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A Girl on Stage

Simon has spent his life trying to be the son everyone wanted.

Working alongside his father by day and quietly enduring a life that never quite fits, he has learned to survive by making himself smaller. Then an amateur theatre production changes everything.

Cast as Gem, a woman discovering the courage to live authentically, Simon expects to be acting. Instead, every rehearsal feels less like performance and more like recognition. Beneath the stage lights, in dresses and makeup, he discovers a joy he has never known and begins to wonder whether the role isn't changing him at all, but revealing who she has always been.

Offstage, Tom, the actor playing opposite her, sees the truth long before she is ready to admit it herself. As their friendship deepens into romance, Simon must confront the terrifying possibility that the happiest moments of her life are not happening in character. They are happening because, for the first time, she is becoming herself.

As opening night approaches, the walls between performance and reality begin to crumble. With her family watching, her father's expectations weighing heavily on her heart, and a future she never dared imagine within reach, Simon must decide whether to return to the life she has always known or step into the light as Sapphire.

*** A Double Life-changing is a tender, deeply romantic story about first love, gender discovery, and the courage to become the person you were always meant to be. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes.***


One 


Simon came home with his life packed into two suitcases and a rucksack that still smelled faintly of library dust and cheap detergent. The train had left him with that peculiar hollow feeling of being moved without consenting to it, as if the countryside had carried him back like a current, indifferent to what he wanted. 

The street was the same. The hedges had grown wilder. The house crouched behind them like it always had, familiar and watchful, its windows dark in the late afternoon glare. He stood on the path for a moment too long, keys in hand, trying to remember how to be the boy who belonged here.

Then the front door flew open.

“Oh my god, Sim.”

Hannah hit him first, all elbows and perfume and warmth, wrapping him up like he could be pressed back into the shape she remembered. She had always been like that. Affection as a physical act. If she could hold you hard enough, perhaps you would not change.

Behind her, Megan leaned on the doorframe with a grin that tried to be casual and failed. Megan was the eldest, already half elsewhere even when she was home, a woman with her own flat and her own keys and a role in the family business that fit her like it had been tailored. She pretended she did not feel things too much, which meant she felt them like a tide, private and relentless.

And then there was Chloe, youngest of the sisters but not the youngest of the family, hair pulled back, sleeves rolled, a smear of something on her cheek that might have been flour. She was holding a dish towel like a weapon.

“You’re late,” Chloe said, but her eyes were shining. “We were about to start without you.”

Simon smiled because that was what he was supposed to do. He stepped inside and let them take his luggage like he was arriving from war rather than from a cheap student flat and a term of essays and quiet panic.

The house smelled like food and cleaning product and something floral that had been Hannah’s doing, no doubt. A bouquet in a chipped vase, trying to make the hallway feel softer. Trying to make the air kinder.

“Where’s Dad,” Simon asked, as if he had not heard the deeper sounds in the kitchen, the thunk of a cupboard, the scrape of a chair, the presence that filled the house even when he was not in the room.

“In there,” Megan said, nodding toward the kitchen. “Pretending he isn’t listening.”

Simon’s stomach tightened. He adjusted the strap of his rucksack, suddenly aware of how small he looked in the hallway mirror. Blonde hair that refused to sit properly, too fine and too bright. Blue eyes that made people speak to him gently, as if he were breakable. He hated that sometimes. He craved it other times. It felt like a weakness and a sanctuary and he could never tell which.

He walked into the kitchen.

His father was at the counter, broad shoulders turned slightly away, mug in hand, work boots still on as if he might go back out at any moment. Dark hair threaded with grey. A face that was handsome in a severe way, as if affection had been trained out of it. His eyes flicked up, brown and steady, taking Simon in with a quick scan that felt like appraisal even when it was love.

“There he is,” his father said.

That was it. No hug. No hand on the back of the neck. No kiss to the top of the head the way he did for the girls without thinking.

Simon stopped just inside the doorway, awkward as a guest. He did not know where to put his hands.

“Hi,” Simon said.

His father stepped closer. For a second Simon thought he might be surprised, that the distance between them might close in a way it never quite did. But his father only reached past him to take one of the suitcases that Hannah had dragged in, as if the practical act could stand in for the tender one.

“You get taller every time,” his father said, which was not true. Simon had been the same height since he was sixteen. But it was something a father could say, something safe.

Hannah leaned into Simon from behind and whispered, “He missed you,” like it was a secret.

Simon believed her. That made it worse.

Megan came in last, because Megan arrived like an adult, like someone with places to be and the right to be there. She carried a folder under her arm, already half in work mode. Her hair was dark like their father’s, her eyes brown too, and Simon had always thought she looked like she belonged in this house in a way he never did. Like she and Dad were made of the same material.

She kissed Hannah and Chloe on the cheek, then turned her attention to Simon with a smile that was bright and kind.

“Look at you,” she said. “Back from the land of books and existential dread.”

Simon laughed, because Megan could make it sound like a joke even when it was his whole life.

She hugged him, properly, the way the girls did, and he felt the brief sting of envy that he could not seem to stop himself feeling. How easy it was for them. Touch without negotiation. Love without performance.

“How was the term,” Megan asked.

Simon opened his mouth, ready to give the safe version, the polished version. Fine. Busy. Lots of reading.

But the truth sat heavy behind his teeth. He had been lonely. He had been anxious. He had lain awake with his heart hammering in his chest like it was trying to escape. He had stared at blank Word documents and felt like a fraud. He had walked through campus in the rain, watching couples laugh under shared umbrellas, and felt something ache inside him that had no name. He had imagined himself disappearing and wondered if anyone would notice.

“It was alright,” Simon said, because he could not bring the truth into this kitchen. Not with his father here. Not with the weight of what he represented in every cupboard and every work-worn surface.

They ate, and the meal had the soft ritual of a family who loved each other, even if love was expressed differently depending on who you were. Hannah talked with her hands, laughing easily. Chloe asked what books Simon had been reading and listened as if the answer mattered. Megan asked practical questions about money and housing and next term, her concern folded neatly into sensible shapes.

His father watched Simon more than he spoke, like a man studying a plan he did not fully trust.

When they were done, when the plates were cleared and the girls drifted into the living room, his father stayed behind, leaning against the counter with his arms folded.

Megan lingered too, as if she sensed something coming.

“Right,” his father said.

Simon’s throat tightened.

His father’s tone was cheerful in a deliberate way, as if he were making himself bright for Simon’s benefit. It made Simon feel sick with gratitude and dread.

“Megan tells me you’ve been struggling a bit for money,” his father said.

Simon glanced at her. She lifted one eyebrow in apology. Of course she knew. Of course she had noticed the way Simon had been careful with spending, the way he had asked once, awkwardly, if she had any spare old textbooks he could sell, as if that were a normal question.

Simon nodded, embarrassed. “Just a bit. It’s fine. I’m looking for something for the summer.”

His father smiled like he had been waiting for that line.

“Well,” he said, and the word hung in the air like a door swinging open. “I’ve got good news then. I’ve sorted you something.”

Simon’s stomach dropped.

“Sorted,” his father repeated, satisfied. “A job. With us. For the summer.”

Simon’s mouth went dry.

“You’ll do light work,” his father went on quickly, as if anticipating resistance. “Nothing too heavy. You’re not going to be breaking your back. We’ll ease you in. You need money, and it’ll do you good. A bit of structure. A bit of real work. Not just sitting around with your head in books.”

The last sentence landed like a familiar slap. Not cruel, exactly. Casual. The way you might flick dust from a sleeve.

Simon stared at the counter. There was a small scratch in the laminate, a pale line like a scar. He focused on it because if he looked at his father’s face he might not be able to keep his expression steady.

“You’ll be working with me,” his father added, voice warming with pride. “We’ll spend some time together. Like we’ve always talked about. You can see how the business runs. Get a feel for it.”

Megan shifted slightly, still quiet. Simon could feel her attention on him like a hand hovering near his shoulder, ready to steady him if he swayed.

His father’s eyes were bright now, hopeful in a way that made Simon ache. The hope was the hardest part. If his father had been angry, Simon could have fought. If his father had been cold, Simon could have shut down.

But his father looked at him like this was a gift.

“Aren’t you pleased,” his father asked, laughing once as if the answer was obvious.

Simon felt the weight of expectation settle onto him like a cloak he had worn his whole life, heavy and too large, dragging at the shoulders.

Pleased. Grateful. A good son.

He thought of his hands. Pale, narrow, imagined ink-stained even now. He thought of the way he had always been slightly wrong in his father’s world. Too quiet. Too soft. Too easily bruised by words that other boys would have shrugged off.

