vest, giving the illusion of a beer gut. “She’ll start emceein’ again soon, but not this weekend. She sings instead of lip-syncin’, so she’ll need a mic stand.”

“She’d prefer a headset over a mic stand!” a melodic voice interrupted from behind.

Lee turned, chest tightening as he met a pair of hazel eyes beaming up at him. As the newcomer slipped past him into the small room, his eyes raked over Lee, smile growing wider with every step. A wiry shoulder brushed Lee’s chest and a hand grazed his waist, leaving Lee burning from the contact.

Glasses sliding slowly down his nose, Lee helplessly turned with him, unable to look away. Neither did the other man; he walked backward into the control room with a grin.

“Antonio! Welcome back!” Chas hopped out of his chair.

The man, presumably the new queen, finally turned to greet Chas. Lee wiped his nose and pushed his glasses up when the other guy’s back was turned, bringing him into focus. Taller than Chas—but who wasn’t—he was willowy, with loose, sandy brown coils tousled over his forehead, a shade darker than his golden-brown skin. His slender figure was well-muscled, especially through his leggings as he bent over to hug Chas.

Trying to remember how to breathe, Lee dragged his eyes away once he realized he was staring hard at this guy’s ass. But Freddy’s mustache was already twitching. Lee snapped his mouth closed once he noticed it was hanging open.

Of course, Freddy saw that, too.

Freddy didn’t talk much, but as the only person who worked closely with Lee, he saw everything. Including Lee’s not-infrequent one-sided attraction for the many interesting and confident men who came through Confession.

Luckily—or perhaps unluckily—no one but Freddy seemed to notice. The rare occurrence a coworker had pursued him, they’d either quit soon after, or Lee would pine after them for months after they’d ended things, until his heart finally got the message.

“Tonio, you remember Freddy, of course.” Chas gestured toward the paunchy man sitting next to him. Lee always teased Freddy for being middle-aged, but it was more in personality than years. Freddy’s black hair didn’t have a single gray in it, but his dad uniform of blue checkered shirts and worn-out white sneakers aged him anyway.

Freddy waved two fingers in greeting, like a grizzled semi-driver instead of a mid-thirties white guy born and raised in Eastside.

“How could I forget Freddy? You always make me look my best, don’t you, darling?” Antonio cooed. “So much more than a light designer. More of an artist.” With a flare of his long fingers, he grazed Freddy’s chest, lingering over the buttons.

Freddy blinked a deadpan look in return.

“Hands to yourself, Tonio. I forgot how damn flirty you are.” Chas made a face and clapped Lee on the shoulder, the sound drawing Antonio’s attention. “And Lee, this is Antonio Flores, better known as Carlita Asada, our prodigal headliner finally back home. Lee Jones here is the best audio tech we’ve ever had. He started a couple of months after you left.”

Lee smiled awkwardly at the compliment, extending his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Trust me, the pleasure’s all mine.” The brown skin surrounding Antonio’s hazel eyes broke into smile lines as Antonio beamed up at Lee. “You’re the sound guy, huh? Fantastic! You need to make me sound as good as Freddy makes me look.”

A strong hand grasped Lee’s, who fought to keep his smile passive. Any spark he felt was just in his head, his imagination running wild from an attractive man smiling his way. Nothing new there. “I’m sure you’ll make my job as easy as you do for Freddy.”

Antonio’s smile widened as they shook hands longer than was necessary. Lee let himself pretend he wasn’t alone in feeling like the world had shifted under him. His chest tightened breathlessly at the idea of this vision of a man wanting him back.

Get it together, Lee. A hot guy smiles at you and you’re already imagining things.

“Keep talking like that and get me a headset, you’ll be a lot more than the sound guy.” Antonio didn’t let go of Lee’s hand.

The warm fingers gripping his own felt like the only thing keeping Lee alive. Those hazel eyes had become a window, allowing Heaven’s light into his soul.

Calm the fuck down.

Lee would get him a headset if he had to work the next two days straight.








  
  
Chapter Two




Lee

After an hour drunk off Antonio’s smile, Lee barely remembered his promise to Tara, heading to the front desk instead of slipping out the back. His head swam with featherlight touches to his knee and wrist—and a lingering squeeze of his shoulder Lee had not-so-subtly leaned into—as they’d discussed Antonio’s tracks. Antonio had looked him up and down with a smirk of approval any time Lee had said anything. His intoxicating laughter made it hard to pay attention to Chas as he’d rearranged the setlist. 

Chas hadn’t said anything about their blatant flirting, but Freddy had raised an eyebrow a few times. Lee hoped he hadn’t acted too foolish. While obviously charming, Antonio was an equal opportunity flirt, teasing Freddy and propositioning Chas as much as he had showered Lee with compliments. Chas and Freddy, normally highly suspicious of anyone encroaching on their “territory,” didn’t seem to think much of it.

Not like Lee had. His initial attraction to Antonio was already growing into a crush, but Lee refused to hope. Chas’s comments earlier about “high maintenance” and “needy” weren’t the only warnings; Antonio gave off strong fuckboy vibes—the diamond studs in his ears and effortlessly-styled curls should be red flags.

But his eyes, though! And that smile?

Lee may have been a sucker for a compliment—especially from someone as attractive and charming and funny and attentive as Antonio—but flirting didn’t mean Antonio was into him too. He’s just friendly. Unless he hits you up on Grindr, keep it professional.

He considered himself attractive, but Lee had heard enough comments along the lines of “you’re cute…for a Black dude” and “I usually don’t go for chubby guys” to be pessimistic about his dating prospects. Sex, sure. He wasn’t hard up for hookups when he wanted one. Grindr existed for a reason. Everyone needed to blow off steam sometimes. Dating, on the other hand, was impossible.

When Lee was younger and less jaded, he’d tried harder to find something serious. He’d caught feelings more than a few times. His longest situationship to date was when he’d hooked up with the same guy once a week for a good six months. It seemed like they were on the same page—they had an emotional connection beyond sex worth exploring. Lee had worked up the courage to ask what they were, and that was the last he’d heard from that guy.

He’d learned that lesson the hard way more than once.

These days, Lee took the approach that if someone liked him, they’d let him know. No point in trying to convince the people with “no Blacks,” “no fats,” or “masc4masc” in their profile to give him a chance. Even if he wasn’t particularly feminine, constantly performing masculinity to hold someone’s interest was exhausting; he’d done enough of that as a kid, when he was still desperate for his dad’s approval.

