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			Chapter One

			Ari
Christmas Eve

			“Bébé, what are you doing?” I called from the bed as I looked at Yin fussing around in our little kitchen on the other side of our studio apartment. I bit back a smile when he whipped around toting two mugs in a candy cane motif.

			“I was trying to bring you some coffee with peppermint creamer, Mr. Sleepy Head.” The attempt at sounding stern was thwarted by the grin on his face. He closed the space between us in a few steps and handed me the steaming mug.

			I reached out for the drink knowing it would probably be too sweet. And that I would drink it anyway, because how could I not, when it was made for me with such love? It was still hard to believe sometimes that I had this life.

			I patted the spot on the bed next to me, as Yin blew on his own cup. “Come sit with me.”

			He held up a finger and looked down at his drink. “Let me wait until this cools down, because you know me, I’ll probably spill this all over the bed and then we’ll spend Christmas at the ER.” I had to bite back a laugh, because he was a little clumsy. So I waited patiently until he was ready.

			Yin finally took a small sip from his coffee and grimaced. “Yeah, the peppermint creamer isn’t really helping. I just don’t like coffee.” He looked so disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to partake in holiday themed caffeinating.

			“Tea?” I asked, as I took a few more sips of the minty coffee. Yin slumped his shoulders and dipped his head in defeat.

			“Yeah. I’ll go make myself some.” He shuffled back to the corner of our apartment that served as our kitchen. I felt the buzz of the caffeine waking up my brain as I placidly watched Yin move. My boyfriend, my man—my whole life if I was honest. I didn’t know how it was that I’d gotten so lucky, but I would never get tired of marveling at this little nest we’d made together. With the help of so many people, but still. Here we were. Some days I could just revel in that for hours. That Yin and I had managed to overcome as much as we did and end up here together. But that wasn’t quite true, we’d fought like hell to be here, both of us.

			Yin was slight and sunny, but he was also strong, and so smart. I pushed hard, driven to accomplish my goals, and he was the exact same way. He always said that we were both strivers. We had come up against so much to get here and we knew the value of every little thing we had. That kept us focused. And he was right of course, but for me it was more. He’s what brought everything together for me. It had been almost three years since I met him and I still could remember what I felt the moment I saw him.

			Yin made me feel so much back then that I was scared of it. I’d wanted him more than anything, I feared if I reached for him I’d ruin the friendship and that meant too much to risk. I just could not make myself believe that I could have so much. How could I be so lucky to have something like that in my life? So I kept him at bay, convinced just having him as a friend was an embarrassment of riches. But Yin wouldn’t let me deprive us for long, and after a year of resisting I finally fell.

			“Babe.” The smile in that one word brought me back from my errant thoughts. I lifted my head back up and I found Yin holding up tea canisters. We had at least a dozen of them, because like with everything else, my boyfriend’s tea preferences depended very much on his mood. I narrowed my eyes, trying to get a clearer view, but gave up and reached over to the side table for my glasses.

			“You like cinnamony things when it’s cold out,” I said, pointing at the one that said Apple Cinnamon Spice, then at the snow falling outside.

			“I do. See, you always know.” He smiled wide as he went back to his tea. I stayed in our bed, knowing he’d come back to me and we’d have a few more hours to play.

			I grinned as he hiked up the pajama bottoms with rainbow colored reindeer he’d let me talk him into and worked on getting himself sorted. I kept sipping on my coffee, which really was too sweet, as he puttered about, and let myself sink into the rightness of this moment. I looked around our place, taking my time to admire all the little details that Yin had added. There were holiday themed cushions. Garland around the door. Little lights hanging from the window frames. Yin had made a big deal out of our first Christmas living together and—even though he might’ve gone a little bit overboard—I had to admit, it looked beautiful. It was festive and so different than my life had been only a few months before.

			I hadn’t exactly been in a bad situation, I lived with my uncle who had a comfortable—if not very warm—home. I had a roof over my head, but I didn’t have this. A place of my own, a person who meant the world to me to come home to. I’d given up on trying to be religious long ago, but lately I’d started thinking more and more about gratitude. And that was exactly what was pulsing in my chest as I saw Yin come back to bed, gingerly drinking his tea with his thick black curls like a crown on his head.

			I grinned and lifted a corner of the comforter in invitation. “Come on, get in here. We have a morning off for once, and I want to spend it in here with you.”

			“Hmmm I don’t know. I was going to go to the mall for some last minute stuff.” I wanted to think he was kidding, but Yin had been increasingly intense—and a little secretive—about our Christmas gift exchange

			I shook my head incredulously. “You said you got all your shopping done on Black Friday,” I said, gesturing to the gifts he’d wrapped elaborately and placed under our tiny tree weeks ago. Granted most of those were for friends and family, but still. We’d both been running ourselves ragged, going to school full-time, and with two part-time jobs each, so we’d agreed not to overthink our gifts and do something simple. We’d even set a budget, nothing over a hundred dollars. Not that I had exactly observed that caveat.

			“I haven’t quite gotten all the gifts yet,” he explained as a very sly smile appeared on his face. “And I think you need to convince me. Why don’t you tell me three reasons why I should come to bed and not just stand here and sip my tea while I look at you? From where I’m standing it doesn’t get much better than this.” He lifted a hand as if to present me with the evidence. Never mind that exhibit A was my own torso. Yin loved to play like this, he could turn anything into a game. He grinned as I considered him, desire already coursing through me. I got a peek of that crooked eyetooth of his that made him look almost impish.

			“Come here.” I reached for him and he backed away laughing.

			“Nuh-uh. Those are not the rules of the game.”

			“You’re serious? Also when did we even start playing?” I asked, shaking my head, already caught up in him.

			He nodded as he gulped his tea. “Very.” He raised a finger and circled the air above my thighs. “You’ve got a lot of material to convince me. So...convince me.” Yin widened his eyes and licked his lips, making me laugh. I’d play with him. Because despite my griping, I loved when he did stuff like this, when he made me stop and be silly for a bit. I was not playful by nature, but for Yin I let myself have these moments of joy.

			Growing up I’d been the oldest of four and the only boy, and I had always taken myself a bit too seriously. Yin on the other hand had been the baby in his family, brought up by his two sisters when their mother passed away shortly after they left Myanmar. We’d both had tumultuous histories. Our journeys to the States marred with adversity. But for Yin those things had made him push outward, embrace every new thing he encountered and suck the marrow out of each moment. Whereas I could go into myself, if I didn’t pay attention. Let the heaviness of the past cover me like a blanket. And even now, after months of waking up with him next to me, of knowing exactly what my day would look like. I had to remind myself that this apartment in downtown Ithaca with mix and match furniture given to us by friends, and this man—especially this beautiful, smiling, happy man—were mine. But Yin always knew exactly what to do whenever I needed to be grounded in that.

			I put my minty coffee to the side and crooked my finger, beckoning him to me. And just as I expected, he stuck out his tongue and scrunched his face, making me laugh. “Come, bébé.” I knew the effect bébé had on him, and soon his steaming tea was left to cool on the ledge that divided our sleeping area from the rest of the studio.

			“You’re cheating, Aristide,” he said with a surprisingly serious tone, given how hard he was smiling. I grunted in appreciation as he peeled off his shirt. His skin was paler now than in the summer, the months of cold weather taking some of the bronze glow. But that did nothing to diminish his beauty. My mouth watered at the sight of his flat brown nipples. I licked my lips, reaching for him and he came, like he always did, without hesitation.

			We slid down on the bed so he was on top of me, our bodies touching from toe to forehead. We kissed languidly, like we had all the time in the world, and given that we both had a rare morning off, it felt like we did. I licked into Yin’s mouth, my tongue sliding with his in the way that we’d learned together. Almost two years of kisses—from those first tentative, furtive ones, to hot and hungry ones as we discovered each other, to these practiced, familiar kisses that were no less incendiary.

			“I love you.” I gasped as I touched him. Pressing my hands on him, looking for the places I knew made him needy and hot.

			“Mmmm... I love you too. But I’m still waiting for the reasons,” he said distractedly as he grazed his teeth over my collarbone, before sucking hard on a particularly sensitive spot.

			“That’s not fair.” I gasped, and slid my hand under his pajama pants. “Also, here’s reason one,” I said before flipping us over so that he was under me.

			“Show-off,” he grumbled even as he moved to take off his pants and briefs. “But the fact that you can toss me across the room is a good reason to get in bed with you.” I lay on my side so I could look at him. He closed his eyes for a couple of beats as he took his cock in hand, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from grabbing him so I could take him in my mouth. “What’s reason number two?”

			He gasped out the question as he touched himself. I swallowed hard, reaching for my own cock. “Why don’t I show you?” I gave myself one last long stroke that had Yin following my hand like he was in a trance, before moving so I was kneeling between his legs. His skin was flushed pink, and I bent down to kiss the hollow of his hip, then I moved down so I was right at the juncture of his thigh. He smelled like the peppermint soap he’d bought—because he really was doing the most this holiday season—and I wanted to inhale him.

			Once I had Yin how I wanted, I looked up and found him looking at me through heavy-lidded eyes. His broad lips reddened and swollen from our kissing. Yin was the absolute embodiment of joy. From the first day we met, he’d brought sunshine to my world. I thought again about those first few weeks after we’d started working at Nesto’s food truck. I’d only left the detention center I’d been held in after arriving in the US seeking asylum a year before, and I was still struggling. I tried to show a lightness I did not feel to the world. Smiling even when inside I felt adrift, still hardly managing to not let the desperation of those months when I didn’t know if I’d ever get out of there overwhelm me. I had plenty of people who helped me, but I still didn’t quite believe that someone wouldn’t come and take me away. And what was worse, I wasn’t sure if I had the strength left to fight it. But meeting Yin was the start of letting myself hope again. That and OuNYe the Afro-Latinx restaurant where I worked. My boss, Nesto, and his partner, Jude. I’d found a way to make a life here, to imagine a future for myself again, and now I had so much. Including this man, who was currently tugging hard on my ear.

			“I’m still waiting to be convinced, Aristide.” His reedy voice brought me back to him and the gift that it was to be inside and warm with Yin wrapped around me.

			“I’m doing a terrible job of persuading you to stay in bed with me. I will have to redouble my efforts.” I leaned forward and without preamble took him in my mouth. Immediately he let out a lusty sigh and I could feel him drop back into the pillow. I sucked on the head while I pressed a finger to his hole, just like I knew he liked.

			“Ah. Yes, touch me there.” I gave him what he asked for, like always. Because seeing Yin lost in pleasure never failed to fill me up. And whenever he got the chance he did the same for me. Gave me what I needed, always. I tugged and licked, until he was surging into my mouth on the brink on orgasm.

			“I’m almost there, don’t stop,” he demanded, urging me to touch him like he knew I could. I pressed my thumb to his rim and relaxed my throat just enough to take him all the way in. Within seconds, he was coming. I took everything he had; my hands all over him. It was always so good with Yin, especially now that we could do this whenever we wanted, that no one could walk in on us. That my uncle wasn’t two rooms away waiting for any excuse to kick me out.

			I stayed there with my head on his belly feeling the rise and fall of his breathing as it came back to normal. After a moment he spoke into the silence. “That was a very convincing second reason,” he teased, as he ran a slim finger along the edge of my lineup. “But I’m going to need one more reason.” He moved as if he was about to get out of the bed, but I started tickling him until he was a squirming pile of giggles.

			“Did you forget my gift and need to run to the CVS to get me a pack of ChapSticks?”

			He balked, like I’d said something extremely egregious. “I did not.” He pointed at his chest while I pressed a smile to the skin next to where he’d put his finger. “I got you the perfect present,” he assured me. “So perfect. I’m extremely proud of myself.” And because he was a little shit, he winked at me as he snaked a hand down until he had my very hard dick in his hand. “I actually feel a little sad for you, because I know my gift is going to be so great that you’ll feel bad.”

			“Oh really?” I asked, my hips thrusting into his tight grip, as if they had a mind of their own.

			“Yes, really,” he said through fits of laughter as I flipped us over again. I stared up into those laughing brown eyes, lust and love mingling together in my chest. I was a lucky bastard and I knew it. “Too bad for you that your boyfriend gives perfect gifts.” He said it with a smile on his face, but his focus was on my chest. Yin never wasted an opportunity to touch me, and he never hid how much he loved doing it.

			We were quite the contrast. Me, tall and solid with deep brown skin, while he was slighter with skin that could be a glowing bronze or pale. Yin constantly forged forward, his enthusiasm always overshadowing his doubts. Meanwhile I weighed out every option, considered every outcome. He pushed in and I pulled back. But we made sense together. According to Yin he’d become aware of that fact the moment we met. It took me about another year to see things his way. But we got here.

			“I see there’s no dispute about my gift giving prowess,” he boasted as he ran both hands along my flanks, his nails grazing the skin, making me shiver. I let him touch and explore, biting off curses as he lapped at a nipple or rocked into me so that his ass was rubbing against my hard cock. I was painfully hard, but I knew Yin would give me what I needed soon enough. And I was in the mood to play.

			“I don’t know, bébé, I think I might surprise you.” He scrunched his nose adorably as he undulated on top of me, so that the friction on my dick slowly drove me out of my mind. “I don’t think you’re prepared for the gift I have.” That last part, I said with a groan, trying hard not to come.

			“Oh I’m always ready for it.” I was too close to coming for double entendres or coherent answers, and just sank into the feeling—he redoubled his efforts and soon the pressure had me two thrusts from blowing. He didn’t seem to mind my lack of response, and slid down my body to take me in his mouth. He sucked on the head hard.

			“You’re so good at that, bébé,” I hissed as he took me in, hands and mouth working me until I was nothing but a babbling mess. He tongued the slit and pressed two fingers to my hole as he jacked me hard, just like he knew I loved. Soon, ropes of come landed on my chest and belly as Yin watched, his eyes rapt on me. By the time my brain was functioning again Yin had grabbed a wet wipe from the bedside and cleaned us up. Without saying a word he got back in bed and put his head on my chest.

			“That was very nice. I’m requesting we begin every Christmas Eve like this. Coffee, tea and making love,” I suggested with a grin, turning my head to look at him. His hair was a mess and his cheeks were still flushed from his efforts, and I wanted to keep him like this forever.

			When he looked up, his grin matched mine. “I’m completely in support of that plan.” After a couple of beats he started squirming like his butt was on fire, and I braced for what I knew was coming. “So you’re really not going to give me a hint?”

			I couldn’t help the laugh that rumbled in my chest. “Yin, you were the one who came up with the rule that we couldn’t give any clues about what we were getting each other for Christmas, even though you hate surprises.” That reminder got me an adorable pout, which I had to kiss him for. “And then you made it into a competition.” He opened his mouth to protest, but I leaned in and kissed him again, sliding my tongue with his until I knew he was properly distracted, then pulled back. “You have to be patient.”

			There was a huff and then a familiar grin, “Fine, but you were supposed to buckle under my charms and tell me.”

			I squeezed him tight as I bit back a smile at his very serious tone. “You’ll find out tomorrow. I have to get ready.” I gestured to the small bathroom, before grabbing a clean towel. “I told Nesto I’d help out with the catering orders.” That was a cover of course. I was actually going to meet up with Carmen, who had part of my present for Yin. Carmen was a good friend of Nesto’s. Nesto was more than an employer actually, he was family. Carmen too. And they’d both been assisting me with the gift that would blow my man away. I had tricks up my sleeve too.

			“I thought you said you were off today?”

			I could practically see Yin’s antennae pinging, but unlike my boyfriend, I had a pretty good poker face. “He’s short on some staff and wanted to be done in time to get to Nurys’s house early to help her set up.”

			Yin narrowed his eyes like he could tell I was fibbing.

			“You still want to go tonight?” I asked, hoping to distract him. I knew mentioning dinner at Nesto’s mother’s house would mollify him.

			He nodded cautiously, still not looking too convinced. “Yes, Maiah is making rolls and laphet thoke.” I groaned at the mention of his sister’s delicious tea leaf salad, then panicked, wondering if I’d forgotten to get part of our contribution to the dinner. Yin smiled and shook his head as he signaled to the little kitchen. “We got some wine and I got a cake from Philmans.”

			As always my man was on top of all social engagements. “You’re the best. I did get something for the White Elephant party, even though I’m still not sure what it is.” He snorted at my puzzlement over the weird title for a gift exchange event.

			“You’re really worried about that,” he said happily and brought me down for a kiss after I crawled back in bed. Within seconds we were tangled in each other again. Until the alarm on my iPhone went off telling me I needed to meet with Carmen in an hour.