He thought of his mother, and how little he remembered of her voice. A warmth that might have protected him, or maybe not. She had been gone so long that her absence had become a permanent shape in the family, a hollow everyone learned to step around.

He looked up at his father and saw love there. And behind it, something else. Fear, perhaps. A need for Simon to be something solid and legible and safe.

Simon swallowed.

“Yeah,” he said, and his voice came out thin. “Yeah. That’s… that’s great. Thank you.”

His father’s smile widened. He clapped Simon once on the shoulder, hard enough to sting, the closest he ever came to affection with him. It was a man’s touch, firm and brief, a stamp of approval.

“There you go,” his father said, satisfied. “Knew you’d see sense.”

Simon forced a smile.

Inside him, something curled tighter, small and frightened and grieving, as if it had heard the word sense and understood it meant surrender.

In the living room, Hannah laughed at something Chloe said. The sound floated through the doorway, bright and easy.

Simon stood in the kitchen with his father’s handprint on his shoulder, feeling the summer close around him like a vow he had not agreed to make.
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The mornings began before Simon was ready for them.

His father woke him with a knock that was not quite gentle and not quite harsh, the sound of knuckles on wood carrying a weight of expectation. Simon would surface from sleep already tired, his body aching with a fatigue that felt older than the work itself. The light in his room was thin and early, cutting across posters that had not been taken down since he was sixteen, books stacked in uneven towers like a defence against something unnamed.

He dressed quietly. Old jeans. A T-shirt he did not care about. Boots that were still stiff and unyielding. He tied his hair back with a band Hannah had pressed into his hand the night before, smiling like she knew something he did not.

Outside, the air was already warm. The van smelled of dust and oil and his father’s aftershave, sharp and practical. Simon sat in the passenger seat and watched the town slide past, trying to steady his breathing, trying to be grateful. This was help. This was care. This was love in the language his father spoke.

“You sleep alright,” his father asked, eyes on the road.

“Yeah,” Simon said, because that was easier than the truth.

The sites blurred together after the first few days. Half finished houses with their bones exposed. Stacks of timber. Scaffolding that looked like a promise or a threat depending on where you stood. Simon was given lighter tasks just as his father had promised. Carrying tools. Clearing debris. Measuring. Fetching and holding and handing over.

His hands blistered anyway.

By mid morning his shirt would cling to his back, damp and uncomfortable. Sweat traced lines down his spine. Dust settled into the soft places of his body and stayed there. He worked carefully, deliberately, as if precision could make up for a lack of strength. He did not complain. He did not slow down unless his father told him to.

His father watched him constantly.

Not cruelly. Not even unkindly. But with an attention that felt like pressure, like Simon was being weighed and measured against an invisible standard he had never been taught to meet. When Simon did something right, his father nodded once. When he made a mistake, his father corrected him with a clipped instruction that carried disappointment even when it was gentle.

“Grip it like this.”
“Keep your back straight.”
“You’ll hurt yourself if you’re not careful.”

Simon nodded. Simon listened. Simon tried harder.

By lunchtime his arms trembled when he lifted his water bottle. He sat on a stack of boards and ate his sandwich in silence, watching his father talk to the other men. They laughed loudly. They clapped each other on the back. Their bodies filled space with an ease Simon envied. He felt small beside them, pale and narrow and visibly out of place.

His father returned and sat next to him, opening his own lunch with hands that knew exactly how much force to use.

“You’re doing alright,” his father said, after a moment.

The words sent a confusing rush through Simon’s chest. Relief tangled with something like grief.

“Thanks,” Simon said.

His father nodded again. Approval delivered sparingly, like a resource that must not be wasted.

“This’ll do you good,” his father continued. “You’ve always been smart. Books and all that. But a man needs to know how to work with his hands too. Builds character.”

Simon chewed and swallowed. He tasted bread and dust.

He wanted to ask what kind of character this was meant to build. He wanted to ask if the person he already was counted for anything. He wanted to ask if love was something he could earn if he was strong enough, silent enough, useful enough.

Instead, he nodded again.

The afternoons stretched longer than the mornings. Heat pressed down until the air itself felt heavy. Simon’s head buzzed with exhaustion. He focused on small things to get through it. Counting nails. The sound of wood being cut. The rhythm of passing tools back and forth. If he thought too much, he would falter.

Sometimes his father placed a hand on his shoulder to guide him, firm and brief. It was meant to be instructional, but Simon felt it like a brand. Proof that he was being shaped, moulded, corrected.

Pride flickered in his father’s eyes when Simon pushed through the worst of it. Simon saw that pride and it hollowed him out.

Because it was conditional.

Because it was tied to endurance and obedience and becoming something Simon did not recognise as himself.

At night he came home filthy and bone tired. Hannah wrinkled her nose and laughed, shooing him toward the shower. Chloe asked him questions while he ate, curious and earnest, wanting to understand this world he had been dropped into. Simon answered as best he could, keeping his voice light.

Megan arrived every few days, sometimes in the evenings, sometimes stopping by a site with coffees balanced precariously in her hands. She had a way of looking at Simon that felt like being seen through glass. Clear and gentle and unsparing.

“You look wrecked,” she said the first time she saw him after a full week.

Simon smiled. “It’s fine.”

She did not argue. She just handed him a coffee and squeezed his arm, careful of the bruises blooming under his skin.

“You don’t have to prove anything,” she murmured, too softly for their father to hear.

Simon almost cried then. The tears rose fast and sharp, surprising him with their urgency. He swallowed them down, heart pounding.

Megan had always been like this. Steady. Attentive. Filling the space their mother had left without ever saying she was doing it. She noticed when Simon stopped eating properly. She noticed when he went quiet. She noticed when he flinched at raised voices.

In the evenings, when his father retreated to paperwork or the television, Megan would sit with Simon at the kitchen table. She brought fruit. She brought water. She asked about his classes and actually listened to the answers.

“You know,” she said one night, peeling an orange with careful fingers, “Dad really is trying. This is him trying.”

Simon nodded. He understood that. That was the problem.

“I know,” he said. “I just… I don’t think I’m what he thinks he’s getting.”

Megan looked at him for a long moment. Her eyes softened.

“You don’t have to be,” she said. “You don’t owe him a version of yourself that hurts you.”

Simon stared at the table. The grain of the wood swam slightly.

“I don’t want to disappoint him,” Simon said, voice barely above a whisper.

Megan reached across the table and took his hand. Her grip was warm and grounding.

“You don’t disappoint me,” she said. “You never have.”

That night Simon lay awake again, body aching in a way that felt deeper than muscle. He thought about the boy his father had wanted. Solid. Certain. Easy in his skin. He thought about the man his father was proud of, reflected back at him in the shape of expectations.

He thought about himself. About the softness that refused to leave him no matter how much dust he ground into his palms. About the way his heart leapt at beauty and language and quiet moments. About the grief that sat heavy in his chest, unnamed and persistent.

He wondered if there was a way to be loved without being remade.

The next morning he got up anyway. He pulled on his boots. He followed his father into the heat.

He worked until his hands shook and his vision blurred. He tried harder. He listened. He learned. He endured.

And all the while, something inside him ached with the knowledge that no matter how well he performed this role, it would never quite be enough.
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Saturday arrived like a mercy and a threat.

Simon woke later than usual and lay still for a long time, listening to the house breathe around him. The familiar creaks, the distant clink of a mug, the muffled thud of a cupboard closing. Even in rest, the place carried a pressure, as if the walls remembered every version of him that had failed to be what was wanted.

Downstairs, his father was already dressed. Not in work gear, but still in something practical, something that said he did not understand weekends as softness. He nodded at Simon over the newspaper and asked if his hands were healing properly, if his back was sore, if he wanted to come along to check on a job that needed a quick look.

It was care. It was concern.

It was also an invitation to spend the only free day he had within the gravity of his father’s world.

Simon’s chest tightened. He forced himself to smile. He said he was fine. He said maybe later. He said he needed to catch up on reading for next term.

His father made a noise that might have been agreement or disapproval.

“Don’t spend all day cooped up,” his father said. “Get some air. Get moving. You’ll end up soft as butter sitting around.”

Simon swallowed. There it was again. Soft as a warning. Soft as a failing.

After breakfast, Hannah and Chloe drifted out with plans of their own. Hannah had errands and a friend to see. Chloe was going to meet someone in the park and was trying to pretend she did not care what she wore. Megan was not there. Megan rarely was on weekends, because she had her own life now, her own keys and space and choices, and sometimes Simon envied her so sharply it felt like bitterness.

When the house finally quieted, the silence did not feel peaceful. It felt like being watched.

