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CHAPTER ONE



"Well?" Austin turns toward me with one hand on his hip as soon as I walk in the door. He's standing at the kitchen sink wearing a dark grey apron and holding a wet dishcloth in his other hand.

I lift my hands. "I think you already know the answer to that." Pretending to sigh, I plop on our couch. Julia has been practically begging me for a date all semester, so I finally gave in, knowing that we weren't even compatible enough to spend more than a one-hour class together, let alone have a relationship. "You have it easy. You're lucky."

He laughs as he sets a plate in front of me. I close my eyes and inhale the spicy garlicky scent. "Do I have it easy because I'm attracted to men?" he asks as he settles on the couch. "Or is it because I'm trans? I hate to break it to you, but neither of those makes the dating scene any easier."

"Maybe it would be easier if you actually came out of the closet and lived as the girl you really are." It's a conversation that we've had before, and it always goes the same direction, so there's no point in having it again. "I didn't mean it that way. I just meant because you just refuse to date anyone. I wish I could do that, but I would never hear the end of it from my family." I lift the plate and take the chopsticks in my hand. "Is this from Preeda's?"

Austin smiles. His leg is pulled up, and he's facing me. "Of course. Is there any other place to get post-date recovery pad thai? And I don't refuse to date. I'm just holding out for the right person." He stares at me as I chew through a giant mouthful of rice noodles and tofu.

"What?" I ask as I swallow. "Did you ask for extra spicy or something?"

"No. I got your usual."

I look at him suspiciously as I eat more, and he finally looks away. His cheeks are pink. "It's almost worth going on these stupid dates just so I can come home to you and this deliciousness."

"You know you don't really have to go on these dates. You can tell people no. Tell your family that you're not ready to get serious with anyone yet." His eyes flash up at mine for just a second before he turns back to the television. "You're only a junior. 21 is young. You're still finding yourself."

The cheap wood chopsticks make a light and hollow clack as I set them on the side of the plate. "Everyone in my family was married by the time they finished college. I'm practically a solterón by their standards. Some shriveled old man destined to always be alone. They're too old-fashioned."

"Bear, you are not some sol—whatever you said." Austin leans across the gap between us and puts his hand on my knee. As soon as he does, I feel a jolt shoot through me, and I shift so his hand falls harmlessly to the cushion where my knee used to be. "The only reason they think you're a shriveled old man is because they have eyes and can see you."

Austin sticks his tongue out at me, and I playfully swipe at him. I'm at least twice his size, and even though football season ended a couple of months ago, I've still been hitting the weight room almost every day. So, I'm far from shriveled. "What are you doing for break?" I ask, even though I already know the answer.

"I told Dr. Tybus I could pick up some extra shifts at the library if she needs me."

"Hardly anyone is going to be here. Just a few grad students, maybe. Come back home with me. The library will get along fine without you."

He laughs, but it seems nervous. The sound of it still makes me smile, though. "You just want to pretend to be dating me so your parents will get off your back."

"These are desperate times," I say. "I have to do something." I flick a peanut at him. He laughs when it hits the top of his head, and it's real this time. His eyes twinkle as he rolls them. "No, I mean it. My sister is the only one who's ever met you, and I talk about you all the time with my parents. They'd love to get to know you. And if finally meeting my best friend distracts them from pressuring me to find a girlfriend, then that's a bonus." I chuckle as Austin pretends to be angry.

"I knew there was some devious plan behind it. But because I like you so much, I'll go along with it anyway… Even though you're using me for your nefarious purposes."

I put on my best innocent face. "I don't even know what that word means."

"Mmm-hmm. Try that line on someone who doesn't know how much you study." He pops the peanut into his mouth and walks away, flipping me off over his shoulder as he goes.


CHAPTER TWO



"I should warn you, my parents are... different." I twist to face him as he unbuckles his seatbelt.

"We've lived together since freshman year. Pretty sure I already knew that." He blows out a quick breath that anyone else would miss, but I know it means he's nervous.

I put my hand on his arm. He has on a thick black puffer coat, but I can still feel the warmth radiating off him. "I know, but... you're going to be fine. I mean it when I say they're going to love you." For all four hours of the flight, his leg kept bouncing up and down, even when I tried to reassure him. I told him that they'll probably end up liking him more than me, and I wouldn't be surprised if that's true. I've never known anyone who didn't love Austin once they got to know him. There's something about him.

As soon as my hand touches his arm, he looks up at me. His eyes squint just a little, and his cheekbones rise. He looks like he's hoping for something, and I want to stare at him until I can figure out what it is. But he turns away before I can. "We should probably go in, right?" he says and pushes open his door.

"Um, yeah." I hurry to the door and unlock it. "Ma? Pa?" I call out for them as the door swings open. Austin follows me so close I can feel him behind me. When I go around the corner to the living room, I see them. Mom is reading a book and dad has a newspaper spread out in front of him. They both act like they didn't hear me come in or yell for them.

"Hey, I made it."

Mom looks over her book at dad. "Escuchas a alguien?" she asks him. Do you hear someone?

"No." Dad shakes his head and keeps reading.

"Very funny guys," I say. "You act like we don't talk on the phone all the time."

Dad gives out a laugh that's too deep for his small body and mom finally rushes over to me and wraps her arms around me. "Mi Alberto is finally home. It's been way too long since I've seen my baby boy." Her hands move to my cheeks, and she pinches them. Her fingers feel like a vise, and I try to pull away, but I'm afraid I can't without causing permanent damage. But when I turn my head, it forces her to look past me, and she notices Austin. "And who is this? You didn't tell me we were having company?" Her face reddens, and she looks around the room, as if there would ever be a single speck of dust or a thread out of place.

"This is Austin." He doesn't make a move to join us, so I take his hand and pull him closer with a quick wink. "My roommate and friend. You know him. You've just never met face to face."

My mom quickly moves to him and embraces him, and as Austin raises his arms to hug her back, I realize I'm still holding his hand. I drop it and take a step back, bumping into my dad. He looks down at my hand and then at Austin before looking back at me. His lips curl up, but he hugs me before I can ask him what he's grinning about. Unlike mom, dad's hugs will crack bones if you let him. Sometimes it can be a good thing, though. Like when I'm stiff after a long flight. So I just stand still and let him squeeze me tight.

"So you two finally..." dad whispers in my ear before letting go of me.

"Us two what?"

He taps the side of my cheek twice. It's still burning from mom's pinch. "We both love you and want you to be happy."

"Uh... okay. Love you too." Dad is smiling awkwardly at me now, so I turn toward Austin. "Hey, we can go up to my room so you can put your stuff away."

He only has a backpack, but he looks relieved and follows me after saying polite goodbyes to mom and dad. When we get to the top of the stairs, I push through the door and sit on the bed. "Sorry about that," I tell him.

"It's okay." Austin looks around my room before sitting next to me. His leg is bouncing again. "It's kinda sweet how much they care about you." He lays back onto the bed, staring at me and smiling.

I just shake my head. "I suppose. I just don't know what all that was about. I mean, they haven't seen me for a couple of months, but that was weird."

Austin shrugs his shoulders and sits up so he can look around my room. I follow his gaze as it moves across the posters and pictures I've had hanging since my senior year of high school. Football players I grew up idolizing, bands I loved, women I thought were hot. I see him bite his lip, and my face goes red. Suddenly everything here seems so childish and wrong. These are snapshots of who I was, and I just now realize how much I've changed in the three years since then.