			“I have to go, bébé,” I said regretfully, and pulled back, eliciting an unhappy moan which almost managed to convince me to forget my plans and stay in bed. But I had to get moving. The last—and most important—part of the gift that I’d been planning for weeks was with Carmen, and I’d be damned if I didn’t make sure that Yin’s Christmas morning went perfectly.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Yin

			“Did you bring it?” I asked as soon as I caught sight of Marty preparing a drink for a client. I’d waited until Ari left to help at the restaurant before taking the bus out to Trumansburg to pick up his gift. I’d been planning this for so long I could barely keep my excitement at manageable levels.

			Marty rolled his eyes at me as he pushed a glass full of a pink cloudy liquid across the bar and turned to me. “Yes, I brought it. It’s not like you texted, emailed and called me in the last two hours making sure I didn’t forget the package.” Marty was one of my best friends and also a huge pain in the ass, but he was the only person I could trust with my Top Secret gift since everyone else I knew would blab it to Ari. I’d given my sisters minimal information about what I was getting him. Ari’s smile was like kryptonite for both of them. They would crack within seconds of him even hinting he was curious about his present. And the rest of our friends weren’t any better. So Marty had done me a major solid, despite the snippiness I’d had to put up with.

			“You’re so exaggerated.” I pursed my lips and leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek. He pulled back and gave me a thorough once over. “Is that the one you ordered?” he asked, pointing at my Sailor Moon sweatshirt.

			I grinned as I ran the palm of my hand over it. “Yes. Did yours come?” He shook his head but looked down at himself as if he expected to find a matching sweatshirt plastered to his own chest.

			“Not yet, but we have to plan when it does, so we can be matchy matchy.” Marty, like me, tended to be a bit extra, which is why we got along so well.

			“Sure, but where are the boxes with...‘the stuff’?” I actually made air quotes, like a total goober, then extended my hands, opening and closing them compulsively as he looked at me with feigned confusion. “Stop playing with me, Marty! Let me see.”

			He held up his hand and then signaled to one of the empty leather booths on the right side of the bar. “Go sit over there. Jen just got here and she can handle the bar for a half hour, so I can take my break. I’ll bring the boxes to you. Mojito, hold the rum?”

			I nodded with a wink at his offer to make me my favorite mocktail, and went to sit down. I’d been growing more and more nervous about my present for Ari. I’d put a few things under the tree and just let him think one of the small boxes held my gift for him, but the real one was what Marty had been keeping for me. No matter how I wrapped it the thing was going to be massive and even Ari’s patient self would probably snoop a little bit once he saw the big boxes. And I knew my boyfriend well enough to know that once he did, he’d think it was too much, or that I shouldn’t have spent all my money on him like that.

			My sisters always teased me about how much Ari spoiled me. That he treated me like I was made of spun sugar. And they were right, he took such good care of me in every way possible, but this time I was going to be the one to do something amazing for him. Sure I’d bent the rules a little—okay a lot—when it came to keeping the gifts simple, but I couldn’t help it. Spending less than a hundred dollars had seemed like a good idea when we first planned it, but when I started looking for soccer gear to get him, I realized that wouldn’t buy more than a few socks from the brands Ari loved. And in my defense, he deserved this and more. He never ever did anything for himself. Getting to do something over the top for my man was a goal I’d had all year and I couldn’t wait to see that big beautiful smile when he saw everything I’d gotten him.

			“You look so serious!” Marty’s voice startled me out of my fantasy of seeing Ari rapt with happiness opening his gifts. When I looked up, I found him holding two huge canvas bags filled with the boxes I’d had delivered to his place in one hand. And right behind him was Jen, bringing us the drinks Marty prepared. She only stopped long enough to put them on the table and rushed back to the busy bar.

			“Thank you, friend,” I said, already getting up to take some stuff off his hands.

			Once we’d both slid back into the booths I made a grab for one of the boxes while Marty looked on with an amused expression. “I can’t wait to see this. You’ve been so secretive.”

			I side-eyed him as I focused on peeling the packing tape off the first box. “I didn’t tell you what it was in case it slipped if you saw Ari,” I said, giving him a pointed look. “I know how hard it is for you to keep your head when you see my man.” I was mostly teasing, but Ari was fit as hell. “Not that I’m jealous, I’m very confident in the fact that he only has eyes for me.”

			“Show-off.” He balked, but didn’t take his eyes off the cardboard flaps of the box I was opening. I carefully lifted the lid off the Nike box inside.

			“Damn those look fancy. I could wear these to a club.” I grinned at that, because Marty was ridiculous. The cleats were kind of over the top. The shoes were actually gold and had Mbappé’s—Ari’s favorite player—number stitched on the side in bright red thread. “I know being Honduran I should be more aware of the soccer world, but I’m really not. So are these like super special?”

			I didn’t roll my eyes at Marty’s lack of knowledge of high-end soccer gear, because I’d been clueless too. Until two months ago when Ari talked my ear off for an hour about his dream cleats, the Nike Superfly model that his idol wore, I was none the wiser. “Ari’s favorite player wears these.”

			“Ah.” Marty gave me that same smile that my sisters gave me, the one that seemed to say “you guys are the cutest.” And we were kind of cute, but I was nervous about this gift and really hoped my Ari liked it. Especially because these cleats were a final sale and they’d cost me almost a third of my savings.

			“I sort of blew out my savings on them—well, and the other stuff.” I waved a hand over a smaller and flatter box. That one probably contained some new jerseys and shorts, also the same kind that Mbappé wore. “He signed up for this soccer clinic in Arizona. I thought I’d get him some new gear to get him excited for it. I bought him the plane ticket there too, I’d been watching flights for months and got him a super saver fare a couple of months ago. With the ticket and the gear he’ll have everything he needs. He was so unsure about spending the money on it, or if he could even swing the plane ticket. You know how he is.”

			Marty’s face softened at that last part. “You are a really good boyfriend. I hope someday I find something like what you and Ari have, you’re just so perfect for each other. Meant to be.”

			I almost laughed at that, because the road to this, to where we were right now had been long and not exactly smooth sailing. That first year we knew each other, Ari would not hear of taking our relationship beyond a friendship. No matter how close we got, or how many times I told him that I wanted him in that way. It had been months of almost kisses and frustrated attempts to get closer, before he recognized we were a perfect match.

			“It took us a long time to get to here, and even now we have our moments,” I confessed. “I love him and he loves me, but we both work all the time and it can put a strain on things. I have my sisters for support, but Ari’s here on his own, and even with Jude, Nesto, Patrice and Easton constantly telling him and showing him that they have his back, it’s still hard for him to ask for help. Even from me. And now with this move to Syracuse looming large, I just wanted to give him a chance to take a week for himself before all that starts.”

			“But you guys are excited about that, right?”

			I nodded, even as I felt a little frisson of fear in my belly. “We are, I mean it’s the dream we’ve been working toward for years. Before we even met each other.” 

			Just a couple of months earlier Ari and I had been accepted to our first-choice programs at Syracuse University. In the fall he’d be going to law school and I would finally start my nursing degree. It was everything we’d busted our butts to achieve for so long, but it would mean moving away from our support system.

			“It’s just a big change. After leaving the refugee camp in Bangkok and coming to Ithaca I thought I’d never move again, and even though we’re just an hour away it feels big, you know?”

			Marty’s eyes had widened at some point during my overshare, and my face felt hot with embarrassment. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on and on. I just wanted to make this holiday special for the both of us.”

			He put a hand up, and smiled again. “You didn’t go on. It makes sense that the holidays are feeling like a bigger deal than normal. And, point taken. Love takes work, but you’re both committed to each other and doing the hard stuff, and it’s clear as day that you’re both crazy about each other. Not to mention the chemistry. I swear when you two are together... Fuego.” He fanned himself while I laughed, and because he was a clown he pressed the icy glass in his hand to his forehead.

			“I hope he likes his gift.”

			Marty patted my hand with a wink. “I’m sure he will, and if he’s not fully convinced you can always throw in some hot Christmas morning sex to seal the deal. Nothing gets me in a merry mood like a good dicking under the mistletoe.”

			I almost choked on my mojito while Marty fellated a straw. “I need better friends.”

			He winked again and gestured to the box I hadn’t opened yet. “Your friends are dope and you know it.” My friends were the bomb. “Open that one, I want to see what else you got him.”

			I made quick work of opening the rest of the gear and by the time I was done I had a pile of colorful soccer clothes all over the table. Marty leaned back with a grin, admiring it all like he was the one who had just gotten all the goodies. “He’s going to love it, but hon, this must be a hell of a credit card bill.”

			I cringed at that because, yes, this had certainly depleted my reserves. “I have a plan for that.” Marty nodded in a “do say more” expression.

			“I signed up to work at the February break hockey camp Cornell runs. It pays well and since I won’t be in class and Ari will be at the soccer clinic it’ll be perfect timing.”

			“Nice,” Marty said, impressed, and even gave me a thumbs-up. “That should help fill your coffers again.”

			“Yup,” I said as I worked on getting everything back in the boxes, so I could wrap them with the paper and ribbon I’d brought from home.

			“Wow, you came Martha Stewart prepared. All right, I see you,” Marty said approvingly while I just cut my eyes at him, then handed him a roll of tape and pointed at a second pair of scissors on the table.

			“Cut me some tape and ribbon. I only have like an hour before I have to head back.”

			Marty gave me a surprised look as he started getting the tape pieces ready for me. “You’re not really nervous, are you? He’s going to love it.”

			I grimaced, thinking of my teasing about the gifts this morning. I wondered if Ari would feel bad for getting me a regular present—like we’d agreed—while I’d gotten him almost two grand worth of soccer gear.

			“I turned the whole thing into a contest this morning and now I’m worried he’s going to feel bad about not getting me something super fancy.” Marty’s mouth twitched, and I balled up one of the napkins on the table and threw it at him. “Don’t laugh at me, you ass.”

			He put his hands up, palms out. “I’m not laughing at you. I’m just gagged that you’re serious. You know that man worships the ground you walk on. He’ll love anything you get him.”

			And that was kind of the issue. We said we’d get something small, and Ari was always so careful with money. Having come to the US on his own at eighteen and ending up in an immigrant detention center for almost a year made him cautious about everything. He constantly worried that there would be an emergency to deal with, so he made sure he always had savings. And even though he was much better now, he was not one to splurge. I was mindful too. It’s not like living in a refugee camp as a kid won’t teach you some lessons. But I was more of a live in the moment type of person and Ari was...careful.

			I leaned against the leather booth and sighed, not even sure why I was getting all revved up now. It was done. The gift was here and I’d talked it up so much it wasn’t like I could just not give it to him. “You’re right. He’s going to love it.”

			I just hoped I hadn’t ruined whatever he got me by going completely over the top.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Ari

			“Yin is going to flip out when you give him these.”

			I laughed at the happy dance that Carmen was currently doing in the restaurant’s office. “You think so? He hasn’t talked about it in months.” I was sure at this point I had to be annoying everyone I’d asked to help with this gift with my constant need for reassurance. But I wanted to get it right. “I just hope I made the right call with this extremely over the top present.

			Carmen gave me an incredulous look and came over to where I was sitting. She looked primed to launch into a pep talk when Jude walked in.

			“What’s going on in here? Did the tickets arrive?” I had to smile at how thrilled he sounded.

			“Yep!” I responded as Carmen nodded. Jude grinned when I handed them over for him to see. “Wow, your cousin really came through with those,” he said to Carmen, as he looked at the orchestra-seat Hamilton tickets she’d secured. Carmen’s cousin worked for the Richard Rodgers Theatre and had been able to get them for her at a discount. They had still cost an arm and a leg though. Which was only one of the like five different reasons for my fretting.

			I was still trying to manage the pit that opened up in my stomach when I thought about the current state of my bank account. But Yin had been wanting to go to New York City to see a Broadway show since we’d met. His dream was to see Hamilton, and we’d been talking about it for so long but it never seemed to be the right time. The truth was that finding a four-day period when we were both free and had enough funds to take a trip wasn’t a challenge. But I wanted to do this for him and to celebrate the major milestones we’d both reached this year. Getting into nursing and law school were the dreams that we barely dared to dream and yet, next fall that’s exactly what we would be doing.

			I’d been thinking about getting show tickets from the moment he got his acceptance letter, and then when I got mine, I knew I had to find a way to make Yin’s dream happen. He deserved it. He deserved everything. And sure, I’d had to forego signing up to the soccer clinic in Arizona that I’d been talking about all year. But getting Yin something he wanted so much was worth losing my spot in the clinic.

			We’d earned this, and it was high time I stopped living like catastrophe was just around the corner. So I’d splurged on my man. The one person in this world who was everything to me and I refused to let guilt or dread steal my excitement.

			“Ari.” Jude’s voice ripped me out of my internal pep talk and I found both him and Carmen looking at me with concern. “Are you okay?”

			I shook myself and for a second tried to check in with what I was feeling. Yeah, I was nervous and every time I thought about the money I’d spent on this gift I did get a little nauseous, but I knew what that was. It was what I’d gone through in the detention center. Every step of the way it felt like I never had enough money to get what I needed. No enough money for a lawyer, not enough money for food, not enough money for phone calls to my family. Everything I’d needed that year had a cost and most of the times I could not cover it. I’d come to America with an idea of arriving at a place where people could find a way forward. But from the moment I’d arrived in the US, I’d learned that forging a path usually required payment, even for the most basic things. Since then, I’ve always made sure I have money set aside for an emergency.

			But since starting to plan this for Yin, I’d been trying to remind myself that I had people now. I was anxious, but I would breathe through it. Because right under that was the anticipation of seeing Yin’s face when he opened that envelope and saw the tickets.

			“Sorry,” I said, trying hard to offer Jude a real smile. “Just thinking that the logistics are going to be a doozy.”

			Carmen waved a hand in the air at that. “You’ve got it all planned out already. Easton got you that discount with his points for that very swanky hotel around Bryant Park.” I nodded at that. I’d spent hours looking at the website. The hotel overlooked the New York Public Library, which as far as Yin was concerned was the most important landmark in the city.

			Carmen went on ticking things off her fingers. “Nesto hooked you up with reservations at that Japanese tea room Yin’s always talking about. And you got bus tickets so you don’t have to deal with city traffic or worse, parking. You’re all set.”

			I cringed as she went down the list. Trying to smother the flutter of panic that started every time I thought about my nonexistent savings. And like he was reading my mind, Jude spoke, “I wish you would’ve let us help you with the tickets. Easton also offered—

			I shook my head stubbornly, knowing where he was going to go with that and there was no way I was doing this again. “No, Jude. I’m so grateful for the offer and the help, but I can’t keep accepting handouts.”

			Carmen made a sound of protest and Jude opened his mouth, obviously about to disabuse me of this line of thinking, but I was not backing down on this. “You have already done too much for me. So much that I can’t imagine how I will repay all of it.” I closed my eyes, remembering the rescue operation that Patrice and Easton had done only a few months earlier, when my uncle kicked me out of his house in the middle of a snowstorm.

			I pressed a fist to my chest like that would ease the pounding in my heart whenever I thought about the panic I’d felt that day. The way my uncle had thrown in my face all the ways he’d helped me since I’d gotten to the States. How he threatened to mess with my green card process because I was nothing but a bother. A nuisance. I always had to remember that no matter how much people wanted to help, I couldn’t keep burdening them, and especially not with things like trips to go see a Broadway show. Asking for a hand in an emergency made sense, but this was the kind of stuff people could start to see as taking advantage. As generous as this family I’d found in Ithaca was, even they would eventually get tired of having to rescue me. Of doing favors for me. I had myself, and I had Yin, but I could not keep taking and taking.

			When I opened my eyes Jude’s were practically burning with all the things he wanted to say. He was usually the most reserved person I knew, happy to let everyone opine, while he sat back and observed. So in moments like this, when he seemed eager to speak, the rest of us shut up and listened. He stayed where he was, sitting on the little love seat that Nesto kept in his office and looked between me and Carmen until he finally spoke. “You know how long it took before I let Carmen convince me to go out to lunch with her?”

			“Six motherfucking months!” Carmen’s frustrated voice boomed around the office, making both me and Jude laugh. “You think he’s quiet now? You should’ve seen him when he was doing his monk cosplay.”

			I cracked up at that because Carmen was ridiculous. “He was so sad and lonely, and I could tell he needed a friend, but he was so damn stubborn. Until I finally was like, ‘we’re going to the Indian lunch buffet or so help me!’ and look how happy he is now.” She gestured to her best friend, who was doing his best to look pissed at her but failing completely.

			“Can I get a word in now?” He rolled his eyes at her when she made a “get on with it” gesture with her hands. Jude and Carmen were like an old married couple and really, it was always fun to be around them. But when he turned to me again, Jude looked very serious—a real feat considering he was wearing a Christmas sweater that had unicorns with candy cane horns.

			“Anyway. After all the stuff that happened with my family...” He paused for a second. I didn’t know all the details but I knew enough to know his family had been terrible to him, and that because of it, he was really leery of opening himself up to friendships once he moved to Ithaca. “It wasn’t so much that I couldn’t let people in.” That warranted a scoff from Carmen, but Jude ignored her, focused on what he needed to say to me.