This left him with mostly creeps in his messages, but sometimes a decent person would reach out. Then, the vicious cycle of Lee catching feelings too soon would begin again, never going anywhere. No one wanted him for more than casual hookups. Lee tried not to take it personally. That was just how shit was. Hookup culture reigned supreme everywhere; Bellamy was no exception.

Antonio wouldn’t be either.

“You’re not supposed to be here on a Thursday,” Jackie, the front-of-house manager, greeted Lee with a confused look as he leaned on her podium. She rifled through the schedules on a clipboard, pulling out the pen holding her bun together to scribble a note. Her long braid unwound and fell over her shoulder.

“Hi, nice to see you too,” Lee teased. “Chas wanted to go over the setlist changes.”

“Oh, for Carlita? I’m so excited Tonio is back! I missed that weirdo,” Jackie gushed. “Did you work with him before?”

“No, I started after he left. Hey, can I reserve—”

“Jackie, you still talking shit about me after all these years?” A now familiar voice piped up from behind.

Lee had to bite his lip to keep from grinning.

Jackie squealed—a sound Lee had never heard from her before—and greeted Antonio with a hug. “Tonio, you bitch! I had to find out you were moving back from your Insta? What happened to New York?”

Antonio’s smile faltered, but he recovered with a dramatic toss of his hand. “I had to work too hard to barely make rent. So I moved home, and my sister got me a job at some middle school.”

“You’re a teacher?” Lee was surprised to hear his own voice ask the question. He really wanted to ask, “Are you single?” but caught himself. Antonio hadn’t made any indication he was into Lee. Other than the touching, the glances, and the smiles that made his heart beat faster.

Antonio flashed another wide smile his way. Lee’s heart fluttered predictably in response. “I will be soon. I’m teaching choir this fall, but in a few weeks, I’m doing a music program for the poor suckers in summer school.”

Lee couldn’t help but smile back. “I wish they had a music class when I had to do summer school back in the day.” He’d never been the best student, even before he’d dropped out in ninth grade. He wasn’t stupid; he simply didn’t connect with most subjects. Which was basically everything but music.

“Aw, you were a poor sucker?” Antonio winked.

I walked right into that one. The wink affected him more than it should have, but he managed a flirty response before the moment passed. “Never been called a poor sucker before.”

Antonio’s eyes flicked to his mouth. A tongue peeked out from behind Antonio’s grin to wet his lower lip.

“Lee, didn’t you need something?” Jackie interrupted. “A room perhaps?”

Embarrassment flooded Lee. He hadn’t realized how close they’d gotten—or more accurately, how close he’d edged to Antonio. His knee was pressed against Antonio’s thigh, Antonio’s hand lightly tracing his forearm as they leaned on the podium. Keep it professional. He shot a sheepish smile at Jackie but didn’t back away. Antonio didn’t either. “Oh yeah, can I reserve a VIP table for Tara’s birthday on Saturday? Oh, and I’ll get the tab.”

Jackie jotted Tara’s name down on her clipboard and coiled her hair back into a bun, securing it with her pen. “Before I forget, here are your invites for the employee appreciation party a week from Sunday. We’re closing early after the brunch show, so no excuses.”

“What if I already have plans?” Antonio took the fliers and handed one to Lee, letting his fingers linger on Lee’s wrist.

Lee did nothing to shake off his touch, tucking the invite into his pocket with his other hand. Chas had already given him the flier for the annual employee party weeks ago to give to Blanche, but Antonio had given him this one. Why are you like this?

“Cancel ’em. It’s mandatory, Antonio. You know Chas will take it personally if you don’t come. He loves these things.” Jackie crossed her arms, her uncharacteristic squeal from earlier replaced by her usual no-nonsense attitude. “And you’re emceeing next weekend, so your ass better not flake.”

“Some appreciation,” Antonio muttered. He stuffed the invite into his back pocket and leaned on the podium, pressing his shoulder against Lee’s arm. “So, Lee, does your friend want a birthday shout-out on Saturday? I do a very dramatic rendition of the birthday song.”

Lee laughed. “Only if you have a death wish. Tara hates attention. She’d throw hands before you started singing.” On impulse, Lee brushed his thumb along Antonio’s sharp jawline. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to this face, after all.”

Too far, Lee. He turned and left before Antonio could react, not wanting to witness the discomfort on Antonio’s face.
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Antonio fanned himself as he clung to Jackie’s podium, staring at Lee’s broad shoulders disappearing through the front entrance. “Jackie, please tell me Chas’s policy on workplace fraternization hasn’t changed.”

“Are you seriously fanning yourself? Wow, you’re still so dramatic!” Jackie laughed. “No change, though. Chas would be the biggest hypocrite if he did.”

“Oh, thank God. I think I just swooned. Is he always like that?”

“Lee?”

“Who else would I possibly be talking about?” Antonio swiped Jackie’s clipboard and fanned himself harder, trying to cool the flames in his chest. The hot-ass beefcake with glasses and a soft baritone was giving him the best heartburn. A choir of angels, complete with harps and bells, sang “Love at First Sight” by Kylie Minogue in his head.

Stop being a dramatic bitch. This rush searing through his veins was probably just nerves. Or indigestion.

But I’ve never had angels in my head before. Antonio chewed his lip. Honestly, even if these aren’t real feelings, Lee could be funner than anything else I got going on. I’ve been so responsible since moving home. I deserve some fun.

His stomach twisted, disappointed that the visceral soul-wrenching jolt when he’d first locked eyes with Lee in the control room could be mere lust. He’d felt nothing but lust his whole adult life, and it had never felt like that before.

Jackie shrugged. “Lee’s always sweet but not that flirty. I’m jealous—he’s never looked at me like that.”

Antonio forced himself to look away from Confession’s doors, where it was increasingly obvious Lee was not about to return and drag him to the Confessionals. He shot a grin at his old friend. “Jealous, Jackie? You’re saying I finally have a chance with you?”

Jackie grabbed her clipboard back. “Nope, still ace. I’m just jealous because that was cute as shit. You looked ready to bust the entire time.”

“Ugh, he’s cute as shit!” Antonio sighed as he draped himself over the podium, sagging in relief that he hadn’t been deluding himself. Maybe the longing pounding through his veins was real—Please, let it be real—but even if the exhilarating rush was simply his new baseline attraction, at least he could potentially do something about it. “Is he single? Or open? Do I have any chance?”

Jackie shrugged. “He’s never mentioned it one way or the other. He’s cool, but he doesn’t talk about himself a lot. Chas and Freddy know him best.”

“That is supremely unhelpful, Jackie.” He’d have to ask the girls backstage. They’d catch him up on everything he’d missed, and more importantly, how available Lee might be. He doubted Lee would confide in their boss about his sex life. “Is Venus still here?”

