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          LOU

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, yeah!” Holden sang the final notes of ABBA’s Dancing Queen with all his natural theatrics, arms wide in a mock opera pose before he switched abruptly to jazz hands and dissolved into giggles.

      I laughed, unable to hold in my glee after the two cocktails Max and Mateo had made in Max’s small apartment kitchen.

      Holden and Daniel, though, who were now hugging each other tightly and bouncing around Max’s living room furniture, were at least four drinks in, and I was convinced they’d pregamed before they even showed up.

      “I think they’ve forgotten us.” Max chuckled next to me, the smooth timber of their voice sending a chill down my spine.

      “We would never!” Daniel declared, flinging his hand up with his index finger pointed slightly to Max’s right. “Truth or dare, Max!”

      Max raised one sassy eyebrow, their dark hair a pleasing contrast against their fair skin. Like a creme-filled doughnut. “Dare.” They lounged on the floor in front of their couch, one leg wedged under the other and both arms planted against the carpet on either side of them, holding up their weight easily. They wore one of their wide-necked shirts, showing off a little collarbone.

      My drunk ass reached over and delicately pushed the chocolatey waves from Max’s face, tucking them behind their ear instead.

      The hair bunched up cutely above their ear, and they turned their sassy eyebrow to me, a small quirk forming in the corner of their mouth.

      I felt my face heat. “Oh, sorry.” I untucked the hair from their ear, and it fell against their cheekbone, like a nice little shelf. Or a modern Leonardo DiCaprio.

      “I dare you to…” Daniel trailed off, and I averted my gaze from Max to stare at Daniel, though I still felt Max’s gaze on my face.

      Daniel ducked into conspiratory whispers with Holden—they’d been best friends for twenty years, ever since kindergarten, and often functioned out of one brain.

      “Any time today would be good,” Max drawled, clearly amused, even if they always liked poking and prodding at Daniel and Holden.

      Mateo snorted from Max’s other side.

      I glanced past Max and saw Mateo snickering silently into his mocktail—he was the designated driver for the terrible two. I already knew I was staying over at Max’s, though. These days, I spent more nights at Max’s and my other friend Mattie’s apartments than my own. Mine was full of people now. My sister, her boyfriend, plus two additional roommates, who we needed to afford the rent when we first moved in. The story might be different now, but the lease wasn’t up for another six months, so couch surfing at my friends’ places it was.

      “He dares you to…” Holden repeated, pointing a dangerous finger at Max, who still looked unaffected.

      Daniel huffed. “Can you at least pretend to show some fear for our twin mischief?”

      “No.” Max shrugged. “You two should actually try being intimidating. Then I’ll pretend to be scared.”

      I slapped a hand over my mouth to muffle the snort I let out.

      When I opened my eyes after I recovered somewhat, I saw Daniel and Holden glancing between Max and me before they shared a look of what I could only describe as dumb glee.

      “We dare you to…” Daniel started again before Holden chimed in to complete their shared thought.

      “Kiss Lou!”
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      My jaw dropped.

      Lou gasped beside me, their blush spreading from their cheeks down their neck in a rosy splotchy pattern.

      “What?” I stared down the twin idiots in front of me.

      They smirked, which would have been infuriating if they hadn’t stumbled into each other at the effort. “Kiss Lou.” Holden stuck out his tongue like a toddler.

      “Or are you scared?” Daniel pushed further.

      I bristled. “I’m not scared. What’s a little kiss anyway?”

      I turned to Lou to find them staring at me, their eyes wide and mouth parted, the snake bite piercings sparkling just below their lower lip, and the teal gems matching their hair color, like Lou always liked to do.

      “Right?” I nudged, quietly so only they could hear me. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      I didn’t think Lou would hesitate at a kiss. They kissed people all the time. They were always at some queer bar getting into some intimate interactions. It was something they needed, so it was also something they always went out and did. They usually came over here to stay the night after their late-night encounters. They would stumble in and either collapse on the couch or invade my bed if they wanted to demand cuddles—these were usually the nights accompanied by Lou telling me about their dick of a date that night, who either didn’t want to cuddle or only wanted to have sex and separate immediately. They needed comfort those nights, and I was always happy to give it to them, even if I never understood what it might feel like to want to have sex with anyone, let alone a stranger.

      But now Lou was looking at me like they were a little lost, confused. It was similar to those late-night looks in my bed, when they confessed their fears for relationships and if they would ever find their match.

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Lou admitted after a moment. “It won’t change anything. We’re still best friends.”

      I smiled, feeling the tension in my back loosen. “Always.”

      Lou beamed, the motion pulling at their piercings as they scooted closer so their knee touched my thigh. Then they reached for my face and leaned in.

      I met them halfway, my left arm braced against the carpet but my right moving to Lou’s hip, gripping them just above their jeans.

      I’d kissed people before, but never like this. Never felt this degree of comfort with a person where we both melted into each other. Never where we fit together like we belonged there.

      Lou’s lips were warm and sweet from their drinks. I felt their smile a moment before their piercings slid against my lower lip as I reflexively smiled back at Lou, knowing we could both feel it.

      I heard whistling and raucous laughter from the two idiots, but I couldn’t refrain from sliding my hand just under the hem of Lou’s oversized shirt—stolen from my closet, by the way; I’d been hoarding them since before my surgery, since before I started on T—to brush against their skin.

      They sighed against my mouth and melted into my lap, their hands bracing against my chest to keep their balance.

      I was about to bring them closer when a crash sounded, and Holden and Daniel fell over my coffee table and came crashing down beside us with matching squeals.

      Lou and I jumped in tandem, lurching away from each other and sharing a wide-eyed look.

      My heart was racing. I could feel my pulse in my ears.

      What the hell was that?

      “I think it’s time for me to get these two troublemakers home for the night.” Mateo chuckled, like the world hadn’t just shifted on its axis.

      He stood and gathered their jackets, tossing them at the bestie pile before cleaning up everyone’s dishes. “Put those on, you two. We’re leaving.”

      Daniel and Holden groaned, but did as they were told, tugging on their hoodies—Daniel’s backward—before they waved at us and stumbled out the door.

      Mateo smiled when he came back and grabbed his own jacket. “Night, you two. We’ll see you on Sunday for family dinner?”

      Family dinner was every Sunday with the eight of us in our friend group getting together as our chosen family.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I choked out, hearing the roughness in my own voice.

      “Yeah, definitely.” Lou nodded beside me, the movement catching in my peripheral vision.

      We watched in silence as Mateo left and closed the door behind him.

      Then our eyes met, and we silently moved into our own evening routine, weaving around each other as we brushed our teeth, changed into our sleep clothes—Lou’s were, again, stolen—and slid into bed together before they snuggled into my side like always.

      “Good night,” they exhaled, their breath brushing past my skin.

      I settled my arm around them. “Good night.”
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