			“It was that I couldn’t bear the idea of being a burden, or worse, trusting that I could rely on others to help me with all my baggage, and then having it thrown back in my face. I had to learn to take that leap of faith. Trust that there were people out there that wanted for me the things I wanted for myself.” By this point Carmen had her arm over his shoulder and my own throat constricted at how much I could relate to that. But I didn’t really know what to say. This was all hitting too close to home, and Jude wasn’t done.

			“Trust us when we tell you that nothing makes us happier than to see you happy. Trust us when we tell you that it’s a joy for us to see you both making your way in the world. And none of that is some kind of fluke. You both work your asses off and deserve to have people in your life holding you up. We’re glad to do as much as you let us.”

			I opened my mouth to croak out some kind of answer, when Nesto burst in the room.

			“What’s with all the scowling?” Nesto asked as he bent down to kiss Jude on the lips and give Carmen a peck on the cheek. “Something happen with the tickets?” He looked between me, Carmen and Jude.

			I shook my head and held up the envelope. “No issues. I got them right here.”

			That only made Nesto more confused. “So what’s all this super mopey energy about then?”

			I was about to say something self-deprecating but Jude spoke up before I could. “Oh just Carmen bossing people around.”

			“Hey!” 

			She balked and leaned over to pinch her best friend on the arm.

			“Ouch, damn, Carmen,” Jude yelped, and soon we were all smiling, but I could tell Nesto didn’t quite buy Jude’s story. I was glad for the change of topic though. I tried to focus on imagining how happy Yin would be to get the thing he’d been dreaming about for years now.

			“What are you smirking about?” Carmen asked, taking me out of my daydream.

			I shrugged, trying my best to look nonchalant, but totally failing. Yeah, I was cheesing. But who could blame me? No matter how pressed I was, I knew I was going to blow my man away. I glanced over at Jude and Carmen who were still patiently waiting for me to share what I had been smiling to myself about. “I was just thinking about Yin’s face when he opens the envelope.”

			Carmen grinned and leaned down to kiss my cheek. “You two are cute as hell.” But when she gave another look to the envelope in my hand she narrowed her eyes. “Please tell me you’re not really just going to put that blank envelope under the tree.” I tried to school my face, but the cluelessness must’ve shown anyways. “Oh my god, Ari. Not even a ribbon or anything?”

			The panic on my face had to be pretty obvious because Nesto and Jude cracked up, and Carmen just went to the canvas bag she’d brought with her, shaking her head. “See how it is, everyone is always complaining about my bossiness, but where would your ashy asses be without me?” she asked grumpily as she pulled out a red box with little Christmas trees painted all over it. “Here,” she said, handing it over. “I assumed you wouldn’t be thinking about the little details. You’re welcome. Don’t stick your tongue at me, Nesto. The only reason you even have one in your head is because I know Jude would kill me if I yanked it out.”

			Jude balked at Carmen’s menacing look and wrapped his arms protectively around his boyfriend’s head. “Leave his tongue alone, Carmen.”

			I tried to keep a straight face, but failed miserably. Once we all had recovered from Carmen’s threats to Nesto, I took a closer look. “Wow. Yeah, up until now my big plan was just to write Yin’s name in red marker on the envelope.” She cut her eyes at me, while both Nesto and Jude busted up. “Thanks, Carmen. Are you sure I can keep this?”

			She waved a hand and moved to sit on the love seat again. “Yes, it’s yours. I always buy too many. And you’ll need it because if I know your boyfriend, he’s probably wrapping your present to look like something straight out of a magazine.”

			“This is true,” I admitted with a nod, while she hummed in agreement. Yin loved to make everything look pretty, and he would appreciate getting his gift in a nice package. “Thank you.”

			“You’re very welcome. I knew you wouldn’t get any help from these two,” she said, jerking a thumb in the direction of my boss and his partner. “For all of this one’s bowtie and cardigan game, he’s a real letdown when it comes to home décor.”

			Jude protested as Nesto kissed him. “Don’t listen to her, baby. You got perfect taste. Just look at who your boyfriend is.”

			Carmen ignored him and passed me a red ribbon to wrap around the box. Once I was done I held it up for the rest of the group to admire. I opened my mouth, but Carmen spoke up first. “Don’t even ask. He’s going to love it. Now don’t forget to take photos when he opens it, because that kid is pretty even when he cries.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Yin

			“How was the restaurant today?” I asked for the second time in as many minutes. Ari always focused on the road when he was driving, but he seemed more lost in his thoughts than usual. He’d been acting kind of weird for weeks, but this morning I’d finally been able to get him to relax—well, relax for him—but now he was back to scowling and brooding. I was starting to wonder if I’d made a mistake by talking up the whole gift thing.

			“Babe.” I spoke in a more terse tone and that finally got him to look at me.

			“Sorry, I got distracted for a minute. What were you saying?”

			I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, but lately that only started weird silences and sometimes arguments. The move to Syracuse was looming large for both of us. Anticipation and a whole lot of nerves too. I knew he would kill it in law school, and hoped I could handle my classes too. But we both had our insecurities: neither of us were native English speakers and we each missed a couple of years of formal education. All of which was not super uncommon for refugee kids, but still it was nerve-wracking to think we wouldn’t cut it in grad school.

			I knew Ari was stressed, we were both perfectionists and despite all the work that had gone into getting in, I knew he was scared he’d fail. I knew, I had the same doubts after all. Except I didn’t feel the pressure Ari did. My sisters didn’t care what I did as long as I was happy.

			I wanted to make them proud, of course, and I worked toward that, but there wasn’t that underlying need to prove to the world that I deserved to be here. Ari had been let down too many times to not feel like he constantly had to. Hell, his only blood relative in the States was his uncle who would be the first to gloat if anything went wrong. That’s why getting this right was so important. I wanted to remind him he was loved. That I had his back.

			“Now you’re the one daydreaming. I thought you wanted restaurant gossip,” Ari teased.

			“You have my full attention.” I blushed as he gave me a smile I could only half see, with his eyes trained on the road ahead.

			“OuNYe was pretty busy and I left before the dinner crowd really started coming through. I mostly helped out with getting the catering orders out. Nesto had the right idea with rolling out those holiday themed empanadas—we sold out of all of them.”

			I groaned, remembering the delicious fried pastries filled with pernil. “Those are pretty good. I hope he brings some to dinner tonight.”

			That elicited another nod. “He will. You know Nurys’s got the hookup.”

			I laughed at that. Nesto’s mom helped out at the restaurant all the time and knew all the staff, so she got extra special treatment from everyone. “Did anything else interesting happen?” His expression changed with my question. Not anything that anyone else would’ve noticed, but I knew Ari like I knew myself by this point.

			Part of it was from the almost two years we’d been together. But I’d learned so much about him that first year we’d just been friends, when I’d agonized about my crush on him and spent an unhealthy amount of time obsessing over every one of his expressions, and what those meant when it came to me. I knew that even if he looked serious, when he raised an eyebrow, he was in a playful mood. I also knew his real smile was not the one with all his teeth he flashed to strangers. That was just his way of letting them know that he may be big and bulky, but he wasn’t a threat. The real smile, that one was shy and it made his eyes shine.

			I knew everything about Ari, and I knew that right now, he was hiding something. “Not much; almost everyone was kind of checked out. You know how it is before a holiday, people are just focused on getting their stuff done and heading home.” If I didn’t suspect he was definitely up to something, the flash of perfectly straight white teeth confirmed my suspicion.

			“No gossip, then.” 

			He pursed his lips and shook his head at me. “Nope. Nesto and Jude were getting all the food for Nurys’s house together and I slipped out as soon as I was done to come and get you. And no, I am not telling you anything about your present, Yin, stop fishing,” he teased. “Now let me focus on the road, this snow is no joke, and snow tires or not, this Prius needs some close attention to handle these hills.”

			“Fine, be like that. But don’t be surprised if you get a stocking full of coal for Christmas.” 

			He just shook his head as he put out a hand to squeeze mine. “You know that I don’t need anything. Waking up with you every morning is the best gift I could ever get.”

			I melted a little at that because he knew exactly what to say to distract me. “It’s sad how easy I make things for you.”

			He laughed as he ran a hand over my leg. “I’m looking forward to dinner tonight.” He sounded happy and that went a long way to calm my jittery nerves. I had to trust that no matter how tomorrow’s gift exchange went the most important thing was that we would be together. And he was right, it would be a nice evening. “I’ve never done a White Elephant gift exchange. I hope I got the right thing.”

			I smiled, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek. “That’s the whole point, hon. The weirder the gift, the better.” Ari was always overly attentive to observing the proper etiquette for social situations. He worried about not sticking out, about blending in. It was an immigrant thing, I knew. Especially for him, without much of a community of people from his country here in Ithaca. “Those beer mugs you got are super nice.”

			He nodded, but didn’t look quite convinced. “We’ll have a nice time,” I assured him, as I brought my hand to his thigh. “And then we’ll have our own celebration.”

			Ari’s breath hitched as he drove, and he tangled our fingers together. “I can’t wait.”

			“Me too. Especially since it’s our last holiday in Ithaca.” I hadn’t meant to get all emo on him, but Ari instantly caught the nervousness in my voice.

			“Bébé, we will only be an hour away. And your sisters would come and kidnap us if we even hinted at not coming to Ithaca for the holidays.” His calm reassurance went a long way to making me feel better, but I still felt unsettled.

			“I know you’re right, but it’s the end of an era, you know?” I sat there with my heart beating fast, annoyed at myself for always making too much of everything.

			I noticed we had slowed down, and before I could ask what was wrong, Ari had pulled into the parking lot of a gas station a few blocks from Nurys’s house. He took off his seat belt and soon was leaning over, his lips pressed to mine. “We will be okay, Yin. I know it all feels too big,” he said, bringing my hand to his chest, so I could feel the beating of his heart. “But as long as you are with me, I know I’ll be okay. I love you.”

			I felt myself melting into the certainty of that, still a little scared, but comforted in what we had. “I know I’ve been fussing a lot, about gifts—”

			Ari stiffened at that, but only for a second. He kissed me again, edging out the anxiousness fluttering in my chest. “Anything you give me will be perfect, because you are giving it to me.”

			I groaned, kissing him hungrily. “I just want everything to be beautiful,” I said, as I pulled back gasping for air. Feeling too much, too soon as it always was with Ari. But when I opened my eyes he was right there, looking at me like I was the center of his world.

			“Everything with you is beautiful, bébé.”

			As soon as we arrived at Nurys’s the remaining unease melted away. Just the smells coming from inside were enough to distract me. The house was decked out in a full holiday theme. In a corner of the living room there was a tree with what seemed like a million little lights, decorated with ornaments Nesto had mentioned his mom had brought from DR years ago. There were tiny drums with the Dominican flag colors painted on them. Miniature tropical fruit baskets and small palm trees. “Nesto, Yin and Ari are here!” Nurys called from the door as she came in to greet us. “Look at you two, so handsome—and those sweaters. Adorable,” she said as she gave each of us a hug and a kiss.

			I preened at the compliment. “I got them for us. Ari vetoed my original suggestion of matching She-Ra sweaters, but he would at least agree to red and green.”

			“Ari, you should always listen to your man.” Nurys grinned, winking at my boyfriend.

			“Oh I do. He won’t let me live if I don’t,” he said with a grin and lifted the cake we’d brought with us. “We got the coconut cake and some wine.”

			“I can’t wait. Philmans cakes are the best.” She then pointed in the direction of the dining room where the sideboard and table were already laden with hors d’oeuvres and snacks, and there was probably a ton more stuff waiting to be brought out from the kitchen. “See if you can find room in the kitchen. We’ll bring it out after so we can have our ponche, coquito and cremàs taste-off.”

			From somewhere in the house Minerva, Nesto’s little sister, yelled. “They all taste the same.”

			Which had Nurys jumping around so she could project her voice in Minerva’s direction. “Oh we’re going to have a chat about how you found that out.” Nurys headed to the bedroom. “You’re not supposed to be drinking things with rum in them, niña fresca!”

			“Ooohhh somebody’s in trouble.” Nesto’s voice sounded from somewhere, but he wasn’t in the living room.

			“Shut up, Nesto,” Minerva called, her voice full of humor.

			By this point we were all laughing at the hilarious exchange. Ari and I went to drop off our dessert contributions in the kitchen next to the now familiar bottles of Caribbean eggnog. After a few years attending this dinner I’d learned to expect the yearly argument of which one was the best: the Puerto Rican, Haitian or Dominican version.

			“Don’t lie to my mother to make her feel better, guys,” Nesto proclaimed as he pulled a huge aluminum pan of perfectly sliced pernil out of the oven, after we found him in the kitchen. “Everybody knows Patrice’s mom’s is the best.”

			“You got that right!” Easton quipped from the living room, a big grin on his face.

			“Stop being such a kiss-ass, Easton.” That was Priscilla, Nesto’s cousin who had come up from New York City to spend Christmas with the family. “If you keep shit-talking Tia Nurys’s ponche you’re gonna eat your food in the street!” I loved having Pris around because she gave everybody shit and also hooked us all up with amazing sex toys from her shop.

			Ari just smiled, shaking his head at the ribbing. Nesto, who had been working his magic on some rice, pointed at the pernil and the maduros on the counter. “Would you take those to the dining room?”

			Ari and I got to work, as Nesto started commandeering people and soon we had what seemed like a ton of food arranged on the dining room table. It was quite a spread and smelled delicious. We all sort of stood there admiring it for a moment.

			“I’m not gonna lie, my pasteles slap this year,” Carmen commented smugly. “I can’t believe you scrubs are gonna get to eat all that deliciousness.”

			“Carmen, your humility is truly astounding,” Jude teased, making everyone laugh. The table did look amazing. We had my sister’s tea leaf salad and rolls side-by-side with the Haitian pikliz that Patrice and Easton had brought to go with the assortment of roasted and braised pork we would be consuming. It was truly a feast, and to be sharing it with so many people I loved felt almost like too much.

			“Mami, come on! The food’s ready.”

			“Ay Dios mio, so loud,” Nurys yelled as she made her way to the dining room, making everyone laugh again. We were all packed into the room, waiting for our hostess to give us permission to dig in and take our plates of food into the living room, and again I felt emotional. Every face in this room had slowly become like family, and I knew it was the same for Ari. I put my arm around his waist and looked up at him, knowing he’d press his lips to mine. We were free to do that here with our people.

			Nurys finally took her place and stood next to Nesto and Minerva at the head of the table. “Ay mijo, what a table you set for us,” Nurys exclaimed, eyes already brimming with tears. “Thank you, familia, for being with us tonight. Jude, mi amor. Ven.” She extended a hand, beckoning for Nesto’s partner, who smiled at his mother-in-law as he reached for her hand. “We’re not too religious in this house, but we are full of gratitude,” Nurys declared, and the sniffling around the room started immediately.

			“We have good food to eat, gifts to exchange, and a whole lot of joy to share with each other tonight. We have our future nurse and attorney here,” she said, lifting her hands to me and Ari. “We are so proud of you two and will be coming to bother you all the time in Syracuse.” She wagged her fingers at us in admonition. “You better not think you can skip holidays here. Maiah and I already talked about it. We’ll go looking for you up there,” she said, winking at my sister, who nodded in agreement.

			“Thank you for being here with us. We love you all—and now dig in and make sure you pack those plates, because I don’t have room for leftovers in that fridge!” Ari and I stayed behind for a moment, letting the rest of the group head to the table. His arms came around me, tight and protective as they always were.

			“You okay, bébé?” he asked, probably sensing I was still in a weird mood. And I was sentimental, but it was hard to be anything but grateful for all I had. So I tightened my arms around Ari and leaned into him.

			“I’m great.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Ari

			“Oh my god, Priscilla, did you really come into my mother’s house, on this holiest of days with a flavored lube sampler?” Nesto’s horror had us all cackling, especially Priscilla. Once we’d each gotten our mountain of food and Patrice and Nurys had fought over who was the master of Caribbean eggnog, we’d moved on to the White Elephant party.

			Given the name and the specific caveat that shitty gifts were welcome I really had no idea what to expect. I’d settled on a set of beer glasses—which seemed underwhelming but functional—and hoped for the best. But it had turned out to be not so much weird as it was chaotic. There was gift-stealing and lots of squealing over stuff that looked like it had come straight out of the Target clearance bin. Right now there was a full-on face-off going on for the flavored lube and Yin’s competitive streak was in high gear. If he could beat Nesto’s mom, that was.

			“Ay Nesto, mijo. Don’t be such a prude. How do you think you got born, Papi, magic?”

			That had us busting up again as Jude rubbed Nesto’s back like he was in physical pain.