“Unfortunately,” Jackie scoffed. “But yeah, if anyone knows, it’d be her.”

“Tonio.” Chas appeared at the podium. “Are you already distractin’ Jackie? You haven’t changed at all.”

A pang of doubt struck Antonio’s sternum, dousing the fire in his heart. A sobering reminder that he couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by fun, as charming and hot as the fun might be. After the way he’d left Bellamy—how he’d ghosted everyone at Confession—Chas was sticking his neck out for Antonio by letting him come back. He had to do things right this time.

Jackie came to his rescue. “Oh, don’t blame him, Chas. I was just teasing him for the big ol’ hearts in his eyes for Lee.”

“Now, Tonio—“

“Chas, I know you’re not about to warn me off of getting involved with a coworker.” Antonio made a face.

Chas waved his hand. “Psh—no, I know better than to warn you off anybody. Y’all are adults. But unless yer stickin’ around for once, the right thing to do is leave him be. Lee is practically family, and he’s been through enough shit in his life without you breakin’ his heart.”

“What if he breaks my heart?” Antonio pressed his hand to his chest. He shouldn’t have been offended that Chas thought so poorly of him; his track record with workplace flings wasn’t great. But Chas couldn’t have known how perfect Lee’s hand felt in his. How his stomach twisted anytime Lee smiled. How he wanted to live the rest of his life staring into Lee’s warm brown eyes.

And that was terrifying. He had no idea what to do with…feelings.

For the first time in his life, Antonio’s gut screamed that he’d met someone special. All of the emotions he’d never imagined were real when other people described them—emotions he’d never expected to experience—had parted the clouds and illuminated his soul. The stories about sparks flying, a gut feeling of rightness, and “when you know, you know” always sounded like exaggerations.

Until now.

Don’t get ahead of yourself. You can’t trust gut feelings. This could be gas. Or nerves about performing again. Or this damn appreciation party.

Chas shot him a skeptical look. “Since when does Antonio Flores get his heart broken?”

Other than a resigned sigh, Antonio had no response. Chas was right—it wouldn’t be the first time he’d imagined romantic feelings and accidentally strung someone along. Impulse control was the right move, as much as he hated it. He was still getting used to his new normal.

But I owe it to myself to find out if this is real. That’s why I came home, isn’t it? To rebuild myself into someone better. I’m a new person, even if no one believes me yet.
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Chapter Three




Sunny

From Sunny’s vantage point at the VIP table at Confession, the abstract painting of a giant dong on the brick wall had transformed Tara’s short red curls into pubes. Sunny snapped a photo when Tara’s head was turned. Only Lee ever watched her Stories, but he’d find it hilarious. 

“Please tell me that’s not my birthday present.” Tara stared at a wilted plant Blanche had set on the stainless steel table.

Sunny blinked. She hadn’t even seen Blanche approach. Strange. Normally she couldn’t keep her eyes off of them.

Blanche covered the plant’s nonexistent ears in mock horror, their long bleached blond hair pooling over their shoulder as they curled protectively around the plant. “Don’t listen to her, sweetie. She doesn’t deserve you anyway.”

Sunny wondered where they’d found this one. Their last “rescued” plant had been retrieved from a dumpster. The dried-up palm had never recovered, but nothing could dissuade Blanche from taking in another charity case. At least this one still had some green in its leaves.

Blanche sat next to Tara and stroked the crispy leaves lovingly with one finger. They leaned back to slouch in the chair. “I found this sweet little rattlesnake plant next to a dumpster behind that new condo by our place. I think it’ll make a full recovery.”

“Which new condo?” Sunny muttered sarcastically to herself. Just last week, concrete barriers had appeared, blocking off the surface lot across from Blanche’s apartment for yet another new overpriced building.

Eastside was being invaded by “luxury” condos, spreading like a disease from the river. The Iowa side of Bellamy had been “renewed” over the past decade, drawing tech companies to the low taxes and cheap real estate. As a result, housing was scarce across the entire Bellamy metro. Developers were taking advantage of Eastside because of it. The single-family homes on the Iowa side and in the Wisconsin suburbs were protected by strict zoning laws, still lingering from when redlining was legal. The mom-and-pop businesses and rowhouses squeezed in between the abandoned warehouses, rail lines, and freeways on the Illinois side of the Mississippi weren’t protected by shit. Yet another way Eastside gets screwed over by historical systematic racism.

The Eastside Sunny had grown up in had been the “bad” part of town. Now condos went up weekly, touting amenities like “Instagrammable Views” and “Rooftop Event Space.” There weren’t any fewer gunshots at night or needles on the sidewalks. The only differences now were the white women jogging by and “young professionals” complaining about the “blight” that had existed for decades, as if they weren’t part of the problem. Eastside needed grocery stores, doctor’s offices, and better schools, not art galleries or luxury housing—

“So I get to celebrate my birthday with a dead plant. Great,” Tara said.

Sunny snapped back to the conversation, closing the mental tab about gentrification. It was Tara’s day; she could zone out at home.

“It’s not dead, just neglected. And a plant is more fun than playing pinball with a bunch of ten-year-olds,” Blanche shot back.

Blanche always knew exactly how far to push Tara’s buttons. Sunny tried to emulate their innocuous shit-talking, but she usually pissed Tara off. Still, snark and arguments were Tara’s love language, so Sunny kept trying. They had a mutual understanding that catty banter and biting sarcasm meant they loved each other.

Tara glowered at her roommate. “Well, thank Lee for ruining his own plans then.”

It was all bluster. A grumbly bitch Tara may be, but she loved Lee and Blanche fiercely. For years, Sunny had been so nice to make up for the Cookie Incident, but nothing had ever worked. She’d finally earned Tara’s trust with a right hook to a creep who wouldn’t leave them alone. Tara didn’t care about nice; she just needed people to have her back.

Sunny would much rather have gone to the arcade than Confession. But she wouldn’t pass up an easy opportunity to tease Tara, so she raised her vodka cran. “To Lee, for saving Tara’s birthday!”

Blanche laughed with Sunny, clinking their scotch against her glass.

Tara added her glass to theirs with a grin. “To Lee, for the drinks!”

The lights dimmed and the first bars of “Achy Breaky Heart” got the audience cheering. Blanche whooped loudly when Chas line danced onto the stage. The bronze skin on their stunning cheekbones was unfairly flawless in the low light, even with no makeup. Having the confidence to leave the house without the armor of contouring was goals.