Simon stood in the hallway for a moment, looking at the family photos. His mother’s face in one of them, blurred slightly, smiling with a softness that did not feel like shame. Simon barely remembered her voice. He remembered warmth and perfume and the way she used to tuck his hair behind his ear when it fell into his eyes.

That tenderness had died with her.

Or maybe it had simply left, because it had nowhere to land.

Simon grabbed his jacket and left before he could change his mind.

The air outside was bright and sharp, the sky washed pale with heat even though it was still early. He walked without aim at first, letting his feet take him away from the street where the house sat, away from the weight of being a son. The farther he went, the lighter his chest felt, as if distance could loosen the invisible rope tied around his ribs.

He crossed the small bridge that led toward town and watched the water below move sluggishly, green and glittering. A couple passed him holding hands. Simon looked away quickly, the familiar ache rising behind his sternum. Not jealousy exactly. Something more tender. A longing for being chosen, for being seen, for having someone look at him with want instead of appraisal.

He told himself it was stupid. He told himself he was tired. He told himself he was twenty and he had time, that this hollow loneliness was not the shape of his whole life.

But he could not stop imagining his friends at college, scattered now into internships and summer flats, parties and jobs and lovers. He could see them in his mind like ghosts. The boy from his seminar who had laughed too loudly and touched Simon’s arm once when he made a joke. The girl from his writing workshop who had called him brilliant and meant it. The quiet friend he had eaten lunch with twice before the friendship dissolved into busyness.

They had all moved on, or they were moving, and Simon was here, back in the house of expectations, covered in dust that would not wash off, tired in a way that felt like more than exhaustion.

Who even was he when nobody was watching?

The town centre was busy in that gentle weekend way. People with shopping bags. Families with sticky children. Couples with coffee cups. Simon walked past familiar storefronts and tried to feel like he belonged. He had lived here his whole life, and yet he felt like a visitor, as if the person he had been at seventeen had stayed behind and Simon had returned as someone else.

Someone unfinished.

He found himself outside a small coffee shop tucked between a florist and a bookshop. The sign was hand painted. The windows were crowded with plants. Inside, it looked warm and quiet and slightly magical, like a place where nobody would ask him to be anything other than a paying customer.

He went in.

The bell above the door chimed softly. The air smelled like espresso and vanilla and baked sugar. He ordered a cappuccino and a slice of lemon cake and sat by the window with his back to the wall, the way he always did. Safety through positioning. Visibility without exposure.

He watched the street outside and tried to remember what it felt like to be excited about something.

He had wanted college to be a beginning. He had imagined himself becoming bolder, brighter, more certain. He had imagined making friends easily. Falling in love, perhaps. He had imagined being the kind of person who belonged in a story.

Instead he had become quieter. More inward. More aware of how easily the world could bruise him.

The coffee warmed his hands. The cake was sweet and sharp on his tongue. For a while he let the comfort of it soften him. For a while he let himself pretend he was simply a student on break and not a son being shaped into something he did not recognise.

His phone buzzed once, a message from Hannah asking if he was alright. He typed back that he was fine, just out for a walk. He stared at the screen after sending it, thumb hovering over his contacts list, considering names he could text. Names that would not answer. Names that would answer politely and not much else. Names that would make him feel even more alone.

He set the phone down and stared out the window again.

A question rose in him, slow and terrible.

If nobody expected anything of him, if nobody was watching, who would he become.

The thought frightened him because he did not have an answer. He felt suspended between worlds, not quite the boy his father wanted and not quite the person college was supposed to make him. He felt like a draft. Like a story abandoned mid-sentence.

When he finished his coffee, he left the shop and walked again, drifting toward the bookshop next door. He lingered by the window display, pretending to read the titles, pretending the ache in his chest was not loneliness.

And then he saw it.

A flyer, taped to the inside of the glass, slightly crooked.

It was simple, printed on pale paper with a small graphic of theatre masks and a flourish of text beneath.

Open Auditions.
Amateur Dramatic Society.
New Production This Summer.

Simon’s breath caught.

He leaned closer, reading it twice as if the words might rearrange themselves.

A date. A time. A location he recognised, the old community hall near the park.

He felt a strange pull in his body, like a hand closing gently around his wrist.

Theatre. He had not done theatre since school. He had liked it then, though he had liked it quietly, the way he liked everything that mattered. He had liked the permission it gave him. The way being someone else onstage made him feel, paradoxically, more like himself. The way it made room for softness.

He could already hear his father’s voice in his head.

What’s that for.
Waste of time.
You need to focus on real work.
Stop playing at things.

Simon stared at the flyer and felt his stomach twist with shame, as if the mere act of wanting something different was a betrayal.

But beneath the shame there was something else.

Curiosity.

Hope.

A small, fierce hunger that had been quiet for so long he had almost forgotten it existed.

He looked around. Nobody was watching. The street was busy. People moved past him without seeing him at all.

Simon opened the door to the bookshop and stepped inside.

It was cool and dim, smelling of paper and dust. A bell chimed again, softer than the one in the café. He wandered through the aisles without really looking at the books, drawn toward the counter near the front where a small stand held leaflets and pamphlets.

The flyer was there, stacked neatly.

Simon hesitated.

His fingers hovered over the paper like it might burn him.

He thought of his father’s hand on his shoulder, the approving weight of it. He thought of the job sites, the heat, the dust. He thought of the way his father’s pride had flared only when Simon endured.

He thought of Megan’s voice saying you don’t have to prove anything, and felt a sudden, sharp longing to believe her.

Slowly, Simon took one of the flyers.

It was light. It fit easily in his hand. It felt like nothing.

It felt like a door.

He slid it into his pocket quickly, heart thudding as if he had stolen something.

Outside, the sun was still bright. The town still moved. The world did not change.

But Simon’s body felt different. Taut with something that was not fear alone.

He walked home with the flyer against his thigh, a small rectangle of possibility pressing through the fabric, reminding him with every step that there was a version of his life his father did not have to know about.

He could go after work. He could tell his father he was tired and going for a walk. He could disappear for a few hours into a room full of strangers and pretend to be someone else.

Or maybe, he thought, with a strange tenderness that made his throat tighten.

Maybe he could disappear into a room full of strangers and finally, finally stop pretending.


Two

The building did not look like much from the outside.

Simon stood across the street for a long moment, staring at the community hall as if it might reveal its intentions if he waited long enough. Brickwork dulled by years of weather. A noticeboard with curling posters. Windows that reflected the late afternoon light without giving anything away. It could have been anywhere. It could have been nothing.

His heart beat too fast anyway.

He checked the flyer again, smoothing it between his fingers as if it might wrinkle under the weight of his nerves. The time was right. The place was right. He was here.

That alone felt unreal.

He crossed the road and pushed open the door.

The inside smelled different immediately. Dust, yes, but also paint and fabric and something faintly sweet. Old wood and warm lights. Sound gathered here differently. Voices layered over one another, laughter catching and echoing in a way that made the space feel alive.

Simon hesitated just inside the entrance, suddenly aware of how he must look. Clean but tired. Hair that never quite behaved. Clothes chosen for anonymity rather than confidence. He felt too quiet, too pale, too unsure, like he had wandered into a room meant for braver people.

Everyone seemed to already know each other.

Clusters of bodies leaned together, conversations flowing easily. Someone laughed loudly near the back. Someone else gestured with a script in hand. Simon hovered at the edge, clutching the flyer, his chest tightening with the familiar fear that he had made a mistake.

He almost turned around.

“Hello.”

The voice was warm and firm and directed squarely at him.

Simon startled and looked up.

The woman standing in front of him had greying hair pulled into a loose bun and eyes that missed very little. She wore a scarf draped carelessly around her neck and carried herself with the easy authority of someone who knew exactly where she belonged.

“You must be here for auditions,” she said, smiling.

Simon nodded, words stuck somewhere between his chest and his throat.

“I am,” he managed.

“I’m Margaret,” she said. “I’m glad you came.”

The simple certainty of it loosened something in him.

“I’m Simon,” he said, because it seemed important that she knew his name.

“Well, Simon,” Margaret said, already ushering him further inside with a gentle hand at his back, “you’re just in time. Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

The room opened up as she led him forward, and Simon felt the strange sensation of being brought into something rather than peering at it from the outside. Margaret spoke easily, drawing people in with a word or a touch.

“This is Liam,” she said, indicating a man with sandy hair and an open face who offered Simon a quick grin. “He’s been with us for years. Utter menace on stage.”

Liam laughed. “Only when required.”

“And this is Sarah,” Margaret continued, turning slightly. Sarah had sharp eyes and a posture that suggested she missed nothing. “Our resident genius. Don’t let her tell you otherwise.”