"Hey, so you want to go do something?"

He turns to me, his green eyes a little wider than normal. "Sure. Like what?"

I have no idea. I just need to get him out of my room. To get him to stop looking at the person I used to be. "You just agree without knowing what I have planned? What if I want to take you skydiving?"

Austin chuckles. "You wouldn't. You know I'm scared of heights." Scared of heights doesn't go far enough. He won't even climb a ladder. I was surprised he came on the plane with me this morning. If he would have seen a spider onboard, it would have been his worst nightmare come to life. "So what non-skydiving activity do you have planned for us?"

I turn to face him, and my leg brushes against his hand. I draw in a breath at the feeling it sends through me. Every time we touch, it's like static electricity sizzles between us. "Nothing exciting. I just thought maybe I'd show you around the town. Some of the places I used to hang out. Now that I say it out loud, it's stupid. You don't want to see any of that stuff."

"I do. I'd love to." It has to be my imagination, but it feels like his hand is pressing just a little more into my leg.

I hop off the bed and pull him up with me. He's so light I could carry him out to the car, and I wonder what it would feel like to have him that close to me. Would I be able to feel his heart beating? "Cool." When I get to the top of the stairs, I turn around and look at him. I want to warn him to not say anything to my parents or they'll take that as an invitation to ask him a million questions, but seeing him distracts me. I chuckle. "Forgetting something?"

He tilts his head a little and then looks around.

"Your coat. It's not exactly 75 degrees outside."

"Oh." He runs a hand along his bare forearm. "Just being with you gets me so hot I didn't think I would need it." He stares unblinking for a second, but then he laughs.

I roll my eyes. "If that's the kind of line you use on guys, then I know why you're single."

Austin clasps his hands over his heart. "Hey! My lines are fine, thank you. I just need the right guy to use them on." He spins away and back into my bedroom. When he comes back, he's zipping his jacket. "You obviously can't handle the temptation of seeing my sexy arms."

"Obviously." I flip him off and hurtle myself down the stairs like I've done thousands of times in my life, shouting at my mom once I get to the bottom. "Hey Ma, Austin and I are going out for a bit. I don't know when we'll be back." I take his arm and tug him toward the door before we're stopped.

But it doesn't work. I groan when I see her. She's standing in the dining room in perfect position to intercept us before we can make it outside, and she takes advantage of it. She slides in front of the door and smiles. "Aww, you two have fun. We won't wait up." It looks like she winks, but she must just have something in her eye. She's probably been dusting her already immaculate house. "It was good to finally meet you in person, Austin. Tiago and I look forward to getting to know you a lot better."

"Yeah, you too, Mrs. Garcia." Austin's eyes sparkle as he looks at her and then turns to me. I'm just about to tell her to move when she steps aside on her own. She never misses a chance to interrogate one of my friends, so I can't believe she's not seizing this opportunity.

"Call me Yesi," Her face is brighter than the shining wood on the china cabinet behind her as she grins at Austin, and my jaw falls open. Only family is allowed to call her Yesi. Her closest friends call her Yesenia. She even makes our cousins call her doña Yesenia. "Or you can call me suegrita..." She looks away as she lets the word trail, and I've had enough. She and dad have clearly been smoking something. Whatever they do in the privacy of their own home is their business, but I'm not going to subject my friend to any more of it than I have to.

"Come on." I take Austin's hand and pull him outside. He doesn't move at first, but I yank so hard he has to follow or fall on his face. I don't say a word even once we're inside the rental car. I don't know what to say. I just slip the car into gear and drive too fast down the long asphalt driveway.

When I pull onto the road without using a turn signal, Austin puts his hand on my arm just long enough to get me to glance at him. "What's wrong? Did I do something?"

I shake my head and try to smile at him. I wish he was the one who had done something wrong. It would be a lot less embarrassing than admitting my mom has lost her freaking mind. "It's nothing. Don't worry."

"You'd tell me, right? If I made your mom mad, you'd let me know so I could apologize?" There's no one else on the straight road, so I'm able to look at him. His eyes are wrinkled up with worry, and he looks like he needs a hug. I wish I weren't driving so I could give it to him. "That's what happened, isn't it? That word she said that made you storm out of there… it means she's mad at me."

A little snot shoots out of my nose when I snort. "That's not what that word means at all. It's the opposite. She was being friendly." Way too friendly, but I don't want to talk about it. I don't even want to think about it or that word. "My old school is just right down the road. I'll show you where I scored all those touchdowns that made me so irresistible to the ladies." I don't need to look to know that he's rolling his eyes so far back that he can see out the rear window.


CHAPTER THREE



We hop the fence to the football field at the high school. The years of memories flood back into me as soon as I feel the grass under my feet. I take a deep breath that puffs out my chest and then bolt down the field toward the opposite end zone. Just as I throw my hands up to celebrate my pretend score, I hear Austin's mix of giggling and panting coming up behind me. "Not so fast, football boy. You're about to be sacked from behind."

I turn around. He's running at full speed but I could easily get away from him if I wanted. Instead, I stand still to see what he does. I think it confuses him because as he gets a couple of yards away, his eyes go wide and he tries to pull up. But it's too late. I turn my head away as he crashes into me. It barely moves me, but when I look back, Austin is on the grass. Dazed at first, but then he laughs so hard tears start to leak out the corners of his eyes. I try to pull him up, but I'm laughing too hard. So I just drop down beside him. "You're a fucking idiot. I'm at least sixteen times bigger than you."

"No more than fourteen."

"Are you hurt?" My laugh dies away as I look him over to make sure he's alright. No broken bones jutting through his skin. No blood dripping from his nose.

He leaps to his feet, holding his arm out like a broken wing on a bird, and dashes to the end zone. "I score! I win!" He slams his arm downward, and I realize that he was pretending to hold the ball and now to spike it.

"Such an idiot."

"You're just jealous because now I'm the irresistible one." He runs by me and slaps my head like we're playing a game of tag.

Determined to not let him get away with it, I jump to my feet and chase after him. He screams and tries to zigzag away, but it just slows him down more. I tap him and then wrap my arms around him to force him to stop running. He looks up and gives me the meanest and ugliest face he can. "Irresistible, huh?" I ask, and we both erupt into laughter like a couple of giddy, pre-pubescent kids. "Every game when I scored a touchdown—"

"Which was every game, of course," Austin teases me.

"Of course. So every game, mom and dad would take me to Perry's afterward to celebrate. You have to try their fries. There are only two reasons I would ever murder someone: to protect a person I love and to get those fries."

"Uh, maybe don't hold me so tight while you're talking about murdering people?" He squirms against my grip, and I let him go. As soon as he's free, the cold slithers through my hoodie and sweatshirt, and I start to shiver.

I tap his shoulder and jog past him to the fence, where I wait to help him over. If it wouldn't wound his pride, I could just lift him over the three-foot fence, but I give him a boost to make him think that he's doing most of the work. Then I hop over after him.

Perry's is just a few minutes away, and it looks as majestic as ever. As I pull into the parking lot, I swerve around the potholes that are so big my friend's car had to be pulled from one my senior year. It didn't help that it was a tiny two-seat sports car. Or that he had snuck a few shots of tequila before deciding to drive. Being swallowed by the pothole might have saved his life that night, even if it did mean he was grounded for the next two months for being so stupid.

When I pull up next to the building, Austin chortles. "This? Your parents took you to a bar on Friday nights after your games?"