Sunny stirred her drink absentmindedly as Blanche walked to the stage to tip Chas. Long blonde hair hung down their back, emphasizing the flare of their hips. They always claimed they were a natural blond, but Sunny frequently helped bleach the black roots of their hair. It was a little gratifying to know they had one insecurity, even if they stayed blonde mostly because clients paid more.

Blanche Van Horne had been her friend, mentor, and secret crush since Lee had introduced them five years ago. They’d connected her with people, resources, and possibilities she’d never dreamed existed. Sunny lived on the Internet, but Blanche was an encyclopedia of real-world experience and word-of-mouth connections. A social chameleon, they stood out when they wanted to and blended in when they didn’t—a necessary skill of their profession as a street worker-turned-dominatrix. Enviably, they were always exactly who they wanted to be. Even in their questionable thrifted denim outfit, they were effortlessly femme and confident.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, Sunny put her foot in her mouth anytime she opened it. Being as serenely confident as Blanche seemed like an unattainable dream.

While her body was closer to the shape she desperately wanted thanks to the miracle of hormones, Sunny still felt like an imposter half the time. It wasn’t until she got her breast implants last year that she’d become confident enough to wear a dress in public. Not that Sunny got to dress full femme often anyway; khakis and boring sweatshirts were the unofficial uniform of her software engineer job. Living with her mother, who had a propensity to deadname her when they argued, wasn’t exactly validating either. Birdie wasn’t unsupportive, per se (she had many trans and gay friends back in Chiang Mai) but she projected her own issues onto Sunny.

Nights out were the only time Sunny could be herself and live out her unfulfilled teenage dreams of wearing cute dresses with fishnets and chokers. Tonight, she could be her true self and pretend she was effortlessly feminine and confid—

“Are you gonna stare at Blanche’s ass all night?”

Sunny’s cheeks burned. “I’m not staring. I just…zoned out in that direction.”

“Sure.” Tara sipped her whiskey coke, eyebrow raised skeptically.

Fortunately, after five years of bickering, Sunny knew exactly how to get Tara’s attention off of her not-so-subtle staring at Blanche’s ass. “So Tara-Bear, what was your favorite part of being twenty-three?”

Tara shifted, tracing the rim of her glass with a finger. “Don’t make it a big deal.”

“Of course your birthday is a big deal!” Sunny pulled Tara under her arm. “Tell me what you’re looking forward to about being twenty-four!”

“Oh god, stop! We didn’t do this shit on your birthday. Why are you doing it to me?” Tara wiggled out of Sunny’s grasp, pushing her away with a hand to Sunny’s throat.

“Doing what?” Blanche asked as they returned to the table.

“She’s asking about my feelings and shit.” Tara scowled, holding Sunny’s neck at arm’s length.

Sunny pulled away with a grin and rubbed her throat. “And telling you I love you. And how much you mean to me! And how cute you are in that romper—you should wear real clothes more often.”

“Bitch, stop pretending to be nice!”

“Fuck you, I am nice!”

Blanche’s face erupted into a wicked smile. “Oh, babes, it’s your birthday! Let us love you!” Their arms opened up to help Sunny trap Tara in a group hug.

“You’re both doing way too much right now. I’m getting another drink.” Tara ducked and scurried away as applause erupted for the end of Chas’s number.
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Annoyed, Tara made herself a spot at the bar as the next song started, muttering a quick non-apology for nudging aside a broad-shouldered man watching the show. She worked her way between him and an older lesbian couple with their hands in each other’s pockets. Just cringe enough to be cute. That sappy love was not in the cards for her. It looked sweet on them, though.

Tara pulled the hem of her romper down while ordering another whiskey coke from Jackie behind the bar. She’d drained her first drink before the ice could further water down the bite of the whiskey.

Lee surprised her with a hug from behind as she set her empty glass on the bar. She knew it was him without looking: His hands squeezed her shoulders before wrapping around her waist, his linebacker frame pressed against her back, and his familiar scent of rosemary and shea butter told her she was safe. They were attuned to each other in a way she doubted she’d ever experience with another person. After ten years together, particularly during the lower points where they’d slept under overpasses or in Walter’s camp, Lee was a familiar presence. No matter what else was happening, she could always sense when he was nearby.

Lee stopped Jackie before she poured rail whiskey into Tara’s glass. “Don’t give her that cheap shit! My bestie deserves Black Label on her birthday! With a splash of Coke so I still can use the employee discount, though!”

Jackie made an exasperated face but put the bottle down to search for the scotch. “You know that’s not how the employee discount works, right?”

“Yeah, but it’s her birthday!” Lee squeezed her tighter.

“I’m already doing it, aren’t I?” Jackie waved him off. “I gotta run downstairs because apparently, no one checked the damn top-shelf inventory up here.”

“What’s with all the sappy shit today?” Tara complained, but there was no bite to it. She could handle Lee’s affection, even if Sunny’s made her want to run away. She leaned back into the hug, resting her head on his shoulder.

Lee kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry I ruined your birthday, Buttercup. I had the perfect night planned and everything.”

“I’m sure you’ll plan another party for me next year.” Tara smiled up at him. She hadn’t been that upset about the arcade, but Lee always over-apologized for everything.

“Damn right! A better one!” He left a loud wet kiss on her forehead and ran back to the control room as the number ended.

Tara turned toward the stage, wiping her forehead. She appreciated drag performances, but she always found herself more entertained by the audience. Sunny and Blanche cheered as Venus DeVille did one last backflip and disappeared backstage.

Sunny’s charming smile made her appear deceptively sweet. With her red dress and her long black hair in twin plaits, she shone in all her wannabe-goth-girl glory that only came out on the weekends. She was usually a nerdy space cadet. As much as they harassed each other, Sunny Boonmee had proven herself to be a true friend. Eventually. She had the attention span of a gnat and could never read the room, but she was genuine and loyal.

Her friends looked like complete opposites; Blanche covered in denim that someone’s grandma had bedazzled, and Sunny dressed like she’d robbed a Hot Topic. In many ways, they were—Sunny was ditzy and argumentative, while Blanche was observant and unflappable. But both fiercely loved their friends. Tara tried her best to live up to their example. Blanche, Lee, and Sunny were the closest thing to a real family she’d ever had.

Tara adjusted her olive green romper, tugging the hem down where it rode up again. Wearing something this tight and structured—instead of her usual joggers and hoodie—made her skin crawl. But since it was her birthday, she’d let Lee convince her to dress up. Even if she wasn’t fond of the seam digging into her ass, her ass did look amazing. The view in the mirror was worth the discomfort. Sometimes. For special occasions.

Jackie handed her the drink after topping the generous pour of Black Label with a splash of Coke—an “employee mixed drink” under Chas’s loose rules.