Sarah rolled her eyes fondly and smiled at Simon. “Ignore her. You’ll do fine.”

Next came Jenny, bright and animated, who squeezed Simon’s arm like they were already friends, and Carl, quieter, solid, who nodded in greeting with an intensity that made Simon feel seen in a way he could not quite explain.

Simon tried to keep track of names and faces, but his nerves made everything blur slightly, like he was watching through glass.

Then Margaret turned him toward someone standing a little apart from the others.

“And this,” she said, her voice changing just enough to signal importance, “is Tom.”

Simon felt it immediately.

Tom was tall, broad shouldered without being heavy, dark hair falling into his eyes in a way that looked unstudied. He had a crooked smile that suggested he knew how to use it. His presence filled space effortlessly, not loudly, but with a confidence that felt earned rather than performed.

When Tom looked at Simon, his expression softened.

“Hi,” Tom said.

It was nothing. Just a word.

Simon’s breath caught anyway.

“Hi,” Simon replied, aware of how small his voice sounded.

Tom held his gaze a moment longer than necessary, something curious and warm flickering there, then smiled again.

“First time,” Tom asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah.”

“You’ll be fine,” Tom said, like it was a fact. “Margaret doesn’t bite. Usually.”

Margaret scoffed. “Lies. All lies.”

The room laughed, and Simon laughed too, surprised by how easily it came. His shoulders dropped a fraction. He realised, suddenly, that nobody here was asking what he did for work. Nobody was measuring his hands or his back or his endurance. Nobody cared how strong he was.

They cared that he had shown up.

Margaret clapped her hands once, sharp and decisive.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s gather. We’ll start properly.”

People moved, chairs scraping softly against the floor. Simon took a seat near the edge, still half expecting to be told he was in the wrong place. He folded the flyer and tucked it into his pocket like a talisman.

Margaret stood at the front, the hum of conversation dying down around her.

“For those of you who are new,” she said, her gaze sweeping the room, “welcome. For those of you who are old hands, behave yourselves.”

A ripple of amusement passed through the group.

“This production,” Margaret continued, “is close to my heart. It’s about truth and concealment. About the selves we present and the selves we protect. About love, in all its inconvenient forms.”

Simon felt his chest tighten.

Margaret smiled slightly, as if she knew exactly what she was doing.

“We’re not looking for perfection,” she said. “We’re looking for honesty. So take a breath. Be brave. And remember that everyone in this room wants you to succeed.”

Simon did take a breath. It shook a little on the way out.

He glanced across the room and found Tom watching him again. Not staring. Just present. Attentive.

Something inside Simon stirred, tentative and electric.

Margaret lifted a script.

“Now,” she said. “Shall we get started.”

And for the first time in weeks, Simon felt like he was exactly where he was supposed to be.
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The scripts were passed around in a loose, unceremonious way, pages sliding from hand to hand, corners already soft from use. Simon took his copy carefully, fingertips brushing the paper like it might carry a charge. It was warm from other bodies. Real. Present.

He ended up standing close to Tom without meaning to. Not pressed against him, just near enough to feel his height, the quiet steadiness of him. Tom smelled faintly of soap and something darker beneath it, not overpowering, just human. Grounded.

Simon focused on the script instead.

Margaret moved to the front again, flipping through her own copy with the ease of someone who had lived inside these pages for a long time. The low murmur of conversation softened and faded as attention gathered around her.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll give you the shape of it before we start reading. Context matters with this one.”

She looked up, eyes scanning the room, pausing briefly on Simon in a way that made his stomach tighten.

“This is a story about identity and loss,” Margaret said. “About inheritance. About the cost of being good.”

Simon felt the words settle in his chest, heavy and intimate.

“Our lead is Gem,” Margaret continued. “Also called Georgie, depending on where she is and who she’s with. She is the only child of a traditional working family. Her father runs a steel mill. It is loud. It is brutal. It is honest in the way physical labour likes to call itself honest.”

A few people nodded. Someone hummed quietly in recognition.

“By day, Gem works there,” Margaret said. “She works hard. She keeps her head down. She does everything that is expected of her. She is praised for her endurance. For her reliability. For how well she carries the weight that was handed to her.”

Simon’s pulse quickened. The words felt uncomfortably close, like Margaret had leaned across a table and spoken directly into his ribs.

“But at night,” Margaret said, and her voice softened just enough to change the temperature of the room, “Gem lives a different life. She goes to queer clubs. She dresses softly. She allows herself to move differently. To be seen differently. To feel beautiful in ways that frighten her.”

Simon swallowed.

He could feel something stirring beneath his skin, a low ache, a pull he did not yet have language for. He wanted to follow it, to sink into it and see what waited there.

Margaret turned another page.

“And then there is Iain,” she said. “Her best friend. Her anchor. Her mirror.”

Tom shifted slightly beside Simon, almost imperceptibly, but Simon felt it anyway.

“Iain is the one who sees her,” Margaret continued. “Not as a problem to be solved or a phase to be endured. He loves her before she knows how to love herself. He challenges her, but he does not demand she become anything other than what she already is.”

Simon glanced at Tom, just briefly.

Tom was listening intently, head tilted slightly, expression thoughtful and open. He looked like someone who knew how to stand with another person in uncertainty without trying to fix them.

“This is a romance,” Margaret said. “But it is not neat. It is not gentle in the way people expect gentleness to look. It is about desire as recognition. About lust as a form of truth telling. About what happens when someone wants you as you are, not as you perform yourself to be.”

The room had gone very still.

Simon’s hands were damp against the script. He shifted his grip, grounding himself in the texture of the paper.

Margaret looked around the group again, gaze thoughtful, measuring something invisible.

“Now,” she said. “We’re going to do cold reads. I don’t care if you stumble. I don’t care if you get lines wrong. I care about instinct.”

A few people laughed nervously. Someone groaned good naturedly.

Margaret began assigning roles, voice brisk but attentive.

“Liam, I want you reading the father,” she said. “Carl, you’ll take the foreman. Jenny, Rosa. Sarah, club owner.”

Names and pages were called. People shuffled, flipping through scripts, marking places with fingers and pens.

Simon tried to breathe normally. He told himself not to expect anything. He was new. He was here by accident. He was just passing through.

Then Margaret looked directly at him.

“Simon.”

His name felt suddenly enormous.

“Yes,” he said, voice too quiet.

“I know you’re new,” Margaret said, and there was no apology in her tone. “I know you haven’t done this with us before. But I trust my instincts.”

Simon’s stomach dropped.

“I’d like you to read Gem,” she said.

The world seemed to tilt on its axis.

For a moment Simon could not speak. He stared at her, certain he had misunderstood. Gem was the lead. Gem was the heart of the story. Gem was the one living between worlds, splitting herself open day after day to survive.

“I can’t,” Simon said, the words escaping before he could stop them. Fear flared hot and immediate. “I mean, I’ve never…”

“You can,” Margaret said calmly. “And you should.”

Simon’s cheeks burned. He felt exposed, unprepared, suddenly visible in a way that made his skin prickle.

Margaret did not look away.

“I think you’d be perfect,” she added, simply.

The word perfect lodged painfully in his chest.

Before he could respond, Margaret turned her attention elsewhere.

“And Tom,” she said. “You’ll read opposite. Iain.”

Tom did not hesitate.

“Alright,” he said, easy and steady.

Simon’s heart hammered so loudly he was sure everyone could hear it.

Tom glanced at him then, eyes warm, reassuring without being patronising.

“It’s just reading,” Tom murmured. “We’ll take it slow.”

Simon nodded, though his legs already felt unsteady.

Margaret gestured toward the small raised platform at the front of the hall.

“Pages fourteen through seventeen,” she said. “First proper scene between Gem and Iain. Up you go.”

Simon followed Tom toward the stage like he was walking into a dream he had not agreed to have. The room’s attention shifted, settling on him in a way that made his shoulders tense. He climbed the shallow steps and turned to face the others, script trembling slightly in his hands.

He felt suddenly, acutely aware of himself. Of his body. Of how he stood. Of how he might be read.

Tom stood beside him, close enough that Simon could feel the quiet confidence radiating off him. Tom held his script loosely, as if the words were already inside him.

Margaret’s voice came from below.

“Remember,” she said. “Don’t perform. Just listen to each other.”

Simon looked down at the page. Gem’s first line waited there, deceptively simple.

He took a breath.

Lifted his eyes.

And stepped forward, terrified and trembling, into a life that felt far too close to his own.
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Simon’s hands steadied the moment he began to read.

It was not courage. It was something quieter and more dangerous. A recognition so deep it bypassed fear entirely.