I get out and look up at the grey-brown boards on the side of the building. I don't know when it was last painted, if it ever was. It's always had this same weathered wood siding for as long as I can remember, always looking like it should be condemned—or like it might fall down on its own—but it's still as solid as ever. I push on the side of the building as if I'm trying to prove its sturdiness. Austin walks up and looks at me. His eyes questioning. "Trust me," I say.

The wood-framed door squeaks as I pull it open. I hold it until Austin passes through. Then I follow him. As soon as we're inside, I smell the fat. The oil from the deep fryers. The grease from the burgers. And I can almost picture being here just a few years ago. Mom and dad sitting at one table while me and my friends sat at the table beside them. I look at our tables. We came here so often they held them for us every Friday during the season. There's no one there today, so I walk over and sit down. The same wobbly chair against the same wood-paneled wall. The same spot where Courtney would slide her hand up my leg and massage my dick when she was sure none of the adults were watching. My dick gets hard just thinking about it.

"What is it?" Austin asks as he sits across from me.

"Nothing. Just remembering coming here." When I look across the table at him, the shiver that goes through me is more powerful than anything I ever got from Courtney. I must have missed this place more than I thought. "We always used to—"

The screech of Austin's chair as he slides back from the table blasts around the room, and everyone looks at us. My face goes red, and I try to cover my embarrassment with a nervous smile. "That must have been your leg. Sorry."

"What did you think it was?" His face is stark white.

I slide back a little and point at the center table leg. It's covered in pink and white and blue. Gum from years of immature students who thought it was their way to leave a mark on the world. "We'd all stick our gum there. I just wanted to see if they ever scraped it off."

"Oh." His eyes move from the leg to the top of the table, and he moves in closer, still as pale as a stabbing victim. "So they do serve alcohol here, right?"

[image: ]


"The best fries... ever!" Austin practically shouts as his head falls against my shoulder. I shush him and unlock the door with my right hand while I hold him tight with my left arm curled around his back. It's only nine. There's no way my parents are asleep, but I don't want them to get the wrong impression about Austin. In the three years I've known him, this is only the second time I've seen him drunk. "And those Purple Dahlias! Do you think they'd give me the recipe if I call them in the morning?"

I'm pretty sure he won’t feel like calling anyone in the morning. And I'm just as sure that the recipe for that drink is just whatever alcohol they feel like pouring in, mixed with grape frozen slushy mix. "Let's get you inside. We can find out in the morning."

"Oh my God, Alberto, you don't know how good that was. It was so good. You're so good too. Why are you so good?" Before I can react, he runs a finger across my lips and presses his mouth into the crook of my neck.

"You two are back early." I jump and push Austin away when I hear dad's voice. He and mom walk around the corner of the kitchen, and they both light up when they see us. Austin stumbling and slipping his arm through mine, gripping it so tight that the blood can't flow through to my hand.

Two seconds too late, Austin gasps at them. "Isn't Alberto the best? You two did such a great job with my little Bear." He runs a hand along my head like he's petting me, and he leans in. If I didn't know better, I would think he's trying to kiss me. Instead, his nose ends up smashing against my chin, and I spin him around, gripping him by the waist and holding his back against my chest while I waddle him toward the living room. I want to be mad, but I guess I owe him. I'm usually the one who gets wasted while he takes care of me.

"You're so sweet together," mom says as I walk Austin away from her.

"Ma, please." I growl. It's bad enough having to deal with drunk and clingy Austin tonight. I don't need to deal with whatever has come over her too.

I just set Austin down on the couch—his head lolling from the right to the left as he gives me a smile so wide I can almost see if he still has his wisdom teeth—when I hear steps behind me. I drop onto the couch and look up. Mom and dad are standing there, and they have grins that could match Austin's.

"So, your mamá and I have been talking this evening..."

"And we love you very much, and are very proud of you." Dad's head nods up and down in agreement as she says it. "Close your eyes."

"What? What's gotten into you two?" I throw my hands up and apparently Austin takes that as an invitation. He wraps his arms around me and buries his face in the side of my chest.

"This is unusual," dad says, and I couldn't agree more. "As far as I know, this has never happened before, but times change, and tradition has to keep up. Now close your eyes."

I shake my head. "What are you up to? Why do I need to close my eyes?"

"Porque soy tu mamá y punto. And Austin, give me your hand."

Because I'm your mom. Like I'm some five-year-old. But Austin follows her orders and sticks his right hand out for her. She takes it and glares at me. Finally, I give in and close my eyes. Something small creaks, and I'm tempted to look. But having to deal with an angry mom is worse than having to deal with this strange version, so I keep them closed.

"What is it?" Austin's words slur into one long rolling wave.

"Tito, all we ever wanted was for you to be happy and loved," dad tells me. "Our baby boy finding what your mamá and I have. And now you have, and we're so thrilled."

Austin gasps, and I feel an electric quiver run through his body. "So beautiful."

I can't take anymore. I open my eyes. Dad is smiling at us while mom still holds Austin's hand in hers. Something gleams on his ring finger and catches my eye. "What the hell?" It's a gold ring with three small pearls set along the top. There's something familiar about it.

Dad rests his hand on my shoulder, and I look up at him. "The men in our family have passed this ring down for hundreds of years. Every time a first-born son brings home his true love, his parents place this ring on her finger to bless their union. And it's never failed in all those years. This is the first time it's ever been given to a male, but I don't see a reason why it won't work for you two the way it did for tu mamá and me. And for abuelito y abuelita. Generations back as far as our history goes."

Mom is beaming at us while Austin holds his hand out, turning it left and right as he admires the ring. Is he so drunk that this nonsense isn't even registering to him? And I just sit here gaping at them all until a small laugh bubbles up from my throat. Then another. It turns into a geyser, and I can't stop it long enough to even breathe. I have to force gulps of air as the corners of my vision turn black.

"We're not... We're..." I can't get the words out. Mom and dad are both looking at me now. The happiness on their faces mixing with concern. Austin burrows his face against my side again, still holding his hand out so he can see the ring. I put my arm around him and force his hand down. He doesn't need to encourage this ridiculousness. "He's not my 'true love.' He's my friend. That's all."


CHAPTER FOUR



I can't help staring at the ring as Austin walks into the living room. He sits beside me on the couch and mutters a quick "hey" under his breath as his eyes flick up to mine before looking down to his lap.

"You know you don't have to wear that thing. They're not going to get mad. They just... I don't know. They're so obsessed with the idea that I'm going to meet the one in college, just like they did. And just like Bel. So they'll obviously latch on to anything. No matter how stupid it is."

The side of his mouth curls up, but then he bites his lip as he holds his hand out, spinning the ring around his finger. "Yeah, I mean... us? Right? We're just friends." His voice is low and flat. If I didn't know better, I would say it almost sounds sad.

"Right." My mind flashes back to last night. His head leaning against me. His arms wrapped around me. The warmth I felt from him. The tiny little sparks that pattered across my skin on the football field yesterday when I caught up to him and held him in a bear hug to keep him from darting away again. "Just friends. Let me have the ring. I'll explain to mom and dad and hopefully make them see through this nonsense."

"Yeah, nonsense." He slides the ring up to his middle knuckle but then stops. "What if we don't say anything yet? They seemed almost ecstatic last night. Just let them enjoy this until we go back after break? We can leave the ring on the dining room table right before we leave."