Calling a “thank you” to Jackie, Tara dropped a couple of dollars on the bar for her and leaned back against it. Staying put sounded more appealing than heading back to the table. She needed a moment after the overwhelming love Sunny and Blanche had thrown at her. Even Lee, her security blanket, had left her more vulnerable than was comfortable. This is why I like to stay home. But if it makes Lee happy…

She breathed deeply, not bothering to shut her eyes. Staying aware was safer. When Blanche first taught her how to do this meditation shit, she’d have to go somewhere quiet and safe to concentrate on her breathing. But quiet, safe places were rare.

Inhale, 2, 3, 4, 5. I see the drag king, my friends, and that goddamn plant.

Exhale, 4, 3, 2, 1. I feel the bar behind me and the arm of the dude sitting next to me.

The deep breaths irritated her nose. She snorted back a cough and took a sip of her drink to clear her throat.

Inhale, 2, 3, 4, 5. I taste my drink. This is straight fucking Black Label, Jesus Christ! The smooth burn of the scotch overpowered the sweet bubbles from the splash of Coke.

Exhale, 4, 3, 2, 1. I smell scotch, obviously. Vanilla from somewhere. Lavender from my laundry detergent. Well, Lee’s laundry detergent because he does my laundry.

Going out for a few hours on her birthday was the least she could do to make Lee happy compared to everything he did for her. The whirlwind of discomfort settled down with every breath reminding her that her friends’ affection was safe. She smiled into her drink; the last thing she needed tonight was a panic attack.

“So is Buttercup your real name, or is there something else I should call you?”

Tara’s train of thought derailed at the deep voice in her ear. The broad-shouldered man smiled at her. She scanned him—a habit refined by advice from Blanche and life experience—checking for signs he might be a threat behind his attractive exterior.

He was classically handsome—strong jaw, Roman nose, and thick brows—but with a softness to his features. His deep-set eyes seemed honest, if insecure. He searched her face for a reaction as she blatantly checked him out. She wondered what color his eyes were outside of Confession’s dim blue and pink lighting.

He wore a dark sweater and jeans. No wedding band or tan line on his finger, but his watch looked expensive. Likely single and middle-class, if not richer. Long dark hair spilled over one shoulder, the thick curls cascading down his wide chest into loose ringlets. Tara itched to tangle her fingers in his curls and see if his chest felt as solid as it looked.

Maybe he’d join me in the Confessionals? He wasn’t straight—not with that hair—but his hungry look was clearly not platonic. He reminded her of a puppy sitting impatiently for his treat, tail thumping in excitement. That won her over. No signs of trouble.

Yet.

“Call me anything you want. Just not Buttercup.” Tara smiled back. The anxiety behind his pretty eyes melted and his smile grew into an earnest grin. Oh fuck me, he has dimples too?
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“We’ve lost Tara.” Sunny slid into Tara’s spot, scooting closer to Blanche. “Her newest victim is a guy for once.” 

Blanche turned from the drag king’s performance, finding Tara at the bar flirting with a tall, handsome fellow. Tara may not know how to have healthy relationships, but she sure didn’t let that stop her from enjoying casual sex with strangers. It probably felt therapeutic to have someone’s attention, even if it didn’t heal anything. Tara would actually have to let someone in for that to happen.

They nursed their scotch. Tara had pulled an unusually masc person, but she had always cared more about convenience in her hookups than demographics. And since Tara never went anywhere besides Confession, not many men hit on her. Straight men usually circled the bachelorette parties like sharks instead of picking up a grouchy masc woman.

Sunny sighed, gazing with admiration at Tara. “I wish I had her confidence. How does she meet people so easily?”

Blanche laughed. “Babygirl, Tara has many good qualities, but confidence is not one of them. Stubborn, yes. Sensual, yes. Self-preservation, in spades. But that’s not confidence.”

“Okay, if she’s not confident, then what does she have that I don’t? I wanna bang hot strangers in the bathroom.”

Blanche smiled wryly and closed the distance between them. “Is that what you want? A quick fuck in the bathroom?” they teased, intentionally breathing their words down Sunny’s neck.

Sunny shivered, her pupils widening. Blanche loved teasing Sunny like this, despite their better judgment. She was so cute, so suggestible. It was hard to resist, even though Blanche shouldn’t encourage her; Sunny’s crush wasn’t exactly subtle.

“Uh… Yes?” Sunny squeaked out.

Too far, Blanche. You know better. As flattering as her crush was, Sunny was their dear friend and they preferred to keep it that way. Indulging in any personal relationship beyond friendship only gave Blanche more to lose. Sunny respected that boundary, so Blanche ignored the obvious other than occasionally teasing her.

With a sigh, they backed out of Sunny’s personal space, leaning away to create more distance between them. “Babygirl, what Tara has is trust in her instincts, emotional walls thick enough to survive the apocalypse, and extreme thirst for a pair of thick thighs and pretty eyes. That works for her. You and Tara are not the same.”

They wondered how much to say. Sunny liked to get advice, even though she didn’t always take it. They searched Sunny’s dark eyes in the dim light, reflecting the stage lights like stars. “But, you were right about what you need—confidence. How confident are you in your own skin? How confident are you in demanding what you want from a partner?”

“I’m not. At all.” Sunny’s gaze fell to her drink, her face crestfallen. “I can barely rub one out when I’m alone, let alone fool around with strangers. I’m hopeless.”

Blanche had a sixth sense for predicting where conversations would go. A skill they’d refined over two decades of sex work, from anticipating if a situation would sour. They didn’t like it, but the outcome of this one was practically inevitable. “You’re not hopeless. You just need more experience to get comfortable with yourself. With or without a partner to help you explore and communicate your boundaries.”

Despite Blanche’s misgivings, Sunny did need somewhere safe to get to know herself. A tall order for a young trans woman who still shared a bedroom with her little sister.

It wouldn’t be the first time Blanche had performed that service. It’d been more frequent when they were young. Blanche and Daisy would claim a bench by the burial mounds, up on the bluff. Everyone in Bellamy who wanted a helping hand (or other body part) knew to find it there. Since specializing as a dominatrix a decade ago, that particular service was less frequent, but Blanche’s vanilla clientele still found them by word of mouth.

Sunny sat quietly for a while, watching the show. Until, as expected… “Blanche? Can I ask a favor from you? Professionally, not a personal favor.” Sunny placed her hand on their arm, drawing Blanche’s attention. Her dark eyes pleaded with them. “Could I…” She paused, a roaming spotlight briefly illuminating her wide-eyed expression. “Will you be that safe space for me?”