The name at the top of the page was Gem.

Gem, also called Georgie in certain scenes, depending on who was allowed to know her. The script noted it plainly, almost casually, as if this doubling were an ordinary fact rather than a fracture running through a life.

Simon swallowed and spoke.

At first his voice was careful, shaped by years of making himself unobtrusive. Gem’s opening lines were tentative, circling the truth without touching it. Talking about work. About being tired. About the noise of the mill and the way the heat lingered in her bones even hours later.

Tom read opposite him as Iain, and from the first line there was something anchoring in his presence. He did not rush. He did not fill the silences. He listened as if listening itself were an act of devotion.

As Simon continued, something inside him shifted.

The words stopped feeling like lines and started feeling like memory.

Gem spoke about the mill. About the way her father’s pride burned hottest when she did not complain. About how love felt conditional, rationed out in small approving gestures when she endured correctly. About how every day she worked harder, longer, quieter, hoping one day it would be enough.

Simon felt the echo of his own exhaustion vibrate through the words. The ache of trying. The grief of knowing that effort was not the same as belonging.

His voice deepened without him intending it to. Not lower in pitch, but fuller. More present. He felt his chest open as if the words were pulling something loose inside him.

“I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” Gem said, and Simon felt the truth of it press against his ribs. “I don’t know how to keep being what they need me to be.”

The room had gone very still.

Simon forgot about the audience.

He forgot about Margaret standing below the stage, about the other actors watching him with interest sharpening into something else. He forgot about the fear that had knotted his stomach moments before.

All he knew was the way Gem’s pain resonated in his own body, as if the script had been written in a language his muscles already understood.

Gem spoke about the nights.

About stepping into spaces where the rules were different. Where softness was not a failure. Where the music was loud and the lights forgiving and the way she moved could finally match the way she felt inside.

Simon’s breath caught, just barely.

He had never been to a queer club. Not really. But he knew the longing in Gem’s voice. He knew the hunger to be seen without being corrected. He knew the ache of wanting to be beautiful without apology.

“I feel like I can breathe there,” Gem said. “Like I don’t have to be on guard every second.”

Simon felt heat bloom behind his eyes.

Tom’s Iain responded gently, asking questions that did not demand answers. Asking what it felt like. Asking what scared her most. Asking what she thought she might lose.

Simon answered as Gem, and the answers came without effort.

“I think I’d lose everything,” he said softly. “And I think that’s why I can’t stop wanting it.”

The words trembled, but Simon did not pull away from them. He let the vulnerability ring out, unprotected.

Something in the room shifted.

Gem talked about not recognising herself in the mirror. About knowing with absolute certainty that the person reflected back was not the whole truth. About the grief of that knowing, sharp and unrelenting.

“I don’t know who I am,” Gem said, and Simon felt the sentence settle into him like a confession he had been carrying for years. “I just know I’m not who I’m supposed to be.”

His voice roughened then. Not from nerves, but from feeling.

Tom’s Iain stepped closer, not physically, but emotionally. His voice softened, grounded and sure.

“You don’t have to be who they decided,” Tom said. “You get to be who you are.”

Simon lifted his eyes from the page.

For a brief, electric moment, their gazes locked.

It was not flirtation. Not yet. It was something deeper. Recognition meeting recognition. Two people seeing something true in each other and not looking away.

Gem spoke about her mother next.

About the way her mother had touched her hair gently. About how she had been allowed to be soft then, without explanation or defence. About how losing that tenderness had left her exposed, unguarded, easy for expectations to settle into.

Simon’s throat tightened painfully.

“I think she would have known,” Gem said. “I think she would have loved me anyway.”

A tear slid down Simon’s cheek before he could stop it.

He did not wipe it away.

The truth of the line anchored him rather than unravelled him. He felt taller somehow, steadier, even as his voice trembled.

Gem spoke about fear.

About the terror of wanting something unnamed. About the dread of being discovered. About the quiet, relentless pressure to be grateful for a life that was slowly hollowing her out.

“I’m so tired of being good,” Gem said. “I’m so tired of disappearing.”

Tom’s Iain responded with a gentleness that felt like hands cupped around a flame.

“You don’t disappear with me,” he said. “You never have.”

Simon felt the words land in his body like permission.

The final lines of the scene approached quietly, almost reverently. Gem admitting she was afraid. Admitting she did not know how to ask for what she needed. Admitting that being seen felt as dangerous as it felt necessary.

Simon spoke the last words barely above a whisper.

“I don’t want to be brave anymore,” he said. “I just want to be real.”

Silence followed.

It was not empty.

It was full and held and deliberate, like the pause after something sacred.

Simon blinked, suddenly aware again of where he was. Of the lights. Of the stage beneath his feet. Of the people staring at him.

Then someone clapped.

Once. Twice. Then more.

Applause rose around him, warm and immediate. It filled the space and washed over him in a way that made his knees weaken. He lowered the script slowly, heart hammering, breath coming fast.

Faces around the room were bright with something like awe. Jenny pressed a hand to her mouth. Liam nodded emphatically. Carl stared at Simon with an intensity that bordered on reverence.

Tom turned fully toward him then, smiling wide and unguarded.

“That was incredible,” Tom said quietly.

Simon laughed, breathless, disbelief breaking through the haze of emotion.

Margaret stood.

She did not clap at first. She waited for the room to settle, for the moment to land properly.

“That,” she said, her voice steady and unmistakably moved, “is the heart of this play.”

Simon’s ears rang.

Margaret looked directly at him.

“Simon,” she said. “You didn’t read Gem. You understood her.”

She turned to the room.

“Unless anyone here has a serious objection,” she continued, “we have our lead.”

A murmur of agreement rolled through the group, followed by cheers and more applause.

Simon’s mouth fell open.

Margaret met his eyes again.

“The part is yours,” she said. “If you want it.”

If you want it.

The words felt unreal in their simplicity.

“Yes,” Simon said immediately, before doubt could catch him. “Yes. I do.”

Tom laughed softly and clapped him on the shoulder, a warm, grounding touch.

“Told you,” he said.

Simon stepped down from the stage on legs that felt unsteady but light. The room seemed changed now, brighter, more alive. Or perhaps he was.

For the first time in a long while, Simon did not feel like a son failing to meet expectations.

He felt like someone who had just been recognised.

And, terrifyingly, like someone who might finally allow himself to exist.


Three

Simon learned how to live two lives with the quiet precision of someone who had been practising for years.

By day he was his father’s son. He climbed into the van before the sun was fully awake. He wore boots and a battered T-shirt. He kept his head down and listened and worked until his muscles shook. He let his father correct him, guide him, shape him. He let the men on site glance at him and look away, their interest fading into that particular kind of indifference reserved for boys who did not fit the expected mould.

He laughed when he was supposed to laugh. He nodded when he was supposed to nod. He tried to move like he belonged among steel and dust and blunt voices.

By evening he became someone else.

He told his father he was meeting a mate from college. He said he was going for a walk. He said he was heading to the library. He said whatever fit best into the narrow gaps of his father’s imagination. The lies came easily, which frightened him a little. Not because he felt guilty, but because he felt competent. Like deception was a skill he had always had and simply never named.

On the nights he left for rehearsal, the air around him changed the moment he stepped out the front door. It was subtle, but he felt it. Like the house loosened its grip. Like the world widened.

He would walk quickly, heart light and nervous at once, the script tucked into his bag like contraband. He could almost hear his father’s voice behind him, the imagined scorn.

Plays.
Dressing up.
Waste of time.

Simon swallowed those phantom words and kept walking.

The community hall glowed with warm light when he arrived. He learned the rhythm of it. The way the bell at the entrance chimed. The smell of paint and fabric. The hum of people talking, teasing, moving chairs, sharing snacks from crinkled packets. The sound of laughter that did not feel like judgement.

They greeted him like he belonged.

Jenny called him darling within a week. Liam greeted him with a salute and a grin. Sarah gave him notes that were sharp and brilliant and never unkind. Carl offered him a bottle of water when his hands shook too much to uncap his own. Margaret watched him with that fierce, deliberate attention, and when she corrected him it felt like care rather than criticism.

Tom was always there.

Sometimes early, leaning against the back wall with his script folded in one hand. Sometimes late, arriving with wind in his hair and an apology that made everyone smile rather than frown. Tom moved through the room as if he knew how to take up space without stealing it. He was charming in an easy way, grounded, unembarrassed by tenderness.

Simon found himself drawn toward him again and again. Not in the frantic way Simon’s anxiety wanted to cling to safety, but in the slow way a plant turns toward light.

Their scenes required closeness. Touch. Eye contact. Listening. The kind of intimacy that made Simon’s skin feel too tight at first, then not tight enough.