They were really happy last night. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to give them a few more days of that before telling them the truth. And it's not like Austin and I need to act any different for them. I'm not going to pretend to be his boyfriend, and I'm sure that he has no plan to pretend to be mine. Friends. That's it. "Yeah. I think maybe that would be okay as long as they don't start acting too weird. But if they make you uncomfortable, then no. We stop it right then."

Austin leans his head so it rests against my shoulder for just a second before sliding to the far end of the couch. "They're great. They're not going to make me feel uncomfortable."

I wish I felt the same.

Almost like she knew we were talking about her, I hear a shuffling and look up to see my mom standing in the doorframe. "Dad and I are going to the movies. Why don't you boys come with us—a family night out? Unless you had something else planned..."

I'm not sure what she's implying with the drawn out curl of the last syllable, but I know that there will be none of whatever it is. "Uh, sure. We can—I mean, if Austin is okay with it." He nods his head, and I turn back to mom. "Yeah, we'll go."

Her shoulders raise like someone is pulling them tight with strings from above and her face beams. "Wonderful. We're going to leave in a few minutes, so go get ready."
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The movie theater is mostly empty. There are some couples scattered around and a group of middle-aged women parked in the exact center of the room. Dad leads us to seats a couple of rows behind them.

Everyone takes their coats off and piles them into an empty seat. When we do, my eyes draft to Austin. "Are you sure about that?" I ask him for what has to be the fifth time since he got dressed. He's wearing a fuzzy, oversized light pink sweater with red and dark-pink daisies all over it. It's obviously women's, and I can't believe he even owns it, let alone packed it for this trip.

"Will you quit? What's wrong with it?"

What's wrong with it is that he's even wearing it. Our freshman year, a very drunk Austin pressed himself against me in our dorm room and told me that he's really transgender. Then the next morning, a very hungover and panicked Austin made me swear that I would never tell anyone his secret. He won't tell me his girl name or let me use anything other than male pronouns, even when we're alone. And I've never seen him wearing anything remotely feminine until now. "There's nothing wrong with it. It's—"

"I think it's pretty," mom says from beside me, and I'm suddenly reminded that there are other people here.

I take the seat next to Austin and smile at him. "It is. It's pretty on you." And it's not even a lie. The sweater does look good on him, and I wish he would take more chances like this. But he's always been adamant that he could never do that.

He grins and wiggles his shoulders before leaning across me and saying "thank you" to my mom. As soon as she turns away, I flip him off and pretend to be engrossed in the soda commercial on the screen.

For the first half of the movie, Austin and I do our best to ignore the film. It's a silly romance that neither of us has any interest in, so we fill the time making fun of the male character's too perfect hair and the female character's impeccable makeup, even when she wakes up in the morning. This earns us a few shushes from mom, and even dad, and a couple of glares from the other people in the audience, but what do they expect? This isn't the type of movie that was written to draw the interest of two twenty-one-year-old guys.

At least I didn't think so. An hour into the film, I throw a piece of popcorn at Austin. It hits him square in the cheek and rolls down his sweater to the floor. But he doesn't move. I throw another, and his only reaction is to brush me away. His eyes are glued to the screen. Mr. Perfect Brown Hair is sitting next to Miss Impeccable Makeup on a park bench. He's staring at her as he inches his hand closer to hers. When they touch, Austin bites his lip and looks down. Pain flashes over his face before he looks at me and smiles.

"What is it?" I mouth to him, but he looks away, back to the couple holding hands while the camera zooms out.

Just as the screen turns black and then shows the start of the new scene, I feel something warm on the back of my hand. Austin's fingers. He's not looking at me, just sliding them up until his hand is completely over mine. Once it is, he weaves his fingers through mine and grips my hand. It's like it squeezes the breath from my lungs. I need to gasp, but I can't. I can't do anything. I'm just in shock. He's really holding my hand in the middle of a movie theater? With my mom and dad sitting next to us? And I'm letting him?

As I stare at our hands together, I'm able to breathe again. The air rushes in at the same pace that the warmth flows from his skin into mine and up my arm. I lift my thumb and run it along the side of his finger. When I do, he finally looks at me. Even in the blue reflection from the screen, I can tell that his cheeks are red. His eyes lock on mine. They look resigned to the fact that I'm going to let go, push him away from me. And when I slip my hand from his grip, his face sinks. He knew it was coming, but it's still a disappointment. But the way his mouth drops open tells me that he wasn't expecting me to flip my hand over so I could work my fingers through his. His eyes move down to our hands, and he freezes. I wait for him to look back at me, but he doesn't.

"You're going to miss the movie," I say, and he nods. Still staring. But finally his eyes break away and go back to the screen. He pumps my hand, and I press back to let him know that I'm not letting go this time.

At the end of the film, when Mr. Perfect Hair dashes past security and storms into Miss Impeccable Makeup's office to tell her he's finally realized that he's loved her all along, Austin's hand tightens on mine again. And when she walks around her desk and pulls him into a kiss that leaves no air in the room for anyone else, Austin turns toward me. I twist just a little, quirking up the corner of my mouth, and he leans closer. I hold still and wait, but nothing comes. His steamy breath pulses against my cheek, and I spin to face him.

"What?" I ask.

He opens and closes his mouth twice before shaking his head and looking back at the screen. Watching as the couple, a few months later, haul boxes into their new shared home. Austin's hand slips out of mine, and the theater's air conditioning must come on at the same time. I shiver and wish I had my coat to wrap around me.

When the lights come up, I hop from my seat, eager to put this boring movie behind me. Maybe Austin and I can still play some video games tonight. I take his coat from the pile and toss it into his lap. He wipes his finger under his eye as he smiles up at me and then slips it on. "I need to use the bathroom," he says. "I'll wait for you out front." He walks by me before I have a chance to respond. His face is pale, and he looks sick.

I watch him dart up the aisle, weaving between the slower moving people, and then I turn back to mom and dad. With my thumb, I motion behind me toward the exit to tell them that Austin already left, but dad just shakes his head at me. He looks more disappointed than when I got my first B in tenth grade. I'm just about to ask him what's wrong when he turns away and helps mom into her jacket. Once she has it on, they move into the aisle, leaving me standing alone at my seat.


CHAPTER FIVE



The blaring alarm makes me gasp and jump out of the bed, blankets and sheets twisted around me. I almost crash into my dresser when the still-attached sheet catches on the corner of the bed and yanks my thighs back.

"Sorry! I'm so sorry! I thought I had the ringer off." Austin crawls out of the bed behind me and turns off the phone. He's wearing a light blue tank top with matching shorts, and the material is so thin that I can see the bumps of his nipples poking through.

Looking at them sends a tingle through my cock. I shake my head. Just morning wood. That's all. I shift my legs and glance at my phone. 7:30am. "It's fine. I needed to get up shortly anyway." Austin nods and disappears out my bedroom door.

Since the movie last night, he's been acting different. Quieter than usual. We both went straight to my room when we got home. I booted up my game console, and he lay on the edge of my bed. But when I handed the controller to him, he just shook his head. "I'm tired. I just wanna lay here." I shrugged and played by myself.

Every few minutes, I would look at him from the corner of my eye. First, he was lying on his back with his phone held above his face. His thumbs swiping across the screen while I tried to concentrate on the game. But not long later, the phone was on his chest, and his eyes were closed. Maybe he was just tired. That's why he was acting so strange tonight. I went back to the game, but still checked on him every few minutes. When he didn't move after almost half an hour, I turned off the game and stood over him. I set his phone on my nightstand and pulled the blanket over him, tucking a stray hair behind his ear as I did.