			“First of all, those are very high quality lubes and second, Tia Nurys is a healthy adult woman in a relationship.” Priscilla could barely get the words out from laughing so hard. Poor Nesto shuddered at the mention of his mother’s budding romance with his longtime business partner and mentor Harold Sheridan. We all knew his mortification was real, but it was too funny not to laugh.

			He looked up as he grabbed the bottle of Presidente beer he’d been drinking from the coffee table. “I don’t know what I ever did to you, Priscilla.”

			Carmen piped up then, “Oh my god, Ernesto, you do the most. Jude, you gotta rein in your man.” She said it with a lot more humor than heat. “Let’s get on with this because one of those is peaches and cream flavor and Imma have to take a closer look.”

			Yin, who was sitting next to me and having way too much fun, giggled at Carmen’s words and moved us on to the next round of gifts.

			“So what are you two doing for New Year’s?” Carmen asked, as we watched a vigorous exchange between Yin’s sister Maiah and Priscilla that involved what looked like a Passion Planner and an insulated wine tumbler.

			Yin leaned so he could look at Carmen, ready to answer for both of us, and I was more than happy to let him. “We’re just going to chill. We were thinking of going to Rochester with some friends, but decided to just stay home. We’re both off next week, so it will be nice to relax.”

			Carmen nodded thoughtfully. “That’s awesome, you two rarely get any time off.”

			Yin nodded and then looked up at me, that sweet smile that melted me every time on his face. “We’re going to do our very best to stay in bed and relax.” Carmen was not the first to check in on us about our plans for the few days off we had in the next week. Patrice had also taken a moment to check in on us, probably noticing Yin was a bit subdued. He had been my mentor for almost a year and had gotten to know Yin almost as well as he knew me.

			“Your turn, Yin.” My love perked up at Jude’s call back to the White Elephant exchange. He was the last one in the group, so he had his pick of the choices. He made a big deal of going over everything that had already been unwrapped, like he wasn’t biding his time before snatching that lube from out under his boss’s mother.

			With an extremely mischievous glint in his eyes he leaned over and took the lube sampler. I was grateful that my very dark brown skin did not blush too much and looked down as our friends gave us both amused looks. Then my boyfriend, who was truly shameless, leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Just upped the game for our New Year’s plans.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Yin

			“Bébé, that’s really creepy,” Ari said with a yawn, as he looked at me from his one open eye. “Did you even sleep, you goober?” he asked, smiling despite his clear effort to sound annoyed.

			We’d gone to sleep late, after we’d put some of that surprisingly effective crème brûlée–flavored lube to good use. But I’d been up at the crack of dawn, too eager to get to the gift exchanging to settle down. Ari, on the other hand, was Mr. Calm Cool and Collected.

			I knew part of it was that at the detention center he’d learned to fall asleep no matter what was going on around him. He’d told me some nights people were so agitated and there were so many scary noises late into the night, that he’d gone without more than a few hours of sleep a night for weeks. In his logical and reasonable manner he’d gone to the small library at the center and found books and resources to help him figure out how to get some rest. He discovered progressive muscle relaxation and meditation which he faithfully did every night. So yeah, he was going to get his sleep no matter how much I was trying to wake him up.

			“How can you be this unbothered, Ari?” I screeched, from my perch on the edge of the bed, still looking down at him. Well what I could see, anyway, because he was covered in a nest of blankets up to his neck. “It’s our first Christmas morning living together.”

			Ari’s expression softened at that and he sat up, his eyes still bleary from sleep. He leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek, “Merry Christmas, cher.” It was hard not to melt when he looked at me like that and called me dearest in French, very hard. But it still drove me a little nuts how nonchalant he was about everything, always. “I’m going to get all minty fresh so that I can give you a proper first Christmas morning kiss.” He signaled to the door of the bathroom and pushed off the blankets as he moved to get up.

			I watched him go as I sipped from my too-sweet hot chocolate topped with whipped cream, smiling at his reindeer pajama bottoms. When we were still just friends I would have fantasies about what it would be like to live with Ari. How we’d wake up naked and I’d get to see that strong and muscled body as much as I wanted.

			I imagined our apartment as a nudist colony for two where my boyfriend walked around bare-assed for my personal delight. The reality was that Ari was always cold, and most of the year he slept in flannel pajama pants and long-sleeved T-shirts. He also piled blankets on top of us until we were practically ensconced in a cocoon.

			And even if those fantasies had been nice, the reality was so much better. No matter how stressed things got sometimes, trying to juggle as many things as we did, I got to come home to this man who loved me and who I adored. After a minute he came out of the bathroom looking fresh faced and gorgeous. Since we’d met three years before, he hadn’t changed much. He was still tall, and strong, all rippling muscles and ebony skin. And I was still a goofball.

			“Finally,” I said, dramatically, prompting an eye roll from Ari as he got into the bed.

			“You needed something?” He loomed over me, and my heart raced, as it always did. Even now that he was all mine, his body—the way it felt to have him on top of me—still made me short of breath.

			I groaned as he laughed. “You’re definitely not giving off gift-opening vibes.”

			“I love you, but you can be a real smug bastard.” I wasn’t sure why I was complaining. In response Ari gave me that predatory smile which usually meant he only had one thing on his mind. He took the mug of hot chocolate from my hands and placed it gently on the table by the bed.

			“What if I want to open a different kind of present first?” he asked, making me gasp as he tugged on the hem of his shirt and smoothly peeled it off. And then with the practiced efficiency of a man who knew exactly what the sight of his cock did to me, he made quick work of the rest of our clothes in a flurry of kisses and touches that had me squirming against him by the time he was done.

			“The gifts, Ari,” I reminded him distractedly, as he hooked a hand under my knees and held me open.

			He looked up from where his fingers were pressing at my rim, which was still slippery from the lube he’d used to get me ready for him last night. “Can I have this first, bébé?” he asked, already pressing a thumb to my hole. “I want to taste you, lick you. Make you feel good.”

			“Mmmm,” I moaned, already lost to what he was doing to me. “But I want to taste you too.”

			He leaned in and kissed me, his tongue sliding into my mouth, drowning everything else out. That was how it always was with Ari, so good. So consuming nothing else mattered when we were together.

			I had never been with anyone before him. I’d kissed boys and I’d tried things on my own, but I’d never had anyone inside me before Ari. He was my first everything, and I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to be with anyone else.

			He knew my body as well as I knew it—hell, he knew it better. I could’ve never imagined the pleasure I could feel until Ari. And it wasn’t like we jumped into it either. It took almost a year before we went beyond oral. We were both new at this and fumbled those first few times we tried full intercourse, but we’d gotten the hang of it eventually and now, it was sometimes a matter of minutes before Ari had me begging for him. And I could do exactly the same for him.

			He pulled back and ran a thumb over my hole as he looked at me like he was about to maul me. “Turn around, bébé.”

			Without argument I did as he asked, presents forgotten until we’d both gotten off. I’d barely settled into position with my head resting on my forearms and hips propped up by pillows when I felt Ari behind me. I heard the snick of a bottle and then the smell of caramel wafted up to me. I laughed as his slippery fingers ran along the cleft of my ass. “You’re a fan of that lube,” I teased.

			He groaned, too focused on what he was doing to respond. And he made sure that soon I wasn’t in the mood to talk either. I let out a long breath and slid into that headspace where my entire life just whittled down to what Ari made me feel. He massaged my hole, opening me up more for his tongue, licking in and sucking as I moaned. He pulled one finger out and then pushed two in, until he found that spot inside me that made my whole body throb with pleasure. Everything he did, every caress, did exactly what it needed to, pleasure building and building until every muscle in my body was coiled up tight, poised for the release I knew Ari would give me.

			“Touch me, baby,” I begged. And because my man always gave me what I needed, soon his big hand was stroking my cock tight and hard just like I loved. He kept licking into me as I fucked into his tight fist.

			“I’m coming. Oh my fuuuuuuck, Ari.” My brain was about to turn over, just on the precipice of release when he loosened his grip. “Goddammit, Ari,” I balked. “Edging is not appropriate Christmas morning etiquette.”

			I heard him huff out a laugh from behind. But soon he was stroking me again, not tight enough to bring me off, but definitely keeping me extremely hard and aroused.

			I heard the crinkle of a condom wrapper from somewhere in my sex addled brain, and soon he was pressed up against me, making me shiver with anticipation. When Ari and I were like this, with his massive chest plastered to my back and his dick just at my entrance, the world fell to nothing. I couldn’t imagine anything being more perfect.

			“Do me, baby,” I moaned as he pressed his mouth to my temple.

			When he started talking my whole body trembled so hard my teeth shook. “Mmm, bébé, you’re so tight. This is what I needed this morning. You feel so good, cher.”

			“So do you,” I said breathlessly as he slowly seated himself to the hilt. We’d played the night before, but neither of us had been up for this. Now with Ari thrusting into me, his big hands gripping me hard as he fucked me, I had to admit, delaying our gift opening had been the right call.

			“I love you. You are the best gift. The only thing I need.” He gasped as he pistoned his hips in that tight grind that made all my brain cells turn to dust. But this time the force of his words was like a powder keg, too much feeling to keep inside.

			“I love you so much.” I was practically sobbing from the storm of emotions swelling in my mind, body and heart. I felt Ari everywhere, as his hands gripped me and he slammed into me in a frantic rhythm. I thought, “I don’t need anything that isn’t just this.” Us together, uninhibited and free with each other. I didn’t want this to ever change.

			I came with a cry just as Ari surged into me one last time whispering a litany of words in French and Lingala into my ear. We lay there breathing in unison, locked together so tightly that I couldn’t tell where I ended and where he began. This was perfect. He was perfect, even if at times it felt like we were both so busy we barely had an hour to enjoy each other. But moments like this made it all worth it. With a groan he carefully pulled out, then cleaned us up because I was a bit high-maintenance when it came to “post-sex fluids.” A minute later we were on our bed side by side.

			“God that was ten out of ten Christmas morning sex,” I declared with my eyes still closed. “I’m going to file a motion to make this a yearly tradition.”

			He grinned and leaned in to kiss the tip of my nose. This was also why I loved him. Ari could go from fucking me within an inch of my life to achingly sweet seamlessly, and I was obsessed with all of it.

			“Duly noted. I would also like for the record to show that this change of the morning schedule was not initially embraced by all parties.” I had my eyes closed, but I could hear the smile on Ari’s face.

			I felt so fucking happy and I almost regretted not keeping things simple with the presents. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, and I knew Ari sometimes didn’t deal well with surprises. But I wasn’t going to doubt myself on this, it was a great present and he was going to fucking love it.

			“Did you fall asleep, bébé?”

			I smiled at the endearment and turned when I felt him move next to me. “Oh no, I was just catching my breath. It’s present time, dammit.” I was impressed when my nerves didn’t come through in my voice and noticed that he was looking a little...sheepish. Maybe even worried?

			Wait. Maybe he figured out that I’d totally ignored our ground rules. I opened my mouth, deciding to confess before we got on with things, but he spoke first.

			“I kind of broke our small gift rule.” He had a rueful expression on his face I had never quite seen before, and he rubbed the palm of one hand to the back of his head, a clear indication he had been up to something.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Yin

			“Okay,” I answered slowly as I tried to gauge what that could mean. He was making eye contact, so it couldn’t be that he had forgotten to get me something and ended up going for a lastminute.com whatever at the mall. But Ari did not break rules so I honestly had no idea what to expect, and I could definitely not do this naked. “Let’s put on some clothes. It seems sort of awkward to open presents in the nude. Right?”

			“Uh, yeah, especially because I know that you’ll want to get some pics for your sisters.” Ari shuddered at that, and I had to grin.

			“And for Insta,” I informed him and he cringed, looking down at his nakedness. “Yeah let’s put some clothes on,” he said, reaching for his long-sleeved T-shirt which was by the foot of the bed. I sat up and quickly moved to get our pajamas which were now all over the bed and floor. I almost suggested that we eat breakfast first, but stopped myself.

			I was avoiding giving him his presents. I was all self-conscious now about going overboard. Because even if he had gotten me something nicer than expected, it might still not be as expensive as what I’d bought for him. I worried he’d feel terrible when I started pulling out boxes with hundreds of—okay, thousands—worth of soccer gear.

			I’d just finished buttoning my pajama shirt when he hugged me from behind. I could feel the smile that he pressed to my neck, and again that almost sick feeling of anticipation with a bit of dread swirled in my belly as he whispered, “So much restraint, bébé. I thought you’d have all the gifts lined up and ready to open by now.”

			“The gifts are not everything, being together is what matters,” I offered, wrapping my arms around his.

			“You’re right,” he said with a nod as he continued to press kisses to my neck. This man made me feel so loved. Like I was the most important thing in the world. I thought about that feeling last night at dinner with our friends and family, and how connected to Ari I’d felt. Like there was no one in this world who knew me better than he did. That there was no one who would ever know me like Ari did. I knew I could trust that, even if my brain had decided the gift I’d been planning for the last six months was a terrible idea.

			I took a deep breath, and told myself he would love it. The most important thing was that we had the kind of Christmas morning neither of us could’ve imagined for ourselves when we met three years ago. No matter what we’d gotten each other, the greatest gift really was the life that we had. Bolstered by those thoughts I peeled his hands off my torso, and pulled him by the hand to the little tree that we’d put in our living area. We both sank down on the rug with our legs crossed, like overgrown kids.

			There was more to open than just what we’d gotten each other. We had stuff from coworkers, friends and family, but I’d set ours apart clustered together on one side. Mine a tower of three boxes going from biggest to smallest, wrapped in various color schemes and with way too much ribbon. His was only the one box, but it was hand painted and looked too pretty to just discard. I hadn’t been able to peek in and look at it because he’d wrapped it tightly with a red satin ribbon, and even had glued a sprig of fake mistletoe to it.

			I pointed at it. “This is a very impressive wrapping job, Aristide.”

			“Carmen helped me,” he said, a bit too bashfully for there not to be a story there.

			“Ah.” That made a lot more sense. My man had many talents, but excelling at tasks that involved runs to the local arts and crafts store was not one of them. “It’s beautiful.”

			He reached over and picked it up, placing it on my lap, and I hefted the—now that I thought about it, truly over the top—tower of boxes so that they were right in front of him.

			“You go first,” we both said at the same exact time and that elicited a round of giggles.

			I shook my head and extended a hand. “You, Ari.”

			We stayed like that for a moment, neither of us willing to move until finally Ari made a suggestion. “Why don’t we open at the same time?”

			I once again told the butterflies in my stomach that just would not quit to settle down and exhaled. “Okay.”

			I gestured toward the three parcels he had to open and pointed at the bottom one. “Start with that one and make your way up.”

			He nodded, but his brow was furrowed, looking at the thing like it was a Jenga tower. “Where do I pull?”

			I grinned, because it did look kind of complicated. “The ribbon at the top. Unlike you, I didn’t hot glue mistletoe to the ribbon.”

			He smiled and I smiled back, starting to feel excited to see him finally open them. Hell, he had the cleats I’d gotten him as his iPhone home background picture. “Okay, ready?” He nodded and I counted to three, and got busy with my box while he unpacked his.

			My heart started beating for a moment when I wondered if the box was smaller because there was some jewelry in it. Maybe a ring. No, Ari knew me enough to know that when the time came for that, I would need Mariah Carey levels of fancy—like live butterflies and holograms—Champagne and a smoke machine at the very least. But the box was so elegant it had to be something awesome. I lifted the lid and found a large envelope with my name written on the back.

			I pulled it out carefully and looked up at the exact moment Ari breathed out, “Superflys...in gold.” I grinned at the wonder on his face, and almost sagged with relief. “How did you even find these? The last time I looked for them they were sold out everywhere.”

			I lifted a shoulder, trying to be coy. “I have my ways.” I was not going to say I special ordered them from an eBay seller in Germany that charged me a fortune. But the way he lifted one of the shoes like it was Cinderella’s crystal slipper was worth every cent. I gestured to the other two boxes, eager to see his reaction after opening those. “You have to see the rest. It’s a whole set.”

			He raised an eyebrow like he didn’t quite get what I was saying. “You got me more than this? But—”

			I knew what he was thinking, that the cleats were already a lot more than what we’d agreed to spend. To my surprise he didn’t push, or even get into the price. He just pointed at the envelope in my hand with a smile.

			“You first.” I looked down at it and turned it over, running my finger under the seal to get it open. Whatever was in there it was enough to make the envelope feel stuffed.

			“So much security,” I teased, but he didn’t even crack a smile, his eyes fixed on my hands. I stopped to look at him, because I could swear he was holding his breath. I finally lifted the flap so I could see inside and the first thing I noticed was that there were two tickets.