At home, Simon felt like a guest in his own life.

At rehearsal, he felt like he could breathe.

He learned his lines with obsessive diligence. He repeated them silently on the van rides to sites. He mouthed them under his breath while he brushed his teeth. He whispered them into his pillow at night, careful to keep his voice low so his father would not hear through the thin walls.

Gem’s words began to live inside him. The rhythm of her. The ache of her. The way she spoke around truth until it became unbearable and spilled anyway. Simon found himself carrying her in his chest even during the day, like a secret ember.

Sometimes on site, when his father was talking to a foreman or arguing about measurements, Simon would catch himself imagining Gem in that place. Gem in steel-capped boots. Gem under harsh lights. Gem enduring.

The thought made him feel strange and unsettled.

Not wrong. Not exactly.

Just awake.

Rehearsals became a kind of sanctuary. The work was demanding, but it was a different kind of labour. Emotional. Embodied. It asked him to be present rather than useful. It asked him to feel without apologising.

Margaret pushed them hard. Scenes were repeated until they rang true. Tom was patient through it all, never rushing Simon, never making him feel foolish when he hesitated. If Simon stumbled, Tom waited. If Simon froze, Tom anchored him with a steady gaze and an easy breath.

After rehearsal, they sometimes lingered outside the hall, a loose cluster of bodies under streetlamps, talking about nothing and everything. Simon found himself laughing more than he had in months. The sound startled him at first. Then it started to feel normal.

Megan noticed the change the first time she saw him on a Wednesday evening.

She arrived home late, hair tied back, keys in hand, pausing in the hallway as Simon came down the stairs.

“You’re smiling,” she said.

Simon blinked as if he had been caught doing something illicit.

“I’m just tired,” he said automatically.

Megan studied him, eyes narrowing slightly, the way she did when she was gently peeling a lie apart.

“Are you,” she said. “Or have you finally found something that doesn’t make you feel like you’re dying.”

Simon swallowed. He did not answer. Megan did not press. She just touched his arm briefly, warm and supportive, then went into the kitchen.

The double life continued.

Days of dust and sun and heavy expectations.

Evenings of warm lights and soft acceptance.

Simon started to dread leaving rehearsal, the way the air felt colder when he stepped back into his father’s world. He started to resent the house, not because it was cruel, but because it was narrow. A place where he was loved, yes, but loved in a way that felt like being held too tightly.

Then came the costume fitting.

Margaret announced it like it was nothing. Just another practical part of building the production. Tiffany, the costume person, had brought garments in suit bags and boxes of shoes and wigs. She set up in a smaller room off the main hall that smelled faintly of mothballs and perfume.

Simon’s stomach fluttered the moment Margaret said his name.

“Gem’s fitting first,” Margaret said. “Simon, with Tiffany please.”

He felt suddenly hot, as if the room had been flooded with sunlight. He stood too quickly, knocking his chair slightly. Tom glanced at him, eyebrows lifting in silent question.

“You’ll be fine,” Tom murmured, the corners of his mouth turning up. “It’s just clothes.”

Just clothes.

Simon followed Tiffany into the smaller room on legs that felt both heavy and light.

Tiffany was in her thirties perhaps, with sharp eyeliner and bright nail polish and the kind of confidence Simon envied. She looked Simon up and down, not in a cruel way, but in the assessing way of someone who saw bodies as shapes to be dressed rather than judged.

“Okay,” Tiffany said briskly. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

Simon’s cheeks warmed.

He stood awkwardly while Tiffany pulled out garments, holding them up against him, measuring with her eyes. A dress first, a soft fabric that caught the light, pale and fluid. Then another, darker, with a skirt that would move dramatically when he walked. Then shoes. Heels. Sensible ones at first, then slightly higher.

Simon stared at them as if they were artifacts from a world he was not supposed to touch.

Tiffany seemed to read his hesitation.

“Don’t worry,” she said, not unkind. “I’ve dressed shyer men than you. And bolder women. It’s all just fabric until you decide it isn’t.”

Simon’s throat tightened.

He changed behind a folding screen, hands clumsy with nerves. When he pulled the dress over his head, the fabric slid down his body like water. Cool against his skin. Soft in a way his work clothes never were. It settled at his waist, skimmed over his hips, fell in a gentle line to his knees.

Simon looked down and felt something in his chest loosen.

He stepped out from behind the screen.

Tiffany made a pleased sound.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s lovely. Turn.”

Simon turned slowly. The skirt moved around his thighs, a soft whisper of fabric. He caught his reflection in a mirror propped against the wall and stopped.

He looked… pretty.

Not in a way that felt like a joke.

Not in a way that felt like costume.

His hair was still his hair, blonde and too fine, but in the frame of the dress it looked intentional. His face looked softer. His blue eyes looked brighter. The lines of his body, small and narrow, looked suddenly right, as if the dress had been waiting for him.

Simon’s pulse quickened.

“It feels strange,” he whispered, because he did not know what else to say.

Tiffany smiled, her expression shifting into something gentler.

“Strange good,” she asked.

Simon swallowed.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I mean… it’s for the play.”

Tiffany hummed and reached for a wig.

“Sure,” she said, the word drawn out slightly, not accusing, not teasing, just acknowledging the obvious refuge Simon had grabbed. “For the play.”

She pinned his hair back with practiced fingers, then lowered the wig onto his head. Darker hair, longer, framing his face differently. Tiffany adjusted it, tilting it slightly, smoothing it at the temples. Simon watched in the mirror, breath held.

The person looking back at him felt both unfamiliar and painfully close.

Tiffany stepped back and nodded in approval.

“Now heels,” she said.

Simon’s stomach lurched.

Tiffany guided him into them, showing him how to place his feet, how to shift his weight. When he stood, he wobbled slightly, then steadied. The change in his posture was immediate. Hips tilting. Spine lengthening. A different line through his body.

He took a few careful steps.

The skirt swayed.

The heels clicked.

The sound thrilled him in a way he did not understand.

He felt taller and more delicate at the same time. More visible. More intentional.

Tiffany watched him with a small smile.

“You move nicely,” she said. “Not everyone does. Some people fight it.”

Simon flushed.

He looked at himself again, at the curve of fabric, the frame of hair, the way his body seemed to settle rather than resist. He felt a rush of something like relief.

Liberating. That was the word, bright and dangerous in his mind.

Tiffany snapped him gently back to reality.

“We’ll need to do something about your body hair,” she said, tapping the script lightly with her finger as if the practical note belonged there. “I mean, it’s not super obvious, but just to really feel the part. We’ll have to sort makeup too. Foundation, contour, the basics. Nothing scary.”

Simon blinked.

Body hair.

Makeup.

The words should have felt like just another costume note. Like a list of props. Like shoes and wigs and measurements.

Instead they landed in him with a strange weight.

He thought of his arms, lightly haired, not much. He thought of his legs, the way the hair there caught the light in summer. He thought of the roughness of his work life, the dust and sweat and grit, and then he thought of this, of soft fabric and smooth skin and a face made luminous.

His heart beat faster.

He looked at Tiffany in the mirror.

“I mean,” Simon said carefully, “I can do that. For the play. Obviously.”

Tiffany’s smile was knowing but not cruel.

“Of course,” she said. “For the play.”

Simon nodded, forcing himself to treat it as practical, as neutral. The way a good actor would. The way a good son would, if his father asked him to shave for work safety or put on gloves to protect his hands.

But something in him was not neutral.

Something in him was quietly awake.

As Tiffany adjusted the dress at his waist, pulling it slightly tighter, Simon watched himself in the mirror and felt confusion coil with desire in his stomach. He did not yet know what he wanted. He did not yet know who he was.

He only knew that for the first time in weeks, maybe months, he felt a kind of ease in his own skin that frightened him.

He took another step in the heels, just to feel it again.

The click echoed softly in the little room.

Simon told himself it was just rehearsal. Just costume. Just acting.

And yet he could not stop the thought, bright as a spark, from forming.

What if this was not pretending at all.
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Shaving felt like crossing a line Simon pretended did not exist.

He locked the bathroom door late at night when the house was quiet, the way he had learned to do anything private. The light above the mirror hummed faintly. He rolled up his sleeves and stared at his arms for a long moment before turning on the tap.

It was ridiculous, he told himself. Practical. Necessary. Tiffany had been clear. Body hair distracted from the illusion. It was about the character. About the play.

Just for the play.

The razor felt heavier than it should in his hand. He dragged it slowly over his forearm, watching the pale skin appear beneath, smooth and almost luminous under the bathroom light. The hair came away easily, curling against the blade, disappearing down the drain.