The night before, Austin had offered to sleep on the floor so I could have my bed. And I let him. His pile of blankets and pillows was still beside the bed. But that seemed so silly to me as I looked down at him. It's a queen mattress, and there was no reason we couldn't share it. Once I changed and brushed my teeth, I crawled onto the other side of the bed. Even with a couple of feet between us, he warmed my bedroom, and I fell asleep right away.

I untangle myself from the mess of covers and collapse onto the bed. I'm wide awake now, and there's no hope of falling back asleep. So I stare at the ceiling and replay the way he walked out of my room. There was something different about him when he did it, but I can't put my finger on it.

By the time I find the motivation to work through a shower and then walk down the stairs, mom and dad and Austin are already sitting at the dining room table. "Look who finally decided to join us," mom says. I roll my eyes, but only make it halfway around when I notice Austin. And his hair. It's... longer, even though that's not possible. But it's more than his hair. His face is softer, and his voice matches it. Although the only reason I know that is because I overheard him before I walked into the room. As soon as I stepped across the threshold, he clamped his mouth tight and found something interesting on the floor to stare at.

"Did you know that Austin has never had mandoca?" dad asks, as if it's a sin on par with not knowing the words to the national anthem or never having heard of Luis Aparacio. I look down at the plates. There are scrambled eggs with tomatoes mixed in, but next to it are the golden-brown fried mandoca rings. Cornmeal and plantains and cheese and normally my stomach would rumble just thinking of them, let alone standing so close, but today I can barely look at them. Something has come between me and Austin, and I have to find out what it is.

I sit directly across from him and wait for him to look up, but he doesn't. "So, what do you think of them?" I finally ask.

He runs a hand through his long brown hair, brushing it behind an ear, and glances at me for just a second before his eyes fall down to the half-eaten food on his plate. "They're alright." Mom and dad both laugh and Austin shares half a grin with mom.

"You should have heard him before you came down," mom says. "He was going on and on about them. It's a wonder any of them made it to the table. He ate them as fast as we made them."

"You... helped mom cook?" I ask, and he just shrugs. Austin hates cooking, and I feel guilty that I wasn't down here this morning to save him from being roped into that.

"He practically took over for her once she showed him how to do it," dad says. "This boy of yours is going to keep you well-fed. You'll be fat like your papaíto before too long." He pats the tiny layer of fat on his stomach that would be unnoticeable if he weren't sticking it out.

"That's... He's... "There's so much wrong with what he's saying that I can't decide where to start my objections.

"I need to go into the office for a couple of hours this morning," he continues, like I hadn't interrupted him. "Thought maybe you could come with me? It wouldn't hurt to show your face around there every now and then." Dad is already planning for the day when I can take over the business so he and mom can retire.

"Dad, you act like I don't work there every summer. But sure. Maybe Austin can come too?" I turn toward him and look for any sign of interest. "Then you can see the family business."

He does finally look up at me, and a flash of fire sweeps across his face when he does. His eyes dance, and his nose scrunches up from his smile. But then it dissolves into a simple grin as his eyes go from me to my mom and then back. "I'd love too, but not today. You boys will have to be on your own. Your mom said she made plans for us since she's off today."

"Oh. That's fine." But my stomach sinks. In just the few seconds that I thought everything was back to normal between us, I planned to have him at my side all day today. And knowing that he won't be, leaves me empty. "What are you two doing?"

Austin shrugs and mom's smile takes over her entire face. "It's a surprise," she says. "Now you two guys scoot so tu novia and I can get started on our day."

I'm glad I don't have anything in my mouth when she says it, or I would be on the floor choking. My girlfriend?
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As soon as we walk into the office, dad goes off and does his own thing, so I find a quiet desk and spend the next couple of hours on my phone. Or I try to. I keep hearing mom over and over again. Calling Austin mi novia. But it's not just her, is it? If it were, I could dismiss the crazy realization that just popped into my mind. By the time dad comes out of his office and tells me that he's ready to go home, I feel sick.

As soon as I slide into his car, I face him. "Papá, what is that ring you and mamá gave Austin? It's not a normal ring."

He chuckles and backs out of the parking spot. "No.... It's un anillo bendito. A blessed ring. No one knows anymore how old it is, but no relationship has ever failed once the ring was given." He smiles at me like I should be encouraged by what he's saying. "Your love for Austin will always be just as strong as it is now. And the same with his for you. No matter what disagreements you two have, you'll never have to worry that your feelings will change."

Each beat of my heart feels like an explosion, and I'm glad I didn't have more than a polite bite at breakfast or I would throw up all over his leather car interior. "But what if we're not in love? What if we're just friends?"

"Don't second guess it. The best loves are built on friendship first. That's how I knew your mother was the one, and that's how—"

"No. You're not listening. Austin is my friend. Mi amigo. Not my boyfriend."

Dad laughs, and it's more than a chuckle this time. "Mi hijo ciego. You must truly be blind if you don't see it. Everyone else can tell. As soon as you see him... as soon as you even mention him—all the times you've talked about him on the phone for the last couple of years. You know how everyone says pregnant women glow? Well, you two have that when you're around each other. It's like you each light the other. Maybe you're so close you can't see it, but we can."

"Pa—"

"Tito, no. I don't want to hear any excuses. See with your heart, and you'll know." I blow out a long breath as we move up the driveway toward the house.


CHAPTER SIX



Dad opens the door and walks in like he's not afraid that his world is going to shatter into a million unmendable pieces. I stay behind him, not hiding, but trying to keep myself from seeing Austin.

As soon as she hears the door open, mom comes up to us. Her hair is pulled back in a high ponytail and she's wearing blue and white swirled leggings and a matching tank. The sweat marks are just visible around her neckline. "Hola mi amor." She wraps her arms around dad's neck and kisses him. "That didn't take very long."

"No. Jessica has everything under control. I just had to sign..."

I don't hear anything else he says because the sight of Austin overwhelms all of my senses. There's nothing but static and bright bursts of light and arcing pulses of electricity racing along my skin. His outfit is almost identical to mom's, but his is pink and white. And instead of a tight tank top, he's wearing a sports bra. A sports bra that does nothing to compress the two very large mounds on his chest. Mounds that I know weren't there just hours ago.

I try to fight away the crackle and flashes that fill my senses, but when his arms go around my neck, I know it's pointless. "Hey." He says it like there's nothing more that needs to be said.

"Hey..."

He rises to the tips of his toes and presses his lips against mine. The delicate porcelain vase that held my world falls to the floor. Its crash echoes in my soul and turns into the tinkle of each piece, bouncing and skittering along a hard tile floor. And pieces of me bounce and carom along with them until I'm indistinguishable from the shards. Without any self-control—without any self to control—I feel my tongue slide into his mouth as his lips part for me.

My hands, lost at first, now find their way to his hips and then around to his ass. I feel the damp sweat wicking through the material of his workout clothes. Something in my brain whirs to life at the moist sensation on my fingertips, and I wonder if he's moist anywhere else for me. No. That's not even possible.

He pulls me tighter, and his breasts push against my chest. I try to look down, but I can't take my mouth from his long enough to see anything. But they feel real. How can they be real? How can any of this be happening? My dick begins to swell and press against Austin's front, and I gasp.

"No!" It comes out too loud, and everyone looks at me. "What was that? What are you doing?" What am I doing?