Blanche exhaled their disappointment with a sweet smile. Sunny reminded them so much of Daisy. And they could never turn away someone in need, especially one as dear as Sunny. Playing even the smallest part in helping Sunny find her confidence was worth any number of awkward conversations afterward, no matter the risk to their fragile, hard-won peace.

Not that Sunny would go through with it. Even in the unlikely event that she brought it up again, Lee would see the disaster coming and talk sense into her before it got that far. Blanche religiously honored client privacy, but Sunny would not keep this to herself. She’d go to her best friend for advice, and Lee would tell her to find someone else for help, and Sunny would listen.

But just in case, Blanche had to remind Sunny this had to stay strictly business. Because if anyone would read too much into it, it’d be Sunny. They kept their smile on as a mask to hide their hesitation; Sunny would only take it personally. “Only if you promise not to catch feelings for me.”








  
  
Chapter Four




Tara

As Tara leaned in to flirt with Mr. Dimples, his hand slid around her hips. “You won’t give me your name?” 

Tara shook her head and leaned into him, her chest pressing against his. “You don’t need to know it.”

“All right, Beautiful, I’ll call you pet names until I find one that fits then,” Mr. Dimples teased as his fingertips tentatively traced her bare thigh.

Tara smirked as she sipped her drink, basking in the glow of his attention. Sex was the one vice she allowed herself to indulge in whenever the opportunity struck. It wasn’t the sex itself, nice as it was. Being wanted by someone—anyone—was intoxicating. The short-term, emotionless desire made leaving the house worth the effort. And this man looked at her like he worshiped her, his blatant want scratching an itch in her soul.

But the man pulled away, his attention drawn to the stage as Chas announced the next performer, whoever the new queen was. Carlita something-or-other. His hand started to drop from her leg.

Tara leaned in close to his ear. “What’s your favorite cuss word?”

To her delight, the man’s dimples deepened. His hand on her inner thigh burned her skin, edging closer to the hem of her romper as he leaned in. Tara’s defenses rose as their faces drew closer. But she stood her ground, relieved when his mouth went to her ear, not her lips. His breath tickled, smelling lightly of whiskey as his deep voice replied, “Easy question. Fuck. Fun to say and even more fun to do.”

Wow, good thing he’s hot. That’s corny as hell. Tara could work with it. He didn’t need to talk much for what she wanted. Tara’s lips grazed his ear as she spoke. “Good choice. Fuck. That’s what you can call me when you’re railing me in the bathroom.”

A faint whine escaped into her ear. He cleared his throat before his voice rumbled again, lips teasing the shell of her ear as she had done to him. “You can call me God then, Angel.”

Tara’s breath caught. Who knew corny ass lines did it for me? She grinned and downed her drink, grabbing his sweater to pull him toward the bathroom.

He hesitated, looking at the new queen onstage with a wince. She made a spot-on Beyonce, but Tara was mildly offended Mr. Dimples would consider watching the show instead of a guaranteed pull.

He dragged his eyes over her again before muttering to himself, “He’ll understand.” His dimples reappeared. “Let’s go, Sweetheart.” His hands found her hips as she led him through the crowd to the bathroom.

Tara’s favorite part about Confession was the bathrooms, better known as the Confessionals. The stalls were actual rooms—fully enclosed with tiled walls and hand-carved wood panels mounted onto steel doors. Unusual for a nightclub (but perfect for the anonymous sex she enjoyed), they were clean, private, smelled decent, and locked securely.

By design, the Confessionals could accommodate anything anyone might need. Each bathroom was ADA accessible, with its own sink, sharps container, first aid kit, dispensers with condoms, dental dams, lube, tampons, pads, and temporary tattoos (for some reason) packed into each small room. And despite Confession being solidly a 21+ establishment, even a baby changing station hung on the wall. For folks who could stand to pee and didn’t need a full bathroom, they had a room of urinals.

Tara dragged the broad-shouldered man into her favorite stall at the far end, locking the door behind her. Jesus Christ, he’s tall. Tara hadn’t noticed when he was sitting down, but he towered over her even more than Lee did.

“Any boundaries, Turtledove?” He crowded her against the door, mouth on her neck.

“Such a gentleman,” Tara cooed. Normally, they never asked. “No kissing on the mouth or grabbing my hands or wrists. No health issues, and tell me now if you do so we can work around it. Use a condom. Everything else is fair game.”

He smiled against her neck. “Sounds good to me, Sugar. I’m not into degradation, but I’m open to everything else. No health concerns from my end.” He wedged a massive thigh between her legs. “Are you familiar with the traffic light system? Green for keep going, yellow for slow down, and red for stop?”

“I doubt we need safewords for a quickie in the bathroom, but I’d love it if you prove me wrong,” Tara teased as she squirmed up his muscular frame, the wood carving mounted to the door digging into her back. She was fairly tall at five-foot-nine, but this man was a fucking redwood tree. “Can I touch your hair?” Her fingers had been itching to find out if his loose ringlets were as soft as they looked.

His sharp exhale hissed in her ear as she wrapped both legs around his hips, his hands moving to her ass to support her. “You can touch me anywhere you want, Corazón.”

“You didn’t say green.”

His laugh puffed against her skin. “Green. Pull it if you want.”

Tara didn’t hesitate. Both hands sank into his thick hair, yanking his head back. His responding groan resonated under her tongue dragging up his neck. Wow, vocal and he cares about consent? Be still my heart. Most men she’d been with acted like making sounds was a sign of weakness instead of the wordless praise she craved.

In addition to the faint smell of whiskey from earlier, she caught a hint of vanilla and something woodsy as his pulse fluttered under her lips. Oak? She didn’t know what exactly oak smelled like, but it felt right.

“No bra, Lovely?” he whispered huskily in her ear, tweaking a nipple through the stiff denim of her romper.

Tara arched into his hand as his mouth trailed down her neck, “Spoilers, but no panties either.”

Her hands combed his scalp where she had pulled his hair, fingers tangling in his curls. A honeyed “fuck” dripped from his mouth. God, the voice of this man. An intoxicating thrill ran through her every time his deep moans echoed in the small bathroom. Tara briefly considered telling him her name just to hear him say it.

His fingers made quick work of the buttons on her romper, giving him access to her pink nipples, already tightened into peaks. He took one in his mouth, pulling her up higher against him. Tara’s sharp gasp echoed as he worked her tit with his teeth and tongue. Need burned through her body in waves, hampered only by the stiff seam riding up her ass again.

“Can I get naked? This wedgie is killing me.” Untangling herself from him, she stepped out of her romper, finally free of irritation.