Simon’s breath caught.

He told himself it was novelty. The strangeness of change. Anyone would feel odd seeing their body altered so quickly.

Still, he lingered.

He shaved his other arm. Then his legs. He sat on the edge of the tub, moving carefully, deliberately, like this was something that required reverence rather than haste. The sound of the razor against skin was soft and intimate. When he ran his hand over his calf afterward, he sucked in a sharp breath.

Smooth.

Not polished. Not artificial.

Just soft.

A thrill ran through him that made his stomach tighten. He pressed his palm there again, just to be sure, just to feel it once more.

This is for the play, he reminded himself. He said it out loud, barely audible. The words sounded thin in the tiled room.

When he finished, he stood dripping slightly, wrapped in a towel, and looked at himself in the mirror. His body looked unfamiliar in a way that felt strangely tender. Smaller. More delicate. Less armoured.

He wrapped himself tighter and turned away before the feeling could grow teeth.

Back in his room, he dressed carefully, aware of every brush of fabric against newly smooth skin. His jeans felt different. His sheets felt different when he lay down. The sensation followed him into sleep, humming beneath his dreams like a secret.

The days continued as they had. Dust and sun and work that left his muscles aching. His father watched him closely, offering instruction and the occasional nod of approval that Simon caught like a dropped coin.

“You’re getting stronger,” his father said one afternoon, clapping him on the shoulder with pride.

Simon smiled automatically.

Under his clothes, his skin was smooth and cool. He felt acutely aware of it. The contrast made him dizzy. Steel and grit above. Silk and softness beneath. A private rebellion pressed close to his body.

It thrilled him in a way that scared him.

At home, the house felt tighter every day. Like it was shrinking around him. Conversations felt weighted with things unsaid. His father talked about jobs lined up for the next month. About how good it was having Simon around. About how this was what family was meant to look like.

Simon nodded. Simon agreed. Simon swallowed the guilt that rose in his throat every time he thought about rehearsal waiting for him in the evenings.

He hated the lying. The ease of it unsettled him. He hated how relieved he felt when he stepped out the door with his bag and his script and his secrets.

The theatre filled him with a joy that felt almost embarrassing in its intensity.

He laughed there. Easily. He listened and spoke and took up space without apologising. People touched his arm when they spoke to him. Complimented his instincts. Asked what he thought.

Margaret challenged him and trusted him in equal measure. Tiffany greeted him with bright enthusiasm and talked about fabrics and silhouettes like they mattered. Tom watched him with an attentiveness that made Simon feel steady and electric all at once.

The role grew deeper with each rehearsal. Gem’s words wrapped themselves around Simon’s thoughts. He caught himself thinking in her rhythms. Standing the way she would stand. Feeling relief when he imagined her softness instead of his own name.

Gem felt easier.

Gem felt like permission.

At home, Megan noticed.

It happened one evening when Simon came down for dinner, sleeves pushed up without thinking. Megan’s eyes flicked to his arms, then back to his face.

“You look different,” she said lightly.

Simon’s heart jumped.

“Different how,” he asked, too quickly.

Megan studied him with that quiet, careful attention that always made him feel transparent.

“Happier,” she said after a moment. “And tired in a different way.”

Simon laughed, brittle. “Just the job.”

Megan did not push. She never did. But later, when she passed him in the hallway, she squeezed his arm gently.

“Whatever it is,” she murmured, “I’m glad you’ve got something that’s yours.”

Simon nodded, throat tight.

He avoided telling her the truth not because he thought she would disapprove, but because saying it out loud might make it real in a way he was not ready for. Might demand answers he did not yet have.

The guilt of hiding things sat heavy in him. From his father. From his sisters. From the boy he had been who believed honesty would keep him safe.

And yet every evening when he stepped into the warm light of the hall, when the bell chimed and voices rose in greeting, the guilt loosened its grip.

Rehearsals grew more physical. More intimate. Tiffany added details. Makeup tests. Hair adjustments. Small corrections that made Gem sharper, clearer, more herself.

Each time Simon slipped into costume, his body seemed to sigh.

The dress fell into place like it remembered him. The wig framed his face and changed the way he saw himself in the mirror. The heels demanded a different posture, a different confidence.

He moved as Gem without effort now.

The relief startled him.

Sometimes, late at night, lying in his childhood bed with the posters and the books and the memories pressing in, Simon felt a strange grief for himself. For the boy who had learned to make himself small. For the son who had tried so hard to be worthy.

The role did not ask that of him.

Gem did not ask him to earn her existence.

She simply waited.

Simon began to suspect that he was not disappearing into the character.

He was arriving somewhere he had always been trying to reach.

The thought frightened him as much as it soothed him.

He did not know what it meant yet. He only knew that when he imagined the future, when he imagined himself choosing, the image that felt most like home wore a dress and stood under warm lights and did not apologise for wanting to be seen.

And every day, it called to him a little more clearly.
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Simon practised alone whenever he could.

In his room late at night with the door locked and the house asleep. In the bathroom mirror with the light low. In the empty kitchen when everyone else was out. Small things at first. How Gem held herself when she listened. The tilt of her head. The way her hands moved when she spoke, not sharp or abrupt, but fluid, expressive, as if her thoughts travelled outward through her fingers before they reached her mouth.

At first it felt like imitation. Something learned. Something borrowed.

Then, quietly, it stopped being effort.

His shoulders softened without instruction. His spine lengthened. His hips began to move differently when he walked, not exaggerated, not performed, just… allowed. He practised Gem’s voice aloud, letting it settle into a gentler register, breathier without being weak. The sound startled him every time. It did not feel artificial. It felt uncovered, like a layer peeled away.

Walking in heels stopped being frightening.

He practised balance with one hand against the wall at first, then without. He learned how to roll his foot, how to let the sound of the heel land cleanly, how to turn without thinking about it. When he moved now, the floor seemed to meet him halfway, as if it recognised him.

Sometimes he caught himself moving that way even when he was not dressed. Crossing his room. Reaching for a book. Turning in the doorway. Each time, his heart would jolt, a flash of fear and pleasure tangled together, and he would force himself back into stiffness, into angles that felt increasingly wrong.

The ease terrified him.

And yet he kept returning to it, like a body remembering something it had been denied.

At rehearsal, Margaret noticed before Simon realised it had happened.

“Good,” she said one evening, watching him cross the stage. “That’s it. Don’t pull away from it.”

Simon flushed, heat rising into his cheeks, unsure whether he had been praised or exposed.

Then Tiffany clapped her hands sharply.

“Alright,” she said. “Full costume tonight.”

Simon’s stomach flipped hard enough to make him light headed.

He changed in the smaller room, fingers steady only because he forced them to be. The dress slid over his body like a sigh, the fabric cool and fluid, skimming his waist and hips before falling into a soft line over his thighs. The wig settled against his scalp, familiar now, its weight grounding. Makeup softened his features, caught the light at his cheekbones, deepened his eyes until they looked larger, darker, more luminous.

When he stepped into the heels, his body adjusted automatically.

No wobble. No hesitation.

He walked to the mirror and stopped.

Gem looked back at him.

His neck looked longer. His shoulders narrower. His waist more defined beneath the dress. The smoothness of his skin made the fabric cling differently, lovingly, like it wanted him. His lips looked fuller with the faint gloss Tiffany had added. His eyes were bright and a little dazed, framed by lashes that cast shadows on his cheeks.

He looked… beautiful.

Not dressed up. Not disguised.

Beautiful in a way that made his chest ache.

Simon swallowed and turned away before he could think too hard about that.

When he stepped back into the rehearsal space, the room changed.

Conversation faltered. Someone inhaled audibly. Jenny’s eyes widened. Carl forgot to look away. Even Margaret went still for a fraction of a second, assessing, recalibrating.

Tom was already on stage.

He turned at the sound of Simon’s heels and froze.

The reaction was instant and unguarded. His breath caught. His expression shifted from easy confidence into something slower, deeper, openly struck. His gaze travelled over Simon without hurry, taking in the fall of the dress, the line of his legs, the way his posture had softened and opened.

For a long moment, he forgot to speak.

Simon felt it. Felt himself being seen.

Heat bloomed low in his stomach, sharp and heady. He straightened slightly, not out of nerves but out of instinct, letting the dress settle, letting his weight rest into one hip the way Gem did without thinking.

Tom’s eyes darkened.

“Wow,” he said quietly, the word rougher than he intended.

Simon’s face flamed, but he did not look away. He liked this. Liked the way Tom’s attention lingered, the way it did not feel evaluative or careful or restrained.

“It’s just costume,” Simon said, too quickly, even as a thrill ran through him at how untrue it felt.