I back away and look at him. His hair is pulled back too, but I can still see the highlights. And the makeup around his eyes. Makeup that makes him even prettier than he already is. I put my hands on the sides of my head and squeeze, trying to force the thoughts away. He's my friend. That's all.

I watch as his hands lift to meet mine. His nails are long and painted lilac with gold and silver lines twisting around each other. "What's wrong?" he asks, and he looks worried. Scared.

"Your nails?" I take his hand in mine and hold it in front of me. It burns like I just grabbed a hot coal from a fire, but I don't let go.

He smiles. "They're pretty, aren't they? That was your mom's surprise. A girls' day at the salon." He radiates as he says it, and I hear my dad's voice telling me that Austin and I glow when we're around each other.

"No... no..." I stumble away from him. The bursts of light that filled my vision are gone and have left spinning black vortices. With over half my vision blocked, I make my way to the stairs, tripping on the first one, and crawling the rest of the way up to my room, where I slam the door behind me. Still chanting "no" over and over. An incantation to ward away whatever has happened to Austin. And to me. I fall onto the bed and close my eyes. Not tight enough. The tears still leak through and seep into my pillow.
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The sky outside my window turns dark, and I can smell grilled pork and garlic rising from below. The smell reminds me that there are other people out there—that Austin is out there—and it makes me sick. I roll over and scoot closer to the wall, putting as much space between me and the rest of the world as possible. Just as the smell fades, or I get so used to it that I can't notice it anymore, my door creaks open.

"Bear?"

Why does it have to be him? Why can't it be dad? Or mom? Or a crazed serial killer coming to slowly torture me before leaving me to die? I'd rather it be any of those. The mattress shifts under his weight, and he sighs. Even that sounds different. Lighter.

He brushes a finger across my forearm. It's so light that I can barely feel it. When I don't pull away, he rests his hand on me, and the touch burns my arm. "I saved some dinner for you."

"I..." Nothing comes out. I have to swallow and clear my throat several times. "I'm not hungry."

"Bear, please don't be like this."

He slides his hand down my arm, and I stare at his light purple nails. When his fingers get to mine, I want nothing more than to take his hand. I start to spread my fingers without thinking about it, and it takes every bit of willpower to stop them from knitting with his. "What's happening to you?" I ask, like he'll know any more than I do. Like I don't already know the answer.

"It's this ring." He pulls his hand away from mine just as I'm about to give in and wrap my hand around his.

I spin around and face him. "You know?" He's wearing a cream-colored see-through open knit sweater over a matching cami. Somehow his breasts look even bigger than earlier, and they're pressed together to form a deep line of cleavage. "We have to get it off you. We have to stop this."

He knots his hands together in his lap, shielding his right ring finger from me. "What if I don't want to stop this?"

I freeze in the middle of a breath. He has to want to stop this. No one would want to be transformed like this. The idea is so foreign that I know he has to be joking, and a little laugh escapes my lips. His hand shoots out to the inside of my thigh and stops the laugh before it can become anything more.

"This is what I've always wanted." His voice is wispy. "Why would I ever stop this?"

I should move away from his touch, but I can't. His fingers are melted into my skin. "Austin, this isn't you."

Now he laughs, and it's as harsh as metal grating on metal. "This is more me than I've ever been. And I want this more than I've ever wanted anything else in my life." His hand slides up to the junction of my legs. To my erect cock trapped under the jeans holding it tight against me. "And this is what you've always wanted too. Do you think I didn't see the way you look at me? The way you pull away anytime we touched? We've both wanted this since the night I first told you I was trans. But we've been cowards."

I shake my head and think of the past few years with him. Is it really possible he saw all that?

"We don't have to be afraid to admit this to each other anymore. I love you, Bear. From the instant I first saw you. And I don't have to hide it anymore. Neither do you."

He massages my dick, and I groan. We can't do this. He's my friend. My best friend. And he's a man. My breaths grow shallower under his touch, and I stare at him. He's a man. I stare at his face. His makeup. His long hair. A man. At his breasts. The curve of his waist and flare of his hips. A man. The brown skirt hiding his—I grab his hand. "We can't give in."

"It's what we both want."

"We can't give in." The repeated words solidify my resolve, and I pry his hand open. The ring is right there. All I have to do is slip it off his finger, and all of this will end. It will all go back to normal. It has to go back to normal. Back to hiding the way we feel? I push the thought aside and extend his finger with one hand while I reach for the ring with my other.

"No! Bear, stop!" His shrieks are so loud I wince, and he pushes against my chest, trying to get away from me. But I don't let go. I have to get the ring off of him. He slides a foot up to my stomach and presses it into me. It forces the air from my lungs. My midsection burns and I don't know how much longer I can hold on, but I know I have to. And the whole time, he keeps screaming. Screaming, until I hear a thunder of steps growing louder up the stairs. Then my door flies open.

"Qué chingados! Tito, deja ir de ella! Ahora!" Dad roars into the room and pushes me so hard that my shoulder blades hit the wall. "Tito, what the fuck are you doing to her?" As my back slaps against the cold plaster, my hands open and Austin leaps away from me.

My eyes stick to him, unable to look anywhere else. He's shivering—quaking—and his entire face is shiny from the tears rolling down his cheeks. He stares at me for a second before turning away toward the door. To where mom is standing, a look of horror on her face.

Austin throws himself at her and clings to her. His body convulsing in giant sobs. Mom pats his back and shh's softly into his ear, but she glares at me. My skin burns under the look that she gives me, and that's when I notice dad is pinning me against the wall with one hand and screaming something at me. His face is twisted and tiny specks of saliva are flinging themselves from his mouth.

Mom pulls Austin tight into her and walks him down the stairs. I watch as they disappear. Dad's fingers might as well be knives in the soft flesh under my collarbone. "... not how my son treats a lady!" My brain is finally able to process the words he's shouting at me, and I snort.

"He's not a lady! Do you not see this?" I knock his hand away. He's silent now, but his face is just as red as when he was screaming at me. "Don't you know what that ring is doing to him?" I push past him and out the door. He grabs my arm to try to stop me, but I shake loose and walk down the stairs. There's no sign of mom or Austin down here, and it's just as well. I don't want to see him. I don't ever want to see him. I take the car keys from the table and walk outside, not bothering to close the door behind me.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Without a destination in mind, I just drive. Out of town. Past the next town. Until I finally get tired and pull over in a neighborhood that looks almost like the one where I grew up before we moved into our house now. There's a spot in front of a green one-story house, and I stop there.

As soon as the car is off and the radio is silent, everything from tonight floods back into my mind, and I feel like I'm trying to breathe underwater. Can he really be happy like this? Knowing what's happening to him? I remember the look on his face when he greeted me as I got home. The euphoria. The love. The possession. He was looking at me like I was his. And didn't I feel each of those things when his lips touched mine? For a flash. Before my mind told me that it was wrong. But it is wrong. How can he not see that?

I let my head fall back against the headrest, and when I close my eyes, I see him beside me. The two of us, sitting side-by-side, pulled over on the shoulder of a deserted road. There are no lights other than the glow from the dash, but he's never been more gorgeous. I reach out for him, trying to touch his face, but I somehow brush against one of his breasts. He draws in a quick breath and puts his hand over mine, holding it in place. I cup his soft flesh, and his mouth falls open. And I don't need any more invitation than that. I lean across the armrest and kiss him, and when I do, I know. Fuck.