His gaze admired her body, taking in her skinny form, all her hard edges, and the abstract tattoos decorating her hips and thighs. Tara didn’t let him look too long. She didn’t want him to take in how underweight she was, or the old scars hidden under the tattoos. They always gave the most pitying looks when they noticed. She stepped closer, cupping her hand over his erection.

“Oh, fuck,” he exhaled, staring down at her. In the softer light of the bathroom, his deep-set eyes were the dark satin brown of coffee. Tara wanted to dive into them. He seemed just as lost, slack-jawed and breathless as she massaged his impressive erection through his jeans.

Tara wanted to taste him, discover how far she could take him in her mouth. An odd fluttery sigh escaped at the thought of choking on his dick. Okay, embarrassing.

He bit his lip, his pretty eyes hungry. She allowed herself to drown in his worshiping gaze a little longer. “You’re going to ruin me, aren’t you, Motek?” A flurry of unidentifiable emotions crossed his handsome face. His mouth opened and closed as if searching for the words to say before quietly commanding, “Hands on the railing.” He gestured toward the ADA bar.

So much for blowing him. Tara complied, surprised but not displeased at the transformation from eager to authoritative. Normally, she liked to drive, but she’d give him a chance.

His hands gripped her hips, grinding his erection against her ass as he curled around her. His lips brushed the shell of her ear as his deep voice murmured, “I won’t touch your hands, but keep them there until I say so. There will be consequences, Darling. Enjoyable ones, but consequences. Color?”

“Green. I’m touched you remembered.” Though she kept her tone sarcastic, warmth flickered in her chest. She usually had to remind most people of her rules when they broke them at least once. Letting someone take charge who remembered her boundaries might be fun. Hopefully, he’d keep impressing her. She didn’t bend over like this for just anyone.

“Baby, I won’t forget any of this,” he whispered huskily before his hand burned between her shoulder blades to bend her over further, leaving her cunt exposed to the cool air.

To her surprise, she didn’t hear the zip of his jeans or the crinkle of condom foil. Instead, his hands dragged along her ass and thighs, fingers tracing the tattoos across her hips.

Without preamble, his tongue ran a hot stripe along her slit. Her squeak of surprise morphed into a whine of pleasure. He devoured her, tongue delving deep into her. Large hands gripped her ass as she ground back against that goddamn mouth. The filthiest slurping sounds echoed in the small room.

His tongue slid down to her clit and a thick finger filled her, pressing all of her favorite spots without her telling him what to do. He added a second finger, rotating his hand down deeper, harder. Tension spiked through her. A coil of pleasure tightened as he sucked her clit.

“How am I this close already?” she panted, her words becoming nonsense, but she’d say whatever she needed to encourage the magic he was performing on her body. Men like him don’t eat pussy like this.

If this was what bottoming could be like, maybe she’d let people top her more often. Normally she got herself off while nose-deep between someone’s thighs. On a lucky day, they’d return the favor.

He hummed in response. The deep rumble against her clit sent her over the edge. She gasped out a final “Oh god!” that turned into a loud cry as her back arched. His firm grip on her thigh and her death grip on the rail kept her from collapsing to the floor.

Light kisses pressed against her thighs as she shuddered through the lingering aftershocks.

Mr. Brown Eyes straightened up behind her, still kneeling, alternately biting and kissing her ass cheeks. “Color?”

“So fucking green!”

He let out a laugh, exhaling against her ass. “Good.”

His fingers curled inside of her. Tara was on the verge telling him to just fuck her already, but he interrupted her begging with a tongue to her asshole.

Tara’s brain shorted out. Hands gripping the metal bar, she lost herself in the sensations. A strong arm wrapped around her hips was all that kept her upright. A hot wet tongue worked against her sphincter. Thick fingers pumped inside her cunt. A deft thumb brushed her oversensitive clit.

She was vaguely aware of the vulgar sounds coming from her, but she no longer cared how loud she was. Anyone waiting for a bathroom must have figured out what was happening in this one by now.

Time lost all meaning as he worked her into another orgasm, her brain exploding into a galaxy as expletives and nonsense fell from her lips. She had no idea if it’d been minutes or hours or seconds or what her name was by the time she came down from her high.

“Color?”

Tara couldn’t answer, control of her breath slow to return as she regained sensation in her body.

“Duckling, tell me your color,” he warned, removing his hands.

“I can’t remember my name, let alone colors,” she managed to gasp.

He chuckled, standing up. “I’ll take that as yellow, Bunny. Let me know when you’re ready for me or if you want to stop.”

Tara stretched her arms over her head, catching her breath. Stop? How dare he suggest it? Turning to face him, she touched his chest, admiring the hard muscles underneath his soft sweater. He waited patiently for her instead of undressing or pulling out a condom.

Her heart fluttered. She must look a mess, but she was beyond caring about how sweat must have ruined the mascara Sunny had made her wear or the flush spreading across her chest. Mr. Redwood Tree was still looking at her like he wanted her desperately and that was all that mattered.

“Oh yeah, green.” She tugged on his sweater, eager to see his body.

He looked down at her, mock disappointment on his face. “Did I say you could take your hands off the rail, Naughty?” His hands gripped her hips, and gently pushed her to the handrail.

“Oh no, consequences!” Tara grinned and fought against him halfheartedly. She was surprised to find this was…fun? It was unusual for her to be this comfortable with someone she’d just met. She preferred to be the dominant one; it was safer that way. But even as he steered her to the rail, she was still in control.

“Enjoyable ones.” Mr. Brown Eyes pinned her against the wall, leaving her arms free like she’d told him, but her tits and neck were crushed against the cold tile. His broad chest, still clad in his sweater, pressed warmly against her back, his lips hot behind her ear. He paused to give her a chance to change her color.

“Still green.” Tara lowered her hands to the rail below her. “I’ll listen. For now.”

He stepped back, replacing his torso with a firm hand to keep her pressed against the wall. Anticipation crawled up her spine, hoping he’d either fuck her or—

Smack. Her ass stung where he slapped it. Her breath caught in her throat.

Smack. A backhand to her other cheek made a cry fly from her mouth.

“Oh, fuck yes!” She wanted to bottle him to relive this every night as she fell asleep. Tara hadn’t even fucked him yet, but he was going to star in a lot of her fantasies from now on. Maybe I should ask his name so I know what to call my vibrator.

“That’s one for each hand that left the railing. Don’t do it again.” His voice dripped into her ear, raw as honey, viscous and thick.

“Can I have a reminder of the consequences?”

He laughed and slapped her ass twice more. “Cheri, I could do that all night, but I want to be inside you. Color?”