			My heart raced, excited even before I saw what it was. I loved musicals and in the last couple of years I’d gotten Ari into them too. We’d seen a few at the Hangar Theatre in town which sometimes had productions in the summer, and had even gone to Binghamton and Corning to see some shows. “What are we going to see?” I asked with my heart suddenly in my throat.

			Ari gave a nod in encouragement and I plucked out the tickets. “What?” I said breathlessly, not even really asking a question, but not knowing what else to say. I read the words again because I was sure I missed something. “Are you serious? Hamilton on Broadway? Orchestra?” That last word, I actually yelled out and then flung myself at him. “Ari! Oh my god. How did you even get tickets?”

			He laughed as we tumbled on the ground, rolling on top of the wrapping paper and shoving the unopened boxes aside as I kissed him silly. “I can’t believe it. Ari!” I kept screaming and kissing him.

			“You haven’t seen the rest of the gift,” my boyfriend said, barely able to contain his own laughter as I flopped on top of him, pressing my lips on every part of his face I could reach.

			I pulled back in a daze, feeling a bit floaty from the excitement. This was something I’d been dreaming about for years, and didn’t think we’d be able to do it anytime soon. Which, now that the rush of blood to my head from literally having my dreams come true had subsided, made me wonder how Ari had paid for this...

			I didn’t ask, not wanting to make any assumptions. Maybe he’d won them in the lottery, but you still had to pay for those. Ari’s budget was...tight. With the move to Syracuse looming and his soccer clinic, I wondered how he’d managed the tickets too. I knew the only way I had been able to swing his gift was the hockey camp gig. I pulled out the rest of the papers from the envelope and started to read.

			“You got us a hotel reservation in Bryant Park?” I asked breathlessly, my voice going higher with every question.

			But he just nodded nonchalantly, as if he wasn’t going through my entire bucket list in one go. “The skating rink should still be open. And we’re right next to the library.” My heart squeezed in my chest and the excitement at this point was so all-encompassing I felt like there was an electric current under my skin.

			I almost felt detached from it. It was too much to process at once. I’d gone to New York City in the six years we’d been in the States, but only a couple of times. Never for fun. Once was to go figure out something with our immigration process, and another to visit some distant family friends that were in town from California. But this was the kind of trip to the city that I’d been dreaming about for years.

			“This is incredible, Ari, how did you manage all this?” He shook his head and smiled but the way he averted his eyes told me that I would not love the answer to the question.

			“Read that one.” He gestured to the second sheet of paper. It was a reservation for a Japanese tea house that I obsessively kept up with on Instagram. Of course it fucking was.

			“Oishī too?” This was too much, there was no way he could pay for all this and still... “Ari—

			I was about to ask again how he’d pulled all this off, when I noticed the dates on the papers. “Wait, these dates are during February break.” Shit, I had the hockey camp then. I could not back out, and wasn’t that... I sat up immediately, realizing Ari was still not looking at me, and a hole opened in my stomach. “What about Arizona?”

			The radiant smile that had been there just a second before slid off his face, and he kept looking down, focusing on the unopened boxes that held the rest of his present. “Ari?” I didn’t need to even say it. He was supposed to be at the soccer clinic in Arizona that week. The clinic that I’d bought him all this gear and a plane ticket for. My heart thumped in my chest when Ari still wouldn’t look at me and focused on riffling through the box his cleats had come in.

			My mouth felt numb when I opened it and my words sounded wooden when I finally said them. “The smallest box has your plane ticket to Arizona. You’re supposed to leave two days before Hamilton.”

			That made him finally snap his head up, and his face was ashen, clearly realizing, like I had, that we had really messed up these gifts. “I’m not going to Arizona. I gave up my spot at the clinic.”

			Ari

			“You did what? Ari!” Yin’s face was mottled with red, which usually meant he was seconds from crying. I could not fucking believe we’d managed to ruin our presents for each other this bad. I felt the excitement from just seconds before turn to lead in my belly. I thought I’d gotten things perfect, but the way Yin was looking at me told a different story.

			“It took you weeks to get those tryout videos ready. You literally danced around the house for an hour when you got the email saying you got into the camp.”

			I stared at Yin, not sure what to say, watching him get more upset with every passing second. “Ari, one of Mbappé’s coaches is going to be there.”

			Every word from Yin was like a needle prick. Because of course he was right, I’d talked about applying for that clinic for almost a year. He and I had spent hours and hours at Cass Park getting footage of my plays. Because I’d told him it was my dream and he wanted to help me get there.

			“I don’t need to go to that clinic, and I wanted to do this for you,” I said weakly, gesturing to the envelope and papers in his hand.

			Yin’s face was always like an open book. I could see what he was feeling easily. But this expression he had now, this was shuttered and closed. Like he didn’t want me to see what was going on inside. That was something that had never happened between us. Not even when we were only friends, and there had been too much we were trying to hide from each other. He would always let me see him.

			I held the box containing the cleats I’d been hoping to get for almost a year limply in my hands, afraid to say anything else. Knowing every word would sink us further down into a fight that would ruin the day. But Yin was always a lot bolder than I was when it came to these things. He had no patience for brooding, and he refused to let stuff fester. If there was an issue it had to be hashed out in the moment. So he looked me right in the eyes and spoke.

			“If we’re going by need, then I definitely don’t need to go see Hamilton, Ari.” I kept my mouth closed, because what would be the point of arguing that? With every word he said Yin looked closer to tears and when he opened his mouth again, he could barely get the words out. “Ari, why didn’t you tell me?”

			I sighed, turning my head up to the ceiling, trying to figure out how I would say this without digging myself further into a hole. “If I’d told you, then you wouldn’t have let me do it. You would’ve gotten all bent out of shape about how I needed to go to the clinic and I—”

			I could’ve said that I’d decided the clinic wasn’t worth the money or that in the end I didn’t feel like going. But that wasn’t the truth, and what’s more Yin would know that. The truth was I wanted to do something for Yin that no one had ever done for him. I wanted to show him that I was the man of his dreams. I knew that made me prideful, but fuck, I’d just wanted to blow him away. “I would give almost anything to be able to go to Arizona, but I wanted to give this to you more. I wanted—even if just this once—to make your dreams come true.”

			“Having you wake up with me every morning is my dream come true, Ari. And I’d never want something at the expense of your dreams.” He did start sobbing then and I was practically crawling out of my skin to fix it. To make this all stop.

			“We’re always doing what I like, what I want,” Yin protested, the envelope with the gift that I’d meticulously planned now strewn on the floor, the papers crumpled and spread all around him.

			Not exactly how I’d envisioned this moment. Instead I’d ruined everything. “I wanted to take you to see the show,” I insisted weakly. And Yin shook his head, like that was beside the point.

			“I wanted to give you this.” He gestured to the boxes in front of me. “And I made plans based on the fact that you’d promised me you would sign up for the clinic.”

			My face heated at his words. I hated, fucking hated, that he felt lied to. But I was also angry, because all I was trying to do was keep him happy. For him to know I would always put him first. “I have the right to change my mind, and just because you think I need to do something, doesn’t mean I have to,” I said, now feeling slighted. “Everyone thinks they know what’s best for me. My uncle, my parents, even Nesto and the crew sometimes. I’m so tired of people thinking they know what I need more than I do.” Yin flinched at my words, and I felt like shit. I was being unfair. But fuck, I was hurt and dammit, I knew he was too. He was also right.

			“I just kept thinking how much money I would be spending,” I said with a heavy sigh. I thought of leaning over to wipe the tears that were now flowing from Yin’s eyes, but I didn’t feel like I could. Things between us felt fraught in a way that scared me. I almost told him that the thought of spending so much money on myself was just paralyzing. That I’d given back my spot only days after registering. That I never even got as far as looking for plane tickets, and that for months now every time he’d asked I’d given him platitudes, so I didn’t have to lie.

			“We can still go to the show, Yin. You’ve been wanting this for years. Regardless of me going to the clinic or not, you deserve to do this.”

			He shook his head hard, and ran the back of his hand over his nose, looking like a complete wreck. “I can’t go even if I wanted. I’m contracted to work at the Cornell kids’ hockey camp that week.” He laughed humorlessly, gesturing to the boxes sitting next to me. “That’s how I planned to make back some of the money I spent on the gifts. You know I can’t just back out on Maxine.”

			Maxine, the woman who ran the hockey camp, had been a big supporter of Yin and his family since they’d come to Ithaca. Yin and his sisters had arrived in upstate New York in the middle of winter when he was fifteen. And true to him and his fucking lion heart he’d thrown himself into every winter activity he could find. He joined an ice skating club and soon he was one of the best skaters at the high school. He wasn’t exactly into contact sports, but for years he’d been helping with some of the hockey camps teaching the kids to skate better. They were a fun way to make some extra cash, and Yin loved working with Maxine.

			Fuck. It was on the tip on my tongue to ask if he could just pull out of it and still go with me to New York City, but I knew what he’d say. He could not burn that bridge. That was one of the things I loved about Yin, he was not one to skirt his responsibilities. And neither was I. I would never blow off a commitment I’d made to go on a weekend trip with Yin—and he would never ask me to.

			“I really fucked this up for us, didn’t I?” I hated how sad Yin looked and there was no lying to myself about it not being my fault. The soccer clinic was not just something I’d offhandedly mentioned. We had talked about it for months. We’d discussed for hours the different things that we could do to make it affordable, and then I’d decided not to do it and never told him anything.

			Yin’s eyes were dull, and the hurt radiated from him. “This wasn’t supposed to be like this.” I knew what he meant. That our first Christmas morning together, in the apartment we shared, should not have ended up with both of us feeling like shit. “And I don’t know what we’re going to do. None of this is refundable.” I assumed he meant his gifts, but I guessed I’d have to think about what to do with my New York City weekend plans.

			Because even if we could still figure out how to go, it was all tainted now. I had ruined the one thing Yin had been wishing for since I’d known him. Had I even done any of this for him or was it just my own ego?

			I’d wanted to do something huge, and watch him walk into the Christmas brunch—which was just upstairs from us at Patrice and Easton’s penthouse—gushing about how I’d gotten him the perfect gift. I wanted to puff my chest and act like it had been no big deal, while Yin spent the next couple of months telling everyone we knew that I was his hero.

			I felt like I couldn’t breathe and the way that Yin was looking at me, like I’d broken his heart, was too much. I stood up, feeling like the walls in the apartment were closing in on me. Yin got up too. His usually smiling face was blotchy and streaked with dried tears. Tears that I’d put there. “I need to get some air,” I muttered, as I grabbed my hoodie from the hanger behind the wall.

			“But we haven’t finished opening—

			He got a good look at my face and didn’t even finish what he was saying. I knew that we could get past this, I knew that. But fuck I needed to think. “I just need a little bit of time to myself.” Yin liked to talk things through in the moment. If there was an issue, he wanted to sit down and deal with it right there and then.

			But I needed time.

			I had to figure out how I was feeling about the situation, how to express the things that bothered me or hurt me. I was a big guy, imposing, and I had always been careful of not going into situations without getting my feelings under control. The one thing I would never want to do, ever, was have Yin feel intimidated or scared because I let my feelings get the best of me. So I needed to get some space.

			“Okay.”

			Without a word I kissed the top of his head and left our little apartment.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Ari

			“I didn’t expect to see you here this morning. I thought Yin would have you watching Hamilton for the hundredth time.” I started at the sound of Patrice’s voice, but could barely muster up the energy for a hello.

			“Hey. Merry Christmas.” I sounded like shit and knew I didn’t look much better. I’d been sitting in the little gym in our building for the past half hour, and so far all I had accomplished was feeling worse. The only thing that could fix this mess was a time machine and so I was shit out of luck.

			Patrice came closer and once he’d gotten a full view of my demeanor, his brow furrowed in concern. “Did something happen?” he asked incredulously. I couldn’t blame him for looking confused. He knew what I was planning to gift Yin. This was not how I expected to be spending my morning either.

			“I fucked up.” Patrice raised an eyebrow, obviously needing more information and I almost laughed, because I didn’t have a clue where to even start. Patrice wasn’t exactly a talker, so I knew he wouldn’t push me until I was ready. He just came over to where I was and sank down to the floor in front of me, giving me time.

			Patrice knew me well, and more than that he cared for me, I knew that. I respected him and loved him like the older brother I always wished I had. I was grateful for him and knew he would never judge me, but for some reason I was embarrassed to tell him this.

			He’d known I was interested in going to the soccer clinic, and had encouraged me to go, but when I ended up cancelling my registration I never told him either. I hadn’t told anyone, because I knew what they’d say. And I also didn’t want to look too deeply into why I wanted to deprive myself of something I wanted so badly.

			Finally I looked at Patrice who was still waiting with his legs crossed, as if he had all the time in the world. “Shouldn’t you be helping Easton with setup?” Hey, I could deflect with the best of them.

			Patrice just shook his head at me, clearly aware of what I was up to. “It’s not even eight yet, and y’all aren’t coming over until lunchtime. We were up early and...uh, he’s napping.” If I didn’t feel so thoroughly fucked up, I would’ve laughed at the shy expression on Patrice’s face. He and Easton were one of my OTPs. And that was saying a lot. I was lucky to have more than a few gay couples in my life to look up to. Despite everything that had happened to me, the hard road that I’d had to travel, I’d gained so much from this family I’d made in Ithaca.

			“So?” Patrice’s encouraging voice pulled me out of my errant thoughts and when I turned to him all I saw was kindness. I was ready to talk too. I needed someone to work this all out with before I went back to Yin.

			“I think I ruined Christmas.”

			Patrice, in his patented unbothered manner, turned his head to the side. As if looking at me from another angle could give him a sense of what the hell I was talking about. “Tell me.”

			“I never told Yin I decided not to go to the soccer clinic,” I reluctantly answered.

			Patrice widened his eyes at that, and I almost flinched. Yin had talked about those videos we made for weeks, so of course Patrice would be surprised I’d backed out. And more surprised I’d never even told my boyfriend.

			I closed my eyes for the next part, feeling miserable again. “I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t spend all that money on myself. I kept thinking we’d just seen the Hamilton movie, and how Yin said so many times how amazing it would be to get to see it live someday. I don’t know, I just thought that it would be a better use of the money.”

			Patrice looked at me for what felt like hours. I could tell he had a lot to say. But knowing him, he wouldn’t talk until I said what the real issue was.

			“I like to do things for him.” I shook my head and felt the heat on my face. The embarrassment at knowing the whole fucking thing had been about my ego. “He gets so happy when I do. And he tells everyone. Acts like I vanquished dragons for him. Even if I just get him a cute T-shirt at Target.” I thought of his face when he realized that the gifts he’d gotten me were pointless and I wanted the ground to swallow me whole. “He bought me all this gear for the clinic, including these super expensive cleats. And a plane ticket to Arizona.”

			“Shit.” Patrice breathed out. He hadn’t even put the rest of the fiasco together, so I filled him in.

			Once I’d regaled him with all the ways I’d fucked up, he sat there in his usual calm way. I didn’t expect him to reprimand me, or tell me I messed up because that wasn’t his way. Still, I was nervous. It wasn’t like I thought this would ruin things for Yin and me. I knew we would figure it out and make up. But this felt like a crack in something that until now had been perfect, without a single blemish. We argued of course and we disagreed, but we’d never been here. We’d never gotten things so wrong.

			“Well you two knuckleheads at least have one thing going for you today.” My mentor’s half-humorous tone broke into my thoughts and I looked down to find him smiling at me.

			“What?” I asked, incredulous at his ability to find any silver lining in this shit show.

			“You’re both extremely selfless in your love for each other,” he said, as if stating the obvious. I opened my mouth to point out that there were still some major issues despite that, but he put up his hand. “Nope, not implying that’s gonna be enough to solve this, but it must be said that you have an extremely solid foundation.”

			I exhaled, trying not to sulk or take his words and spin them into something negative just because I was feeling hurt. “I know this won’t break us up, but it’s kind of scary to think we can mess up this much, you know? I...” I had it on the tip of my tongue to say that I was scared this would ruin us somehow, but when I looked at Patrice—really looked at him—I shut up. He seemed so at ease, like he could see that things would be fine. And god, I really wanted him to be right.

			Also he was grinning at me like he had the ultimate ace up his sleeve. “I’ve been waiting for over a year to finally get a chance to get you back for that life-changing talking-to you gave me when I had my head all the way up my ass about Easton.”

			Now I was grinning too. He was talking about an afternoon last year when he’d been agonizing about his feelings for Easton. It was clear to everyone around them they were on a collision course to each other, but he was convinced it could never work. I’d told him to let himself have the happiness that was just within reach. I’d told him what a difference Yin had made in my life once I’d let him in.

			I shook my head, kind of impressed at what he’d done without saying a word about me or Yin. I actually wagged a finger at him. “Damn you’re good. You managed to use my own words to school me.”