My eyes snap open, and I feel stretched too thin when I see the empty seat beside me. I didn't know when I first met him—not the way he told me he knew—but sometime in the last three years, I did fall for him. Even if I could never admit it. And then I fell more. As long as I never hit the bottom, I could deny it. Pretend that I wasn't dropping. That I wasn't whizzing down to whatever fate had for me. But now I know what it is. Now I've splattered on the ground below, and I can see the rock wall towering above me. It's slick and there are no handholds. No way of ever getting back to the top. No way of ever getting back to where I was before I fell in love with him.

I start the car and pray that I didn't destroy the most beautiful thing in my life.
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The house is dark. Since it's 3am that shouldn't surprise me, but it still does. In my mind, it should be fully lit and Austin should be waiting at the door for me. My stomach twists a little when I push the door open and realize he's not.

Dad is sitting sideways on the couch in the dark. His arms are folded across his chest. I've only ever seen him sit like this one other time—when I was 14 and told him I was spending the night at a friend's house but really went to a party instead. He waited up all night just so he could yell at me. He never did tell me how he found out. I brace myself for what I know is coming, but it doesn't. And when I look closer, I see that his eyes are closed, and his head is bobbing just a little with each breath. Asleep. Perfect.

I tiptoe up the stairs, skipping the squeaky fourth step, but when I get to the top, I stop. There are three bedrooms, and Austin could be in any of them. I look at each of the closed doors and decide to start with the one straight ahead. My room. I creak the door open slowly. There's no light. Not even a sliver of moonlight shining in through the curtains. But as soon as the door is open just a crack, I know that he's in here.

Still unsure of what I plan to do, I walk to the bed. He's asleep. But not "him." There's no way I can rightfully call him that now. There's nothing masculine about him. And the thought that scared me so badly before now fills me with joy. The one thing she's wanted her entire life, and now she has it. In a way that she could have never imagined just a few days ago.

I drop to my knees beside her and watch her sleep. Her lips are parted just a little and there's a thin thread of drool hanging down from her mouth. And even with her puffy eyes, I can't imagine anyone ever appearing more angelic. I want to crawl into the bed and pull her tight against me, but that would wake her.

I want to kneel here forever and look at her, but I need to touch her. Almost on its own, my hand reaches toward her. I brush my fingertip across her cheek. Her skin is so soft and perfect and one touch isn't enough. I rest my palm against the side of her face. When I do, she turns her head almost like she's leaning into my touch, and I imagine that everything is fine between us. She's forgotten how cruel I was, and with time I'll forget it too. But then her eyes blink open. As soon as she sees me, she scurries to the other side of the bed and pulls the blanket that had slipped from her shoulders tight around her.

Her eyes are wide and darting around the room, around me, and I freeze when they finally settle on me. "Please don't," she begs me. "Please, Bear. Please don't do this. Don't take this away from me."

When I see the tears pooling along her lower eyelids, I collapse back on my heels and wish I could die. She's my best friend, and she's so terrified of me that she sobs as soon as she sees me. My throat tightens, and I have to force my breaths as I shake my head. "I'm a monster. I'm so sorry." I hide my face behind my hands. When I feel the dampness on my palms, I realize I'm crying, and that causes the tears to pour from me. "A fucking monster." I can barely choke out the words. As soon as I do, I fall to my side and wrap my arms around my head so she can't see me as I crumble.

The wood floor is cold against my chest, and I do everything I can to will my body to stop breathing. To let this be my end. Heartless and frozen and shunned by the people I love, and I deserve this. I blow out one last breath and try to relax my body. All the fight is gone, and when a surge of warmth moves over me, I assume I'm getting my wish.

"Shh, it's alright." Austin wraps her arms tight around me and pulls me into her chest. But no matter what she says, it's not alright. "You were scared. That's all."

"I was awful. I was selfish." I curse myself for taking in air to say the words.

She kisses the side of my cheek. It's like someone holds a match to my skin, and if this is what it feels like, I want to be burned alive. "You're not going to try to take it now, are you?" she asks. A question, but I can tell by her voice that she already knows the answer. I shake my head. How could I have ever wanted to take that from her? "Then stop. You were awful. You were selfish. But it's fine now."

I snort and open my eyes. Her face is so close to mine that it makes me flinch when I see her. "It's never going to be fine. Not after what I did."

"It's fine," she repeats and runs a hand along my hair.

Her eyes are still glistening, but they aren't frightened. They're sad. And I think that might be worse. I stare into them until I can't take anymore. I lean in and kiss her. If I don't, I'm going to break apart, and I think I probably still will if she recoils from my touch. But she doesn't. She gasps, but she doesn't pull away. I reach behind her, weaving my fingers into her hair to hold her mouth even closer. When I pull her hair a little, her mouth opens, and I slip my tongue inside. Part of me waits for her to bite down. I would deserve it if she does. Instead, she kisses me back, and my dick smolders at the feeling of her giving herself to me even after what I've done.

I guide her shoulders to the floor while I move over her. "I would do anything for you," I whisper. "Even if you tell me you never want to see me again, I would give that to you. It would destroy me, but I would do it for you."

She closes her mouth, and I lean back just far enough to see that her lips are curled in a slight smile. "I could never want that." Her hand slides up my stomach to my chest. I groan as she twists one of my nipples. Just enough pain to focus all my attention on her touch, but then she slides her hand back down. My nipple tingling and burning and erect in her aftermath. No one has ever played with my nipples before, but she doesn't give me time to think about it. She tugs at the button on my jeans, trying to undo them.

"Are you sure?" I put my hand over hers, stopping her.

She lets out a long moan that sounds more animal than human. "I'm so sure. But are you?"

I press her hand down to her belly and sit up. I look down as I straddle her. Her long hair is flowing in every direction. Her lips are swollen. Her breasts move up and down with each short, rapid breath that she takes. And I shake my head. "I'm not."

She tries to hide the disappointment on her face, but even though she's changed so much, I can still read the emotion as it flares and then is covered. She reaches for my hand and holds it with both of hers. "It's a lot. And I know the way you feel about me, even if you won't admit it, but I get it. And I'm willing to—"

"What's your name?" I ask, and her mouth falls open and then closes. "I can't call you Austin anymore. And you always refused to tell me your real name."

She takes a deep breath before looking away. "Annika." She says it so softly that I can barely hear her.

I pull her hands to my mouth and kiss each of her thumbs. "Annika. That suits you so much better." I move to her index fingers and kiss them. Then her middle fingers. "Annika…" I kiss her ring fingers. First her left, then her right. Then I take her right ring finger into my mouth, moving my lips down until they touch the ring. The ring that I thought had caused so many problems. The ring I blamed for taking my best friend away. But the ring that actually brought us closer than I ever let myself dream of. I pull back, her finger coming out of my mouth with a pop. "I love you, Annika. Even without this ring, I loved you, but I could never admit it. Now, I want everyone to know." I take a deep breath, so I can yell at my full volume. "Annika, I—"

She covers my mouth with both of her hands and the rest of my sentence comes out as a muted mumble. "Your parents are right downstairs!"

"I want them to hear. I never should have hidden this. Even when you were... well, before all this. I shouldn't have let my fear keep me from doing this." I lower myself and kiss the side of her neck. "Or this." I move down and wrap my lips around one of her nipples through the thin fabric of her nightie. She moans and kicks her left leg around me. "I definitely should have done this." I suck harder on her nipple and grind my hard cock against her. Her head rolls to the side. Her eyes are closed. And I swell, knowing that I'm doing this to her. Knowing that she's my girl.