“Dude, green!” Tara leaned into the wall, eyes squeezing shut in anticipation, hands gripping the railing. “You don’t need to ask so much. I’ll tell you if it changes.”

“Understood.”

She waited, pressing against the cool tile to stay grounded from delirium. If all bar hookups made her feel this good, she’d have to make a rule against it.

The sounds of a zipper and a crinkle of foil echoed in the room. His knuckles grazed her skin as he rolled the condom on. Cool and wet, the lube made her shiver when his erection fell heavy against her back.

“Put your legs on mine, Dear. I’ve got you, but it might give you some leverage if you want it.” As he spoke, he lifted her lower half effortlessly off the ground and gripped an ankle in one massive hand to fold her leg beneath her. She tucked her other leg under to match.

“This is a new position for me,” she admitted, kicking her shoes off. Kneeling on his massive thighs midair, her upper half pinned to the wall, was an impressive testament to his creativity and strength.

“That makes two of us.” His breath tingled her neck. “Working with the circumstances.”

He pushed into her slowly, groaning with her. He felt bigger than most, stretching her cunt delightfully, but she hadn’t looked for herself to verify. Tara wondered if his cock looked as gorgeous as it felt inside her.

“Circumstances?” Her voice was breathy even to her own ears. The leverage of his thighs helped her roll her hips back against him, encouraging him to move.

He set an agonizingly slow pace, rolling into her with each phrase as he answered her in a strained voice. “Public bathroom. Height difference. Your boundaries. Mine.”

This man is going to ruin me. His consideration flooded her with warmth. Impatient and needing to take back some control, she rocked faster, desperate for him to go deeper.

“Oh fuck, you’re amazing.” He met her eagerness with a bite to her neck, groaning into her ear. “If I give you another, can I come?”

She panted, trying to form words. “Dude, you don’t need my permission. I already came twice. If you want to come, come.” She bore down as she rolled her hips against him to emphasize her point.

“How are you so perfect?” He was the one babbling now. Tara bit her lip, proud she could make him moan and pant the same way he had done to her. “You feel so good, Kitten.”

The praise made her giddy. That weird fluttering sigh tickled her throat again; she stifled a cough with a heavy swallow.

He rocked into her harder, one hand moving to her clit. White-hot pleasure simmered through her body as he fucked her from behind, his forearm wrapped around her hips.

Her oversensitive body couldn’t take any more. Tara erupted into another orgasm, a cry tearing from her throat as her muscles convulsed around him. He swore a chain of increasingly loud curses into her neck.

Fucking her through the orgasm shattering through her, he followed her into bliss a few moments later with a muffled shout as his teeth dug into her shoulder. He exhaled soft moans, breath trembling against her skin as his cock flexed inside her.

They gently detangled from each other as they caught their breath, equally dazed.

Tara collapsed onto the toilet to pee, but also because she didn’t trust herself to walk. Her legs trembled as she reached for her shoes to put them back on.

“You know, most people wouldn’t eat ass at a bar,” she tried to joke, distracting herself from the post-orgasm emotions creeping up.

“Your ass looked edible.” He shrugged, turning away to dispose of the condom before she could peek. “And you didn’t seem to mind.”

Tara pouted, disappointed she’d missed her opportunity to see his dick. Or any part of his body. She’d barely touched his sweater. “Not complaining. Just impressed.”

He washed his face and hands before working the snarls from his hair. Thick fingers parted the brown-black ringlets, undoing her handiwork.

“Sorry for messing up your hair.”

“Kitten, never apologize for anything that we just did.” He smiled over his shoulder, plaiting his hair into a messy braid to hide the tangles.

A grin crossed her face involuntarily at the sight of his dimples. “Kitten, huh? That’s the nickname you settled on? Kinky. Should I call you Daddy?”

He snorted. “Under no circumstance do I ever want to be called Daddy.”

Tara flushed the toilet and stood between him and the sink to wash up. His frame was tall and broad enough to encompass her in the mirror. Something about the two of them together…

“Did you know you purr, Kitten?”

Tara blushed. “I might be getting a cold.”

“For both our sakes, I hope not,” he teased. “I don’t know how you made that sound, but I want to hear it again.” His hands ran down her sides to rest on her hips. Coffee-brown eyes met her green ones in the mirror as he pressed a kiss to her neck.

Her heart stopped as her breath caught. Time slowed to a halt. Tara wanted to stare at him in the mirror forever and never forget how his arms surrounded her, how his chest pressed warmly against her back, how safe she felt with him.

No.

She shouldn’t feel safe with him.

Her pulse roared to life, injecting dread through her veins. Her breath stuck in her throat, unable to reach her lungs or clear the fog curling into the dark corners of her mind.

Breathe, Tara. She had to get somewhere truly safe. Alarm bells rang in her head, out of sync with the racing of her heart. Her rapid shallow breaths echoed as if all other sounds had been sucked out of the room, her ears ringing with the shrill panic reverberating in her mind.

“Too bad we’re strangers.” The sound of her own voice brought her back to her body. Taking a deep breath, Tara stepped out of his arms, shaking out her romper. The post-nut clarity sank in. He was a good fuck but not worth breaking her rules.

“We don’t have to stay strangers.” His gaze followed her. “I’m down for round two at my place if you are. Or can I give you my number? I’d love to see you again.”

Tara froze, fighting the tightening of her chest. “As good as this was, it was a one-time thing. I don’t make the mistake of repeats.”

His face clouded over. “A mistake. Is that what this was?”

“No, but— Look, it’s nothing personal, dude. Just forget about me and get on with your night.” She finished buttoning her romper and crossed her arms to hide their shaking.

He glowered at her. “Kitten, I don’t think I’ll ever forget you.”

Tara forced an air of nonchalance into her words, “Well, that sounds like a You problem. See you never, asshole.”

His words struck her in the back as she stepped out of the bathroom. “Fucking bitch!”

So much for “Kitten.” It was for the best though. The fantasy of a quick bar fuck—even an amazing bar fuck—would always be better than the reality of a real person in her life.

Tara pushed past the people waiting in line, ignoring the whistles and applause. She bolted like she always did, shoving down the guilt for pushing him away before giving him a chance, for ditching her friends when they wanted to celebrate her. She packed it away into the hidden corner of her brain where she kept the rest of the feelings she’d rather live without.

Glancing up at the control room where her closest safe space would be, she decided to leave instead. Lee was working and had better things to do than attempt to keep her from spiraling. Already, the familiar sense of dread rose, but she could muffle her inevitable panic attack for the twenty minutes it would take to walk home. Her body and her friends knew the routine by now. Tara could break down as soon as Blanche’s front door was securely locked behind her.

Just breathe.
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