			He preened. “I’m pretty proud of my work just now.” It was still surprising to see Patrice be this lighthearted. It was one of the many things that love had done for him.

			It was the greatest thing love had done for me too, that Yin had done. His joy and the way he loved me so openly, so unafraid, had changed me. I could be myself with Yin like I could not be with anyone else. And I’d forgotten that in the past few months.

			“I don’t know why it’s so hard to put myself first. I’ve worked on this stuff with my therapist too.” I’d been working through the way I deal with things. My need to always prove that I was earning my right to be wherever I was. So much of my life since I’d arrived in the States felt like I had to show I was worthy of being here. It wasn’t easy day in and day out to hear that we weren’t wanted. Maybe some of that had snuck into my relationship with Yin too. Maybe I still didn’t quite believe I deserved everything I had.

			Patrice sighed and leaned closer, his eyes full of understanding. “These things sometimes sneak up on us. It’s some of that underlying racial trauma, of being men who live in the bodies that we do. It’s hard to see the news sometimes and not falter in believing we’re worth what we know we are. There is so much out there sending us a different message. But we can’t let them strip from us our joy and our dreams. Our right to have someone who looks at us like we are the most important thing in the world. To let ourselves believe that we can be that.”

			He smiled again and this one was his big brother smile. The one he would flash me when he was about to give me a pep talk. “I’ve learned so much from you, Ari.” I scoffed, but his scowl shut that down. “No, don’t do that. It’s true. You’re so determined, you’re doing big things all the time. But you don’t have to prove yourself to us. We love you. We’re proud of you.”

			My breath caught and I felt the tears trying to choke me. I knew that was true, but fuck, it was so hard sometimes to truly let it sink in. It would break me if turned out not to be true. “It’s so stupid. I know Yin loves me, but it’s like I have to keep showing him that I deserve it, you know? It’s like I’m always needing to remind him I’m the guy he wants.”

			Patrice got up then, and opened up his arms flexing them in a beckoning gesture. “Come on. Let’s hug it out.” He looked so aggrieved at hearing himself actually offer to engage in PDA, I laughed again, but I went to him, because I needed it.

			“I’m tired,” I said as he thumped my back with his massive hand.

			“Being a Black man in this world with the audacity to strive for happiness can be exhausting at times.” I pulled back then and was met by Patrice’s dark brown gaze. “But we deserve it and we’re lucky enough to have people in our lives who are willing to hit us upside the head on occasion to keep us on that path.” A watery laugh escaped me at that. “You’ve earned the right to be a little selfish and you have a man who not only knows that, but is willing to fight your stubborn ass about it when necessary. So now all you have to do is let him.”

			I smiled, feeling better, but there was still the issue about us completely fucking up the gift-giving portion of the holiday. “The presents are still ruined though. This is like ‘The Gift of the Magi,’ but with mad Black and brown people and a double dose of peen.”

			Patrice guffawed at that and then shook his head. “We need to stop getting you and Carmen together.” He tipped his head up to look at the ceiling and then back at his watch. “We’ll just have to count talking about feelings as our cardio today. Are you ready to go back up there and do your side of the grovel?”

			And to my surprise, I was.

			Yin

			“Did he love it?”

			I groaned at Maiah’s extremely excited question. I knew she’d probably been sitting by the phone for a good time to call me. My other sister, Nu, was in California visiting her boyfriend’s family or she would’ve been on the call too, trying to get all in my business. I didn’t even want to talk about it. Ari had been gone for almost an hour and I had no clue where he’d gone. I figured he was still in the building since he only had on his hoodie and he’d need snow boots instead of Nikes to deal with the weather outside, but it didn’t matter—he wasn’t here. “Yin?”

			“Um.” I almost made something up and said we still hadn’t exchanged gifts, but my sister knew me better than that. She would guess—accurately—that I’d been up at the crack of dawn insisting we get the presents open, so I confessed. “It went less well than I expected.”

			“He didn’t like the shoes? I can’t believe it! He has them on his phone!”

			My sister, who had helped in researching how to get Ari the damn shoes, was of course very disappointed to hear our joint endeavor had not resulted in the glitter and rainbow fest we’d both anticipated. 

			I hated this. 

			Hated that Ari and I had gotten each other our dream Christmas gifts and somehow had managed to ruin Christmas morning at the same time. But hated most of all that Ari was somewhere feeling like he’d let me down.

			“No, I think he loved the shoes.” She made a very unhappy sound at the “I think” as I knew she would. “It’s just that—” 

			I almost couldn’t say it, but I managed to get it out. By the time I was done and Maiah had emitted a wide range of sympathetic noises I felt marginally better, but still not okay.

			“Oh, Yin. You’re both such dummies.” Her voice was too kind for it to really nettle, and I could feel the worry coming off of her in waves. This was one of the things that was still an issue with my sisters and with Ari.

			They treated me like I was incapable of dealing with adversity. As if I had been in a coma when we left Myanmar and during the years in the refugee camp, and couldn’t remember all that. It was almost as if them convincing themselves I had no recollection of those times was easier for them. That if they could tell themselves none of that had touched me, then they would be okay. But I did remember, and I was still okay. I mean I’d had help, years of counselling. And sure, I could be persistent at an almost unhealthy level, and I was competitive to a fault. Which came from feeling like I had to make sure everyone knew I was not wasting this chance I’d been given. That I understood how lucky I’d been to make it this far, when so many never got to. But Ari got that about me. He was like that too. He was ambitious, and he strived. We both did, and that was part of why we were so good together.

			But I didn’t take no for an answer, not when it counted. And once I decided something needed to happen, I did not let up. I had not let up when Ari kept wavering about going to the clinic, and now I had to wonder if I’d pushed him. And if I had, I worried that was why he didn’t think he could tell me he’d decided not to go.

			“Maung, are you still there?” The term of endearment and my sister’s worried tone roused me from my thoughts as I tried to figure out how to say what was worrying me. “Come on, talk to me.”

			“Sometimes I just feel like I never do anything for him. That our whole relationship is Ari always giving and me taking and taking. I just wanted to be able to do this for him. To take care of him, for once.”

			“Yin.” I could tell she was about to go on a rant about Ari loving me.

			“Maiah,” I sighed, feeling very tired suddenly. “I know he loves me. I even know I’m being dramatic, but I just wanted to be the one to do something big for my boyfriend for a change.”

			She sighed, the worry clear in her voice. “You both need to talk. I’m sure he’s also in agony wherever he went to sulk. And Yin, you have to know that you do for Ari as much as he does for you.”

			“But do I?” I asked, unsure.

			“Yes, you do,” my sister answered fiercely. And even though I was sure she really felt that was the truth, I wondered if Ari would eventually get worn down by always looking to keep me happy. I also feared that what happened this morning would be the first thing that made him realize perhaps I was just too much.

			“But I’m always so bossy. Look at what I did. Because of my need to control everything now our Christmas is ruined.” I thought of all the times he would leave work in the middle of the day to pick me up. How he was attentive to everything I needed, and would let me call the shots on everything from what we ate to what movies we watched.

			Maiah’s voice broke into my fretting. “I think you need to go and talk to Ari. Because you’re making too many assumptions. And if what you say is true, and you want to be less pushy, then maybe don’t decide how Ari feels for him.”

			I deflated at that. She was right. “Okay.”

			“I’ll let you go now, but I know you two are going to be fine...as long as you talk to each other. And please consider that maybe Ari just likes the things you like too, Yin. Or maybe he’s content to eat where you ask because what he wants is just to be with you.”

			I heard it, but it sounded too easy. I knew there was some truth to my worries. I’d known it for a while and I wasn’t sure I could take her full advice on this. But she was right about talking things over. This gift fiasco happened because neither of us had been open with the other.

			After I ended the call I was ready to go roam the building looking for him, but as soon as I’d pulled a sweatshirt over my head I heard the door of the apartment open. I got to it in three steps and before he could say a word, I flung myself at him and said it first. “I love you and I’m sorry. Can we have a do over?”

			“I was about to ask you the exact same thing, bébé.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Ari

			“For as much as we talk to each other, this was a spectacular fail.” I grunted at Yin’s words, hating the self-deprecating tone in his voice. But he was still clinging to me like I was the only thing keeping him afloat, so all was not lost. I tightened my arms around him. His slighter body fitting so perfectly with mine. The connection that we’d always had, even when we were friends, still so strong. That was something that Yin had given me. The certainty there was at least one person in this world who cherished me. Who wanted to understand me and for whom I was essential.

			I had people and they never hesitated to make me feel cared for. But what Yin gave me was like nothing I’d ever had in my life. This place to rest, this deeper connection with someone who saw me just as I was and wanted all of it. Being with Yin like this was as spiritual as I got these days. Just the two of us figuring out where we were going next. Doing the hard work of growing up together—nothing felt more right.

			I pulled back to look at Yin and pressed my lips to his. “I had a long talk with Patrice and he gave me a better way to think about this.”

			“Oh?” An eyebrow rose on my boyfriend’s forehead, his curiosity instantly coming to the surface.

			“He basically said we love each other so much we played ourselves.” That made him grin and that crooked tooth I found so enticing peeked out.

			He shook his head, but there was a tiny smile tugging at his lips. “We sort of did.” From one moment to the next he deflated though. My instinct to say or do whatever I needed to in order to get him as happy as he’d been this morning was almost overwhelming. But my need to avoid ever upsetting Yin was not healthy either. That was some work I needed to do. Continue to remind myself that I was worth being with, even with my shortcomings.

			“It is sort of wild that we both ended up getting each other our dream presents,” I said letting it sink in that no matter how bad the execution, we had both tried really hard. “We can still fix this, right?”

			Yin’s head snapped up, and for the first time since the gift-opening fiasco he seemed to be sure of what he had to say. “Of course we can fix this. It’s us.” He uttered that last word like it had a meaning of its own. Like it was an explanation all in itself. And it did, because the fact that Yin and I were a we, was a statement in and of itself. The fact that we were standing here both so far from where we were born, able to make a life together—god, it was so much.

			No matter what happened this morning, I believed in the promise of who we could be together. I’d already seen so much come from this love. “You know what I think?”

			“Uh, no,” he said with that crooked grin, and I felt a shiver course through my spine from how much I wanted him in that moment. “If I could read your mind we wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with, Aristide.”

			“Fair.” I laughed and pressed my forehead to his. I brought him in closer, pressing his taut, lean body to mine as much as I could manage. “Patrice said something to me, months ago.”

			Yin made a curious sound, but he didn’t interrupt. He was like this, happy to hear what I had to say and wait for as long as it took for me to find the perfect way to say it. “He told me when things were really bad with him and Easton, he talked to Milo and he’d told him he had to remember that no matter how big the mistake, if he kept going, if he figured out a way to be with Easton, then he would have years and years. That if he let himself have that love, then he’d get a whole future with it.”

			I could feel air going out of Yin’s body. The way his previously tense muscles softened until he was pliant and soft under my hands told me he had understood what I was trying to say. That it was exactly what he’d needed to hear. “I like that a lot,” he said, as his now soft, barely there accent came back, because he was brimming with emotion. “This one is just the first Christmas of many together and still we both get what we most want, right?”

			“The rest of the roasted chestnuts?” I busted up as Yin shook his head with his tongue sticking out in a disgusted grimace.

			“You’re not funny, and gross. You know what I meant. We’ve got us and even though we may need a redo with the gifts, we have each other.”

			I sighed knowing that we had a whole slew of awkward emails and cancellations to look forward to. Not to mention some of the nonrefundable stuff like my plane ticket. But we would be okay, even if we didn’t get elite soccer clinics or a Broadway show. “We always have next year.”

			Yin nodded as he pulled back from me, “I can’t go to Hamilton and flake on Maxine, but we can still plan for New York later this year, maybe?”

			“Yes, and even if I’m not going to the clinic anymore, I have my gear.” I had a feeling my face would heat for a long time to come whenever the soccer clinic came up. Yin’s brown eyes did lose some of their previous lightness as soon as I said it. Still, things felt solid again.

			“I wanted to do something for you.” He sounded so regretful and I knew his frown had to be a mirror image of my own.

			“We can do something for each other. Hey, we can plan together.” That definitely perked my man up. We were getting somewhere, because Yin loved nothing more than a plan.

			“That sounds good, but I’m still going to be a little sad.” I stiffened and because he did know me better than anyone else he shook his head, with an adorably stern look on his face. “And you’re going to learn to let me mope and I’m going to be less pushy and then,” he said with his mouth pushed to mine, his cheeks brushing against my own, “we’re really going to be the most amazing.”

			I could say so much, my heart was too full, even if it was a bit sore. I wanted to seal the deal with a lot more than a couple of kisses when Yin’s alarm went off. “Ugh, it’s time for us to start getting ready. I figured we’d get...distracted.”

			I turned us around so he was right at the foot of the bed and dipped him like we were in one of those old movies. “I think I’ll distract you anyway.”

			Yin squealed, not sounding too concerned at being a little late for brunch. I was going to give this make-up sex thing my best too, but at that very moment everyone we knew in Ithaca showed up at our apartment door like a Christmas miracle flash mob.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Yin

			“I am not ready to receive company at all!” I yelled, horrified as my sister, together with Patrice, Jude, Carmen and Easton showed up at our door. I was doing my best to cover my reindeer pajamas as our friends grinned at us. I could hear Ari behind me laughing at my mortification.

			“What are you all doing here? We were about to get ready.” That was Ari, who was now standing next to me and gently pulling me out of the way so they could all come into our very messy and very tiny apartment.

			“But we haven’t cleaned up,” I wailed, as my sister dismissed me and walked inside carrying a plastic wrap–covered tray of spring and summer rolls.

			“We just got to Patrice and Easton’s a little early and decided to come and check on you guys.” Maiah looked pretty mischievous and I wasn’t sure what to make of that, since we’d just been on the phone, and she and I had agreed Ari and I needed some alone time for a heart-to-heart.

			“Nesto stayed upstairs setting things up for brunch. You know he micromanages all food consumption.” My boss did sort of take over whenever it came to comestibles, and Carmen never missed an opportunity to tease her best friend’s man.

			Ari moved around, trying to get things sorted while I just stood there watching the line of people come into our place. I cringed looking at the small pile of dirty dishes in the sink, and it was all I could do not to shoo them all out. My boyfriend teased me that I liked to keep our apartment Instagram ready, but I wanted it to look at least presentable. I had to focus on this home invasion and shut it down as soon as possible. For fuck’s sake, I couldn’t even remember if I’d actually brushed my teeth this morning.

			“Yin,” Carmen called, trying to get my attention from the far corner of our kitchen. She looked like she was up to something. My sister and Carmen colluding could only mean two things: something awesome or something humiliating was about to happen.

			“Stop standing there like a statue,” Carmen griped and tapped her cheek. I obliged her with a kiss, then properly greeted the others. Everyone, miraculously, found a place to sit. Within minutes we were all settled around our tiny living and kitchen area passing around summer rolls and talking about the morning. I was trying to figure out when to bring up the fact that we were now having an unplanned pre-game Christmas party at my place, but Ari started massaging my very tense shoulders and that at least got my mind off the fact that only Maiah had taken off her shoes before coming into the apartment. I hated snow salt on my floors.

			No one seemed like they were in the slightest rush. Patrice was working on a second shrimp summer roll while Easton looked like he was about to burst with whatever he had to say. My sister and Carmen were standing like sentinels by the kitchen counter, obviously in charge of the proceedings. Maiah’s phone buzzed with a message and after reading whatever it said, she finally clapped her hands and came over to sit on the arm of the chair Ari and I were sharing. “So we were thinking...”

			“Oh no,” Ari said ominously, only half joking, which got him a pinch from Maiah. “Ouch, damn.”

			“Be quiet, you, we have a proposal.”

			My heart started beating fast with nerves, because even though I knew my sister always had good intentions, just like Carmen did, they had a tendency to steamroll situations. The last thing I needed was for Ari to once again be forced or pushed into something he didn’t want to do. Not after I’d promised I would be better about letting him take his time with things. “Sis,” I started, but Ari brought me in closer to him and kissed me on the cheek.

			“Let them have their moment, bébé, at this point it’s better to let them get a shot at pulling off a Christmas miracle.” The humor in his voice went a long way to relax me, so I just let myself lean on him.

			Carmen chimed in next. “So Ted and I were supposed to go to the city on Wednesday to see Hamilton, but um...” She paused dramatically, because our friends really did the most. “Easton let us borrow his fancy cabin in the Adirondacks, so we’re going there instead. And we were wondering if you could take the tickets off our hands.” Ari stiffened behind me, but he couldn’t exactly shoot them down after he’d told me to let them talk.

			“Carmen,” I started, but they were not done. Not by a long shot.

			Easton nodded, ready for his lines, and pulled something out of his pocket. “Yeah, and Patrice and I are going to be in the city for New Year’s, but P let his mom convince him to stay at her place. So now we have this nonrefundable hotel stay that we don’t know what to do with.”