Just as I lift myself up enough to unfasten my jeans, there's a knock at my door, and we both jump and gasp. "Annika? Are you okay? I thought I heard something." It's mom.

"Oh my God!" Annika whispers and then covers her mouth. Her eyes are wider than when I woke her up.

"One of us has to answer her. Do you want me to do it?" I tease her. Her head moves side to side so fast, she's going to give herself whiplash.

"Uh, yeah. I'm fine. I—" I slide my hand between her legs, and an involuntary moan escapes her lips. "Ooh... I probably just cried out in my sleep. But everything is good." As soon as she finishes the sentence, I swirl my finger around her clit. She's ready for it this time, but she still has to bite her lip to keep quiet.

"Okay. If that son of mine tries to come, you let me know, and I'll handle him." Her voice is angry and reminds me of what I did earlier. The damage I caused won't be undone with just a snap of my fingers. No matter how skillfully I use them.

Annika giggles. "Thank you, but I'm pretty sure if he tries to come, I can handle him now." I pull her panties aside and slip a finger inside her. "Oh my God! Oh." Her breaths are so loud, I imagine the neighbors can hear them. She tries to slap at my hand, but I don't budge.

"Annika?" Mom asks from the other side of the door.

"Sorry. Just a, uh, cramp. Ouch. But it's all gone, and I'm going to lie back down now."

"Hmm, okay. Let me know if you need anything. A heating pad helps, so just say the word if they come back. Buenas noches, mija."

"Thank you. Goodnight, Yesi." We both listen, and as soon as mom's steps disappear down the stairs, Annika slaps my shoulder. "What the hell was that? She could have heard!"

I laugh. "I'm sure she did. I'm surprised she doesn't have you calling her suegrita yet."

"You never did tell me what that means."

I sit up and slide my jeans and underwear down to my knees. My cock pulses once it's free of its tight prison, and then I yank Annika's panties down before I lower myself on her again. "It means mother-in-law." I don't give her a chance to respond before I tease my dick along her folds and then press half my length inside her. Her eyes shoot open and her body arches back. "God, you're so tight. It's not too much, is it?" I suddenly remember this is her first time.

"Fuck no. I need it all."

She squeezes down on me and suddenly, I'm the one moaning. "God damn it, Annika." I press all the way into her and pull out slowly. My plan is to fuck her all night. I want her orgasm to build and build until she can't take any more. Until she's so lost to the pleasure that she doesn't know if she's screaming my name or just imagining it. But she wraps her legs around me and presses me even further into her. And the combination of her tight pussy around me and her heels spurring into my ass makes me lose control, and I thrust inside her. Over and over. Her head rolls side to side with each stroke. We slide up and back, and I grunt in time to it all.

"Alberto." She struggles to get my full name out. "I can't... oh God... I'm going to…" And even though I'm on the edge of exploding myself, hearing her say that sends me to another level. But there's no way I'm coming before her. I tighten down and push into her even faster. And now I think she might be screaming, but I'm the one who can't tell. When I feel her body tense and then flutter under me, around me, I let go. My dick pulses over and over, and I can't even breathe.

Wave after wave of searing flames pass through us and finally move past us. And we both collapse, panting, parting at last. But only for as long as it takes me to lie beside her and pull her tight to me.

"I've never felt anything like that," she says. She sounds almost too exhausted to form words. "Nothing close."

I press my lips to the top of her head. "Me either."

"Tell me again that you love me."

"I love you, Annika Daniels. And I'll make sure you know it every day for eternity."


EPILOGUE


I'm sitting at the dining room table when Annika walks out, and I'm struck, just like I have been every day for the last four years, by how perfect she is. Her perfect hair falls perfectly past her shoulders. Her flawless breasts flow flawlessly to her slender waist. The impeccable curve of her hips carries my imagination to what's hidden by her long, flowing floral dress.

"Why am I nervous about this?" She rests her palm against my cheek and then sits on my lap. I groan as my dick stirs under my black slacks, and it takes all my willpower to not throw her dress up and bend her over the table. I put my hands on her waist and shift her, so she can feel exactly what she's doing to me. She giggles when she feels the pressure I'm under.

"A new baby is always a big deal." I pinch her ass, and she jumps. "Mom and dad are going to be so excited today."

She takes my hand and pulls it to her lap, and I suspect it's to keep my hands off of her. At least for now. "For their first grandchild? Your mom is going to be beyond excited. And you know what this is going to lead to... sooner or later."

"I know. We just need to stick to our guns, right?"

"Right." Her voice is firm, and it takes away any doubts that I have. "Let's do this." She gives my hand a quick squeeze before standing and tugging on my arm to get me to stand with her.

When we pull up to mom and dad's, there's a strange car already parked near the garage. It has to belong to my sister Bel and her husband. They live on the other side of the country, so aside from holidays and special occasions, we hardly ever see them. I feel the nervousness pulse through Annika as I put the car in park. "You and me." It's something that one of my teammates used to say before every football game. As we sat at our lockers, he would walk to each of us, hit us on our shoulder pads, and then yell "you and me out there" before moving on to the next teammate. On the surface, it was silly. Obviously, a football team is more than just two people. But damn, if it didn't fire us up every time.

"You and me." She puts her hand on top of mine and smiles at me. Since we graduated, it's become our saying now. Our way of reminding each other that we're always there for the other one. No matter what.

As soon as we walk inside, Annika gasps and darts into the living room. "Oh my God, she's such a cutie!" Mom is sitting on the couch holding tiny Desiree tight against her chest, and Annika sits next to her. I stand next to dad and look down at the newborn. She's almost entirely covered in blankets, but her face and several tufts of incredibly dark hair are sticking out. Dad smiles at me for just a second before turning back to his granddaughter.

Bel gave birth to Desi a little over three months ago. And there have been hundreds of photos and video calls since then. But this is the first time any of us are seeing her in person, and if I thought I loved my niece before, it's nothing compared to what I feel now that I see her in person.

Mom looks up at my sister and then hands Desi out toward Annika. She's hesitant at first, waiting for permission, but when no one says anything, she cups her hands under the delicate newborn's head and holds her body against her own. "Alberto?" she calls out to me, and I take the last spot on the couch. My body pressed against hers as she holds Desi between us. "That's your Uncle Tito. He's not as scary as he looks. He's a giant teddy bear. And I'm your Aunt Annika."

Desi sneezes an introduction, and we all laugh. Annika uses the edge of a blanket to wipe some snot from the baby's nose. She shifts so Desi is directly between us now. Her warm body touching both of us. When Annika's eyes move up to mine, I know she's thinking the same thing I am. Maybe we shouldn't wait to start a family. Maybe Desi would like a cousin her own age. Maybe we can start working on that tonight when we get home.


INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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I'm at rock bottom. I have no job, and I found my girlfriend cheating on me in our own bed. Even after kicking her out, everything in the apartment still reminds me of her, and I swear I'll never make the mistake of falling in love again.

When I find out about the house I've inherited, I don't hesitate to leave everything in the city behind. It's finally my chance to start over. A chance to build a whole new life from scratch.

But Aunt Nora's house isn't as nice as I remember. In fact, it's almost unlivable. But it's all I have, so I'm determined to fix it up. No matter what. As I slowly repair it, though, I notice it isn't the only thing changing. The clothes in my closet, my hair, the way I think about my new next door neighbor. The longer I stay here, the more they change too.

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.
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ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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