			The “yeah right” was practically bursting out of my throat, but I decided to be a bit more diplomatic. “This is too generous.”

			Ari sat up too. I could feel the tension in his body under me. “We can’t let you give us all this.”

			That was when my sister spoke up. “Aristide, what you two achieved this year is quite an accomplishment. Moving into your own place. Getting into nursing school and law school while working full-time. You are both so amazing.” She choked up for a moment, but in true form got it together before the tears made it to her eyes. “We want to give you something special. And dammit, you will just have to sit there and let us shower the both of you with all the things that we see fit. We’ve been hoping for a way to get you both to take some time off for months.”

			I looked at my sister and saw just how bad she wanted this for me. How much she wanted us to take her up on this. She looked so good these days. Her hair in a very short cut. Her body lean from the yoga and Pilates classes she taught.

			It was always so strange to think that she had just been a girl herself when we left Myanmar. Only seventeen when my mother died in Bangkok, and yet she became the head of our little family without hesitation. So much responsibility on her thin shoulders, but she’d been a great role model and an even better sister. She and Ari were kindred spirits in that way, both having to grow up way too early.

			“Fine,” I grumbled, feigning annoyance as I leaned in to kiss her. “Shower us with gifts, if you must.”

			I looked up at Ari, and he was just shaking his head helplessly.

			“I happen to have a reservation and gift card for Oishī Tea Room for New Year’s Eve and two round-trip VIP tickets on the Cornell bus to the city that I can’t use either.” She winked at what was probably my gaping mouth.

			It really was too much, but it was perfect too. And in that moment all I felt was gratitude that we had these people. That in a matter of hours they’d come together for us and brought the gifts we had not been able to give each other.

			“There’s no way that you guys were able to plan all this so quickly.”

			“Oh ye of little faith.” Easton clicked his tongue and came to where Carmen and Maiah were standing guard. “I managed to convince this grump to get not one but two French bulldogs,” he said, gesturing at Patrice, who offered Easton the beatific smile he always gave him. “And you don’t think I could pull off a surprise New Year’s Eve trip to New York with Hamilton included?” I could admit he made a very good point.

			Both Ari and I were still quiet as they all looked at us expectantly. I knew they were surprised I wasn’t jumping up and down or screaming the whole building down with my cheers. I was kind of confused at that myself. For a moment I wondered if it was because somehow the show had lost its appeal. That maybe I’d lost the excitement for it.

			But when I thought about seeing Hamilton on Broadway, in the theater where Lin-Manuel and the rest of the original cast had performed, my heart started beating at a gallop. And then almost as if he knew this was his cue to reassure me, Ari leaned in. “I can’t wait to experience the show with you.” I was excited too, but Ari would still not get to go to his clinic. And I realized that’s what made Hamilton just a little less sparkly. If he didn’t get to have his dream present, I didn’t know if I could enjoy mine.

			I turned and whispered in his ear, as our nosy audience did their best to look like they weren’t watching every one of our movements. “But what about you?”

			He pursed his lips, but then he smiled. “We can always look for other clinics, maybe—”

			A knock on the door interrupted Ari and prompted a harried “finally” from Maiah, who hurried to open up for the newcomer. Soon Nesto was walking through our door. “I’m here. Shit, sorry. It took me longer than I thought it would to get the printout. Did y’all tell them?”

			They all looked at us again, and I was starting to feel like a fish in a bowl. Carmen broke the spell by taking the paper out of Nesto’s hand and reading it quickly before giving the rest of the room a thumbs-up.

			“Did they get the other stuff?” Nesto asked in a completely ridiculous stage whisper. The others responded with a mixture of shushing and eye rolls. Ari and I were looking at each other still mostly confused when Nesto rubbed his hands together. Just the way he did when he had really good news, or when he needed us to do a really tedious task at work, but tried to get us pumped up first. “Ari, you know how I was telling you that Tom knows a guy who runs clinics like the one you wanted to go to?”

			Ari shifted in his seat, but I could feel every muscle in his body going taut again. “Yes?” he asked, sounding almost frightened.

			“Well,” Nesto said with his trademark grin, “the one in Arizona was full, so you’re out of luck on that one.”

			“Nesto, for fuck’s sake!” That was Carmen, who looked completely unimpressed with Nesto’s delivery of the next surprise.

			“Sorry, damn.” Nesto looked back to us and pointed a finger at Ari. “But they recommended one that’s happening in Buffalo this summer, and guess who’s registered for the week-long Champions Elite soccer clinic?”

			I squealed then. I popped off the armchair to give Ari room to stand and saw that he was still sitting, looking stunned.

			“The Buffalo Champions clinics are super hard to get into. I didn’t even think to apply for them. They’re so competitive,” Ari explained. Then he frowned, directing a pointed look to Nesto. “But wait, did I get in as like a favor? Because—”

			Nesto shook his head and grinned, having clearly expected this reaction. “I sent them that little clip of you doing that crazy kick in the air flip thing, and they basically wanted to give you a full scholarship.” He added an eye roll for good measure, and the clapped my boyfriend on the shoulder. “You play too much, Ari.”

			Ari’s expression eased at Nesto’s words and a small smile started lifting his lips.

			“Ari, oh my god!” I threw myself at him, kissed him on the mouth, and I could feel a grin that matched mine. He stood up looking a little lost, like he had no idea what to do next. And I couldn’t blame him. This was too much kindness. It was hard to figure out exactly what to do with all of it. Before I could open my mouth to say so, my sister came over and hugged us both.

			“Don’t you two even think it. You deserve this and more.” Her face was serious and I knew there was nothing we could say to make her take back what they’d done.

			Ari made a noise of protest. “But Maiah, it’s not right for you all to be constantly getting us out of trouble. We’re not kids anymore. I don’t want to burden you all the time.”

			My sister shook her head and gave my boyfriend a look I recognized. It was the same one she gave me on occasion, when she thought I was being extremely hardheaded. “How could you ever be a burden? You two are the most responsible twenty-four-year-olds in all of Ithaca. You’ve both been working too hard and there are a lot of reasons to celebrate. So we’re celebrating you. It would be extremely rude not to accept our gifts, when we managed to mobilize all this on Christmas Day.”

			She was mostly joking and she was also right, and the only thing left to do was thank them for their generosity and let ourselves enjoy their gifts. I leaned in close and felt the trembling in Ari’s body. It was from emotion, I knew that. Still, if I let him get all in his head about how he was a burden he’d never get out of it. So I leaned in until I was close enough to whisper. “If this would only be a gift for me you would’ve been okay with it, babe. So let them do for you what you’d be glad to see them do for me.”

			He inhaled sharply and then sagged in my arms. He laughed, and kissed my cheek, before saying, “Okay.” He glanced up at the rest of our friends and family over my shoulder, because I really was a lot shorter than him and said, “Thank you.”

			It was a funny thing to have a man this strong as a lover. Someone whose power was so visible, so obvious. And yet sometimes, I felt so protective of Ari. The urge to make space for him to be happy, almost visceral. I knew he would need a moment, to digest what had just happened. So after another round of hugs and thank-yous I proceeded to shoo our nearest and dearest out of our apartment as gently as possible. “We love you and will be probably crying soon because you’re the most generous people on earth, and we are so lucky to have you all. But we need privacy.”

			We got a range of smiles and nods, which were quickly followed by even more hugs and kisses and requests that we not take too long before coming up for the celebration. Right as they were going out into the hall I heard Nesto tell Jude, “I think Yin’s been hanging out way too much with Milo. He’s getting too good at bossing people around.” I bit back a smile and closed the door.

			

			Once we had our place back to ourselves, Ari leaned on the door, his eyes still wide and a big smile tugging at his lips. “I guess we underestimated the reach Santa Claus has here in Ithaca.”

			I grinned at how happy he looked, and stood from where I’d been looking through the tickets and reservations we’d been handed. Ari extended his hand in a beckoning motion and I made my way to him. I got to where he was and had to smile at the way his eyes crinkled from how big his smile was. He was happy, even if a little overwhelmed.

			“Thanks for clearing the place out. I needed a little bit of silence to process all of this.” He looked down at the paper in my hand, where I could see the FIFA logo, and some other branding I recognized from conversations with Ari about his favorite teams and players. Right under that paper was the printout for our hotel reservation.

			I placed them on the kitchen counter, and wrapped my arms around his neck. Feeling relaxed for the first time since the gifts were opened.

			“I can’t believe they just barged in here.” I clicked my tongue, looking around at our messy apartment, then gestured to the still unmade bed. Needing to just be with Ari again. “Let’s get in bed, my love. We can look at the gifts our people gave us and then go and celebrate with them.”

			“They really want us to have this, don’t they?” Ari’s voice was full of wonder.

			“They do,” I assured him, and it was the simple truth.

			Once we were under the covers and had read every word of the handful of papers that held all the things we had dreamed for each other this Christmas, I leaned over to kiss him. “New Year’s Eve in New York City. We’re fancy and have fancier friends, Aristide.” He gave me a reluctant grin, but I could tell he was getting excited.

			“But what will you do when I’m at the clinic?”

			I rolled my eyes at the question. “Take time off to come with you, duh. Remember we have some family friends in Buffalo. I can visit with them and then go watch you play in tiny shorts.” I couldn’t resist and leaned down to kiss him. He opened for me almost instinctively and his tongue slid in like it always did, hungry and ready to swallow me whole. My need for Ari was always just below the surface, and there was never a time I reached for him I didn’t feel that same desire in him.

			“I love you, bébé,” he gasped in between kisses, as I rushed to take off all our clothes.

			“And I love you, and if you help me get us naked, I’ll show you just how much.”

			He laughed while we both tugged and pulled at clothes. “They’re waiting for us.”

			I shook my head as I threw my pajamas to the floor. “They said we needed time off. We’re getting off.” That last part I got out while sucking on his neck.

			“I don’t think that’s what they meant, but let’s go with your version.” He laughed and I felt the happy tremors of that sound go straight to my heart.

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Ari
New Year’s Eve

			“Wow.”

			Yin was usually a lot more talkative than that, but he had good reason to be speechless. This place was, in one word, breathtaking. We’d been in New York City for a couple of days now, and the trip so far had been everything and more than we could’ve asked for. The hotel reservation that Easton supposedly didn’t need had been at none other than the Peninsula—where Tom and Milo were hosting a New Year’s Eve party. It was on brand for them, doubling as a fundraiser for organizations doing the work of racial justice.

			It was a formal affair, apparently a throwback to the party where they had met. I was not even going to front like I had ever been anywhere this fancy. At least Patrice and Easton had given us the heads-up on bringing our suits.

			“Babe, look at that.” Yin pointed to the dance floor where a band dressed in tuxedos were playing what sounded to me like salsa as couples danced.

			“You made it.” We both looked up and saw Milo walking toward us. He was wearing a very dark green velvet suit and right next to him was his husband, Tom. He was wearing a regular tux that I was sure could pay for half of a college semester. Still they were not the type to flaunt. For a millionaire Tom was as down to earth as one could be and Milo, well, he was one of us.

			“Look at you two. Is the hotel room okay?”

			Yin, who basically worshipped the ground Milo walked on, nodded as we all hugged.

			“Yes, the room is great. You guys didn’t need to get us that upgrade.”

			Milo flicked his hands and looked up at Tom. “We were happy to. The hotel usually comps rooms when you throw a party, and we’re going home tonight.” He leaned into Tom, his eyes blazing with something that I could certainly recognize. It was the same thing I saw in Yin’s. As if he could read my mind, my boyfriend pressed a little closer, a shiver coursing through him as I wrapped an arm around his waist.

			“How was the show?” Tom asked, his arms tucking Milo to his side as he looked at us. He looked so content. So thoroughly happy. In the past, seeing someone like that, getting to openly have what I yearned for would’ve elicited a pang of longing. But now here with Yin, with my person, at my side, all I felt was understanding.

			I tuned back in to the conversation to hear Yin gushing about Hamilton. “We were so close to the stage. My expectations were sky-high, but if anything the show was even better, right, babe?” He looked up at me, and I nodded to confirm.

			“It was amazing,” I said, not able to hide my enthusiasm.

			Tom grinned, and looked around the room again. “We’re happy you were able to stay for the party. It should be a good night.”

			“We’re looking forward to ringing in the New Year with you,” Yin exclaimed, eyes shining with excitement. There had been a rumor that Tom was friends with some Dominican pop stars, so Yin had been on high alert and prepared for the potential major Instagram moment. Although if Cardi B actually showed up, I feared my boyfriend might pass out, or cry, or both.

			“We’re glad you’re here,” Milo said, and signaled to one of the glass doors that were scattered all around the room. “The outdoor bar is fully covered, and very well heated. It’s empty now since people probably won’t start coming in for a bit longer. They have snacks too, if you want to get a drink.”

			Tom leaned down to give his husband a kiss and we took that as our cue to go look around. We were on the rooftop so the view probably was spectacular. It was a circular structure and the walls that encircled the bar were mostly glass. From inside we could see some of Central Park and the lights of the city. I tugged on Yin’s hand and walked over to the door leading outside.

			“We can get you a fauxtini.”

			“You’re not cute.” He did not sound like he meant that at all.

			The outdoor bar was even cooler than the one inside. It was enclosed in a glass dome. When we turned our heads up, it was like looking at the New York City skyline from inside a diamond.

			We got our drinks quickly and I took a moment to look around. I noticed what looked like a gazebo and pointed at it. “Is that a garden?”

			The bartender tipped his chin in the direction of a little door on one of the sides of the dome. “Yeah. It’s heated and there are some benches and everything.”

			Yin’s face lit up at that, “Ooh that sounds very Cinderella for New Year’s!” I smiled at how hard he was cheesing.

			The bartender nodded in the direction I’d pointed. “You should go and see it before it gets busy.”

			“Let’s go, babe.” Yin was practically jumping by that point.

			It was cold, but the space heaters did their work and I felt warm even though we were outside and so high up. As we walked we were ensconced by two rows of evergreens on both sides of the path, and a clear canopy on top that let us see the night sky. It felt strange to feel this close to nature when we were on the thirty-seventh floor, and in the middle of Manhattan. But I went with it. I shed my usual apprehension of good moments turning bad. I tried to take my own advice and let myself enjoy the moment I was living in.

			When we got to the gazebo I took a seat and Yin sat next to me, but I brought him up to sit on my lap. He was unusually quiet. Unlike me, Yin did not hold back his excitement in moments like this. If things were fancy he made a point of partaking in everything. But he was subdued, like he was also taking the time to soak all of this goodness in.

			“I love you,” I said as I pressed a kiss to his mouth. “I know we’re young and have lots of big decisions to make over the next year, but I feel ready for all of it.” Yin sighed and kissed me back, but didn’t speak, waiting for me to finish saying the things that had been on both our minds. “Nursing school and law school in the fall. A new city—

			“Together,” he reminded me.

			I smiled at his unusually no-nonsense tone. “Together, always. And that’s the only thing I know for sure. That the dreams we had for ourselves before we met, we can now go after together.”

			His mouth slid down my jaw to my neck and he pressed those lips that could still make me shiver to a pulse point on my throat. I knew about the function of that body part, because one of Yin’s favorite things was to turn dirty talk into an anatomy lesson. He spoke into the night, his voice shoring me up. “It’s going to be hard, but we have each other. Syracuse will just be another chapter in our story, and when we need help, we’ll ask for it. Our people will be there for us.” I moved my head up and down, and hummed in agreement, feeling thoroughly safe in that truth as Yin continued laying our future. “And when we’re done, we’ll come back home.”

			We pressed in closer, into the warmth of this little corner we were hiding in, so high up it almost felt like we could touch the stars. I leaned in to press a soft kiss to his mouth before saying the one thing that felt like the beginning and end of all my truths. “Home...is you.”
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			Starting over is more about who you’re with than where you live...

			Chapter One

			Julia

			If you assumed that being a grown-ass woman who paid her bills and lived ten states away from my Dominican mother meant she would not be all up in my business, you’d be wrong.

			“Mami, I gotta go. I need to go and see my boss. It’s important.” My stomach dipped, remembering how pressed my boss had sounded on the phone. Gail, who was usually cool as a cucumber, was pretty flustered when she’d asked to see me. Not that I blamed her. Things around here were getting more stressful by the minute. My new job, on paper, was a dream.

			Program director for the Sturm Foundation. Not only did I get to do the work I was passionate about, but I was also employed by one of the most iconic high-end department stores in the world. There was also that seriously impressive employee discount.

			Sample sales and meaningful work... I was living the dream.

			Except as soon as I got to Dallas, the boyfriend I moved across the country for dumped me for his side-chick. And now six months later when I finally felt like I was settling in, things had taken a not-so-great turn at work. So arriving late to an important meeting with my boss was not the best move I’d ever made, and yet here I was in a hallway making a personal call. Because my family was my Kryptonite and they knew it.

			“Okay, pero abuelita wants to say hi.” My mother was aware things at my job were stressful, but that did not keep her from laying on the guilt. “You know she gets worried about you down there by yourself.” You’d think instead of Dallas I’d relocated to the moon. I hoped my mother didn’t start with the guilt trip and demands to come back home. I was not in the mood and it was not the time.

			I looked around the empty hallway to check if anyone was around and nodded like my mother could see me. “Fine, Mami, but just one minute.” Sturm’s headquarters was in a downtown Dallas building built in 1914. It was gorgeous inside and out like only vintage architecture could be, but the halls were narrow and the ceilings low, so it wasn’t like I could go unnoticed while lurking in a corner. I wasn’t trying to get myself on the radar of anyone who could fire me, especially now that we seemed to be in a Code Red at the foundation. After just a couple of months into my new position, the higher-ups at Sturm’s had announced that the fashion empire was preparing to go public after almost sixty years as a private company. They’d hired a firm to help them in the process and in the last week they had deployed a team of men and women that had been power walking through the hallways looking like a wolf pack hunting for prey. They were very easy to spot in their dark and boring suits, a striking contrast to the Sturm’s workforce, who, no matter what shape or size, always looked runway ready.

			Gail had warned me that our program—hell, the whole foundation—was on the team leader’s radar and very likely to end up on the chopping block. So, me chatting on my phone instead of sitting at my cube working was not likely to go over well. I winced, remembering I’d seen him walking around this morning.

			“Lita, mija, are you still there?” I almost jumped three feet in the air when the voice of my grandmother startled me out of my anxious inner ramblings.

			“Aqui estoy, Abue.”

			“Your mami said you’re trying to meet strangers from the computer.” I cracked a smile at my grandmother’s suspicion for anything that happened via the internet.

			“Abue, I am not meeting people from the computer. They all work here.” I could barely hold back a laugh as a round of tongue clicking ensued. “We’re just planning a meetup using an app, because the company is big and we don’t all know each other.” I tried to sound as reassuring as possible because neither my mother nor my grandmother were above getting on a plane and crashing my happy hour.

			There was more shuffling, which probably meant that someone else was getting a turn at instructing me on how to be a functioning adult.

			“Li.” My name is Julia. A pretty short name, but somehow my family had come up with at least twenty variations to it.

			Julita, Lita, Li, Tali...the five letters of my name offered infinite possibilities for my relatives.

			“Mija, are you listening?” And it seemed my mother was still not done.

			“Si, Mami.” I managed to keep the sigh all the way down in my chest.

			“Did you get the thing I sent you?”

			I was grateful for the fact that we were not on FaceTime and twisted my mouth to the side, because my mother truly did too much.

			“You mean the box full of dry beans and adobo? Seriously, Yolanda.” I smirked picturing her narrowing her eyes at me using her name.

			“Fresca.” I laughed at that, my mother was not down with me calling her by her name. “I’m not one of your little friends, Julia del Mar.”

			I cleared my throat in an effort to at least sound a bit less like I was laughing at her. “How am I being fresh? You know it’s true. With all the Goya food you’ve sent me I just need to get a Yankees fitted and I’ll be able to open a bodega out of my apartment.”

			“Tan exagerada.” She tried really hard to sound mad, but I could hear the hint of a smile in her voice.

			“I’m not exaggerating. I got pounds of guandules in my apartment.”

			My mother had taken my move hard. I knew she missed me. I missed her too, but I was determined to make a go of things here. I would not go back to New York City with my tail between my legs.

			“I know it’s disappointing, but I need to do this right now, okay?” I pushed down the knot in my throat and tried to scare off the tears pooling in my eyes by staring up at the ceiling. Crying on the phone with my mother would really set off a rescue operation. “I need to stay here, and see this job through. Matt wasn’t the only reason why I came to Texas.”

			I cringed at my slip. Mentioning my ex’s name would send my mother and abuela to the land of petty in a hot second.

			It took less than that. “It’s all that pendejo’s fault, making you move down there and leaving you to chase after some sucia from his office.” I miraculously managed to keep another sigh inside. “I knew that boy was trouble from the day I met him. What kind of decent person comes to meet his girlfriend’s family empty-handed? Not even a loaf of bread or some fruit in all those years. Nada.”

			Yes, she was still holding that grudge.

			The disbelief in my mother’s voice would’ve been funny at any other moment, but the last thing I wanted to do right now was get into a conversation about my ill-fated move and my ex’s trifling ass.

			“Mami, I don’t want to talk about Matt. Yes, he’s trash, but he doesn’t matter anymore. This year is about me, no romance, no distractions. Nada.” I sliced the air with my hand as if she could see me. “I’m focusing on my job, which I actually love, and trying to build a life here. Esta bien, Mami? Can you guys support me in that?”

			That was a low blow, because my mom, all of my family really, was nothing but supportive.

			“Mija. I just worry. It’s so hot in that place.”

			Oh no, not the heat again. I was never going to get to that meeting.

			“It’s so dry. Mariita told me when she went there her hands cracked. Did you get the lotion I sent you?”

			My mother was convinced the regular drugstore hand lotions from New York City were somehow more effective than the ones in Dallas and sent me so many tubes I could probably stay moisturized through a zombie apocalypse.

			“You know I did. Don’t send me any more, Mami. I only have two hands, and you sent me enough to keep my skin supple for decades.”

			“Muchachita.” Her voice had that familiar mix of love and exasperation that defined our relationship. “Okay, bye, but remember to drink lots of water, mija. Our people are not built for that dry heat.” I ended the call after agreeing to do everything she said, including walking around with the jug with a straw she’d sent me.

			I realized I’d accidentally had my mother on speaker—she was so loud I could no longer tell the difference—when I heard what sounded very much like someone trying not to choke from trying not to laugh.

			Awesome.

			It had to be about my call. My mother’s voice carried for miles. But I didn’t look up to find out who was laughing their ass off at my expense and focused on the text I had from my boss. I could be mortified in a minute.

			Are you on your way??

			I quickly typed a response as I stepped up to the elevator that would take me up to the “executive” floor.

			Going up to you now.

			I fired that message off and kept my attention on the elevator door, trying not to read into Gail’s unusual urgency. Pushy was not her style and she’d sent four messages in ten minutes. My boss usually channeled a Super Soul Sunday vibe in her texts. The double question mark was not a good sign, and the fact she was keeping strictly to the point was definitely concerning.

			Something was up.

			I stepped into the elevator and shoved my phone into the pocket of my dress, took a moment to send a prayer to the employee discount that let me buy bomb clothes on a nonprofit worker budget, and did some mental math of what could be going on.

			Was the program really in trouble? Could we actually get shut down?

			Nope, I would not go there. I would not think about what it would be like to get on a plane back to New York dumped and unemployed. Not happening.

			A distraction. That’s what I needed. Just as the door to the elevator was about to close, someone got in. The fact that I was eye level with the base of his throat was a good clue as to who it was, but when he opened his mouth and the now familiar knee-weakening baritone echoed off the walls of the elevator, I got my confirmation.

			“Morning, Ms. Ortiz.” That voice could be used for interrogation tactics. Every muscle in my body loosened at the same time whenever I heard it.

			I squeaked out a “Morning” and took my time lifting my head all the way up to look at the last person in the world I wanted overhearing my conversation with my mother.

			Him.

			Rocco Fucking Quinn, otherwise known as the “Team Leader” for the consulting firm looking to bag my job. The guy with the New York City-est name on the planet. I hadn’t exactly gotten personal with Mr. Quinn, but I picked up on that accent the first time we met.

			“What’s good?” I really tried to sound polite, but my Queens jumped out in situations like this. I did not gulp, because I could not let this fucker see me sweat. I managed not to cut my eyes at him, but it was a close call.

			I took him in, ramrod straight, every hair in its place, not a wrinkle in sight, and decided he could not be the proprietor of the laugh-choke from before. The man seemed to be completely lacking a sense of humor. I knew he must have teeth but I’d never seen them.

			Yeah, definitely not him. That fact rallied my spirits a little bit as I stood close enough to pick up on how he smelled. Like the ocean and something woodsy. That was not helpful information.

			Without saying another word, I ran my eyes over him. It struck me that he was not wearing something bespoke like pretty much everyone here. Don’t get me wrong, he still looked good enough to eat, but he was clearly on a budget. And at a place where everyone looked like they were heading to a New York Fashion Week photo shoot, it was sort of jarring. Still, the suit fit him well. And there was no question, this guy could wear the fuck out of a suit. I held back a whimper when I envisioned him in a Brioni or a Zegna. They’d have to put out a heat advisory for the building if that ever happened.

			“I thought I could detect a familiar accent when I was coming down the hall.” His perfectly blue eyes twinkled at what I was certain was an expression of utter mortification on my face. He sounded pleasant enough, but he was also alluding to the fact that I was yapping on my phone. This wasn’t the first time he tried to be cute. Rocco Quinn seemed to like fucking with me. And it was only a matter of time before he stepped on my last nerve and I reamed him out.

			Thankfully, just as I was scrambling to respond to his comment, the elevator got to my floor. I was planning to just leave him hanging and run off, but he was hot on my heels.

			Dammit.

			“Sounds like your mom misses you.”

			Oh, for fuck’s sake. Why did he have to act all fake nice?

			I nodded without looking at him. “She does. Listen, Mr. Quinn—”

			“You can call me Rocco.”

			Nope, that was not happening. I was not letting this sexy bastard talk me into getting all chummy with him. I was already on thin ice as it was. He could keep his pheromones and his slick-as-fuck expressions to his damn self. I came to a dead stop a few feet away from the conference room door where my boss—and whatever shitty news she was about to give me—was waiting.

			When I turned around, Rocco was looking down at me with an expectant smile. God he was handsome, that jet-black hair so dark it almost had a tinge of blue and those eyes, piercing. And I guess he had teeth after all, and of course they were perfect. Asshole. I shook my head hard when my traitorous brain started wondering what Pantone color his eyes would be.

			Get your head in the game, Julia del Mar.

			I straightened my back, determined to fight off the debilitating effects of those gleaming teeth and perfectly pink lips. I had to remember this niceness was probably his way of getting us to let our guard down. He was here to find ways to cut jobs. I was not about to mouth off and get myself fired, but I needed to get some things clear.

			“Look.” I was proud of myself for not rolling my neck or pointing at his face. “I know you’re trying to be nice, but you make me nervous.” I pulled on the hem of my blue polka-dot dress and smoothed my yellow cardigan, avoiding eye contact at all costs.

			“Why do I make you nervous?”

			Uh, maybe because you’re here to close down as much of the foundation as you can.

			I refrained from actually saying that because I had not been raised by a Puerto Rican man and Dominican woman just so I could act like I had no home training with the guy who could get me fired. But it was a close call.

			“I’m sorry for saying that. You don’t make me nervous.”

			Lies.

			Rocco Quinn didn’t just make me nervous. He made me want to run my hands all over that big-ass body and moon over his almost but not quite curly hair and blue eyes, in spite of the fact that I knew he was out here gunning for my entire program. And yet, I still wanted to kiss the hell out of him while I climbed him like a sequoia.

			Enough.

			I cleared my throat, while he looked at me like he was trying to read my mind. Jesus, I’d probably just jumped up like ten spots on his list of people to fire. In an effort to calm myself down, I looked down at my cream and navy blue Mary Janes and resisted the urge of tapping the heels to see if I could Dorothy my way out of this mess. When I looked back up, he was still looking at me expectantly, like he was watching his favorite telenovela and could not wait to see what bananas plot twist was coming next.

			I jerked a thumb over my shoulder, still flustered but powering through. “I have to go see my boss.” Nod. Smile. Eye contact. “Have a good day, Mr. Quinn.” There was no way I was calling him Rocco.

			I stepped into the large conference room thinking that little interlude could not have gone more perfectly terrible, and made my way to Gail, who was sitting on her own at one end of the table.

			As soon as I reached her, I knew shit was worse than I’d thought. Gail’s usual calm demeanor was gone and she looked full-on frazzled.

			“Hey, sorry it took me so long to get up here,” I said as I sat down next to her, trying to figure out what were all the papers strewn around the table.

			Gail usually wore some colorful tops and slacks to work, but today she was in a very solemn slate pantsuit and blue oxford shirt.

			“I just met with the executive team.” She closed her eyes as she spoke and pushed her fingers into the space between her eyebrows, as if trying to fend off a tension headache. This was a woman who meditated during lunch every day.

			This could not be good.

			“Okay.”

			She sighed, and opened her eyes. She looked exhausted and it was barely noon. “Basically all our programs are being looked at closely and some will get cut.” A hole opened in my stomach and I had to force myself to speak calmly.

			“What does that mean?”

			Gail ran a hand over her white hair. Her carefully styled pixie cut was a bit in disarray today.

			“For now, it means that we need to make sure we show the consultants why our programs are important.” She scowled at whatever popped into her head and looked to the conference room door, expectantly. “The twins are not happy about this and they will fight like hell to keep everything going. Davidson’s, this firm they’ve brought in, has a good reputation and it’s known for making transitions that don’t steamroll the company’s values. Still, they’re here to do a job.” She lifted her hands like that could placate the panic that was probably written all over my face.

			I was too freaked out to answer so I took a moment to mull over the information Gail had just thrown at me. The Twins were Mitzy and Muffy Sturm, the granddaughters of the founder of the company and two of the three majority owners. They had been the ones who’d, after watching the news and what was happening to children at the border, had come to Gail and expressed their desire to fund a program for immigrant and refugee children. Gail had come up with a trauma-informed after-school program for middle and high school kids and a trauma-specialized counseling center for families. I’d been hired to develop and run the after-school program.

			Gail cleared her throat and I braced for whatever she was going to say. “But Mitzy and Muffy are not the only ones who get a say.” I knew there was another sibling, but he was sort of a mystery to me. “Their younger brother, Duke, is the one behind the push to go public, and he does not seem to have any use for the foundation, much less new initiatives costing the company millions. He’s the one who pushed for hiring the consulting firm.”

			Bile rose up my throat when I thought of how messy I’d been with Rocco. Fuck.

			“We’ve barely started the semester. Where does this leave us?”

			I’d arrived in Dallas in late spring in order to set up the program for the start of the school year. It had taken an enormous amount of work to get everything ready, but we’d managed. Gail had been a huge driver in that effort. She was not one to cower in front of a challenge and at my question, the woman who I’d grown to admire and respect in the six months we’d been working together was suddenly in front of me.

			“We show them we’re too important to cut.”

			I nodded woodenly, definitely not feeling as fired up as Gail. It didn’t help that she gulped for whatever she was saying next. Whatever was coming was some bullshit, but before she had a chance to say it there was knock on the conference room door. Gail’s back went up and my stomach dropped somewhere around my Mary Janes. This would not be good.

			I turned around to catch my elevator buddy poking his head in with a big smile on his face. All of a sudden this asshole was all teeth. “Are you ready for me?”

			“Yes, of course.” Gail’s voice sounded mad fake as she waved him over.

			I shot a look at her, certain that whatever she didn’t get to tell me had everything to do with the fact that this gorgeous, oversized motherfucker was sauntering over to us, looking like poorly dressed perfection.

			I stood up and knocked over a can of Diet Coke, hitting my elbow on the table so hard I belted out a curse. As I stood there rubbing my injured limb, I realized Gail had stayed in her seat and was looking at me like she might have seriously misjudged my ability to be helpful in this situation.

			“Julia.” I had no idea how Gail could pack so much warning and encouragement into one word, but I had to admit, I was impressed. “Part of what the executive board has asked for is that we fill Mr. Quinn and his team in on the work our programs do.”

			I didn’t really fully panic until I saw Gail doing Vanna White hands between me and Rocco. I opened my mouth to say something but Gail started talking before I put my whole foot in my mouth.

			“Rocco, Julia will be showing you around our programs over the next few weeks. She’s the best person to do it, since she developed our new after-school program and clinic. I believe those are the areas of most interest to Mr. Sturm.”

			No wonder Gail was stressed out.

			I turned to Rocco and flashed him my best attempt at a smile as I very quickly tried to roll with the bomb Gail had just dropped on me.

			“I’ll be happy to fill you in on whatever you need to know.” I glanced over at my boss, who was starting to look a little pale.

			He dipped his head, with that smirk that I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to kiss or bite off his face. Either way, teeth would be involved.

			“Excellent.”

			I managed to produce a nod and some upward movement of my lips.

			“Sure,” I choked out as he beamed at me.

			The programs, the funding, and my job now depended on me not fucking this up. On me not making a fool of myself with this man, whose mere presence made me act like a full-on wreck.

			Forget before, this was perfectly terrible.
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