Tom smiled, slow and warm, something unmistakably appreciative there.

“Sure,” he said, and did not look convinced.

Margaret’s voice cut through the moment before it could deepen.

“Places,” she called. “This is the big scene. Let it breathe. Trust each other.”

Simon took his place, heart racing, skin humming.

The scene demanded vulnerability. Gem finally allowing herself to be seen. Iain admitting his feelings without trying to tame them. It was about longing and fear and the unbearable risk of being chosen as you truly were.

Simon stepped into it and felt Gem settle fully into his body.

The lines flowed. His voice moved with ease, soft and steady. When he crossed the stage, the dress followed, fabric whispering against his legs. He felt the awareness of his body not as self consciousness but as presence.

Tom met him in it completely.

As Iain, Tom was attentive in a way that felt almost intimate. His gaze never left Simon’s face. When he listened, he listened with his whole body, leaning in slightly, grounding the space between them. When he reached for Simon’s hand as written, his touch was careful but not tentative, his thumb brushing the inside of Simon’s wrist in a way that sent a shiver up his arm.

Simon’s breath hitched.

Not from nerves.

From being wanted.

They moved closer as the scene demanded it. Words thinned into silence. The stage lights warmed Simon’s skin. He could feel Tom’s presence like gravity, the closeness of him undeniable.

The kiss was written into the scene.

Simon knew it was coming. He had known from the moment Margaret cast them opposite each other. Still, as the moment arrived, his heart thundered.

He wanted to do it well.

He wanted to be brave.

He wanted, fiercely, to be seen like this.

Tom leaned in slowly, giving Simon time to pull away.

Simon did not.

The kiss began soft, exploratory, mouths brushing in a way that felt reverent. Then Simon let go.

He leaned in, fully, trusting his body, trusting the moment. Electricity flared through him, immediate and bright. The warmth of Tom’s mouth. The steady pressure of his hand at Simon’s waist. The undeniable reality of being kissed as Gem, in this body, in this shape.

Simon forgot the stage.

Forgot the lights.

Forgot the watching eyes.

He forgot Simon entirely.

He was Gem, desired and present and whole.

“Cut.”

Margaret’s voice cracked through the moment like a bell.

Simon startled, breathless, heat flooding his face. The room rushed back in all at once. Applause erupted, loud and immediate. Someone whooped. Someone laughed.

Margaret was beaming.

“That,” she said, delighted, “was incredible. Absolutely incredible.”

Simon laughed helplessly, hands flying to his face.

“Oh my god,” he said, mortified and glowing. “I’m sorry.”

Margaret waved him off. “Don’t you dare apologise. That was perfect.”

Tom was still looking at him, eyes dark, expression softened into something openly admiring.

“You okay,” Tom asked quietly, voice low enough that it felt private.

Simon nodded, breath still uneven, unable to stop smiling.

He fled the stage in a rush of adrenaline and embarrassment, disappearing into the costume room, heart racing, joy and terror tangled tight in his chest.

Leaning against the door, Simon closed his eyes.

He could still feel the kiss.

Still feel the way his body had responded without hesitation.

Still feel how right it had felt to be seen like that.

For the first time, he did not rush to explain it away.

He just breathed.

And beneath the blush and the shaking and the disbelief, a quiet certainty settled into him like a promise.

This was not acting.

This was recognition.

This was becoming.


Four

The kiss did not fade.

It lingered like heat in Simon’s body, a quiet pulse beneath everything else. He felt it in the mornings when he woke and stared at the ceiling of his childhood bedroom. He felt it in the van beside his father, staring at passing fields while the scent of engine oil filled the air. He felt it most sharply in the moments he tried not to think about it.

It had been part of the scene.

That was what he told himself.

Blocking. Direction. Commitment to the story.

And yet the way Tom had looked at him before leaning in, the way his hand had settled at Simon’s waist, the way he had breathed against Simon’s mouth, that had not felt rehearsed. That had not felt mechanical.

It had felt like recognition.

Simon did not know what to do with that.

At rehearsal the following night, everything between them was slightly altered. Not obvious to anyone else. No one commented. But Simon felt the shift like a subtle current in water. Tom’s gaze lingered a fraction longer. His smiles curved slower. When they stood close on stage, there was no awkwardness. Only awareness.

Simon’s body responded before his mind could intervene. He leaned in easily. He softened instinctively. He did not have to pretend.

Gem did not have to pretend.

That was the part that frightened him most.

Rehearsals became the highlight of his days, not just because of Tom, though that would have been reason enough. It was the way the space opened around him. The way his shoulders dropped without instruction. The way his voice flowed without tightness. The way laughter came quickly and stayed.

Margaret pushed them hard. Tiffany adjusted hems and lipstick and angles. The cast teased and encouraged and listened.

Simon found himself smiling in the middle of conversations, caught off guard by how natural it felt.

His sisters noticed first.

Hannah leaned against his bedroom door one evening while he was pretending to revise.

“You’re glowing,” she said casually.

Simon blinked up at her.

“I am not.”

“You are,” she insisted. “You’ve been different the last couple of weeks. Happier.”

The word struck him like something fragile.

“I’m just… busy,” he said.

Hannah studied him with an expression that was equal parts curiosity and warmth.

“Well, whatever it is,” she said, “don’t let Dad grind it out of you.”

Simon’s chest tightened.

Megan noticed too, though she said less.

She watched him over dinner, eyes thoughtful. Watched the way he seemed lighter somehow. Watched the way he avoided their father’s gaze more often now.

“You’re allowed to have your own life,” she said quietly one evening when they were alone in the kitchen.

Simon’s throat went dry.

“I know,” he said.

He did not add that he felt like he was living two.

The lying grew heavier.

Each evening when he left the house, he felt the weight of it pressing against his ribs. The casual explanations. The half truths. The way his father nodded without looking up from paperwork.

It hurt more now because the theatre mattered more.

Because Gem mattered more.

Simon shaved again. Carefully. Thoroughly. The ritual became almost meditative. The drag of the razor. The rinse of warm water. The slow smoothing of skin. Each time he ran his hand over his leg afterward, he felt a quiet thrill that refused to fade.

Under his work clothes, he was soft.

The contrast made him acutely aware of his body all day. The way fabric slid over smooth skin. The way he moved differently when no one was watching. The way he caught himself adjusting his posture instinctively, allowing a gentler curve to his spine before forcing himself upright again.

On site, his father spoke about responsibility. About legacy. About how rare it was to have a son who could carry something forward.

Simon nodded, hands steady, heart distant.

Gem had begun to seep into him in ways he could not control. The softness did not stay confined to costume and stage lights. It followed him home. It lingered in the way he crossed his legs when sitting alone. In the way he tilted his head when listening. In the way he found himself imagining a different name whispered softly in the dark.

He did not let that thought settle.

He could not.

Because if he let it settle, it might take root.

And if it took root, everything would change.

He lived for rehearsal nights now.

Lived for the bell chiming above the door. For the warmth of the lights. For the first moment he stepped into costume and felt the shift in his body like a sigh of relief.

There were times on stage when he forgot Simon entirely. Forgot the van rides and the dust and the careful obedience. Forgot the word son as it had been handed to him like a responsibility rather than a description.

When Tom looked at him during a scene, really looked, Simon felt chosen in a way that did not demand proof. Desired in a way that did not require strength.

It was intoxicating.

After one rehearsal, they lingered alone for a moment while the others packed up.

“You were somewhere else tonight,” Tom said quietly.

Simon’s heart jumped.

“Bad somewhere,” he asked.

Tom shook his head.

“Free somewhere.”

The word hung between them.

Simon swallowed.

“It’s just acting,” he said automatically.

Tom tilted his head slightly, studying him.

“Is it,” he asked gently.

Simon looked away first.

Because he did not have an answer that did not terrify him.

At home that night, lying in the dark, Simon replayed the question.

Is it.

He thought about Gem’s ease. About the way his body relaxed in a dress. About how natural his voice felt when he allowed it to soften. About how wrong it felt to snap back into stiffness each morning.

He pressed his hand against his own chest, as if he might feel the truth physically.

What did it mean that he felt more real on stage than in his own name.

The possible answers hovered at the edge of his thoughts like a storm he refused to turn toward.

He could not be that person.

Could not be someone who upended his father’s dreams. Could not be someone who fractured the fragile peace of the house. Could not be someone who risked losing the small, careful love he had fought so hard to earn.

So he pushed the questions aside.

He told himself it was a phase. A role. A beautiful accident of theatre.

He told himself he was just enjoying something new.

He told himself the joy did not mean anything beyond the stage.

And yet every morning when he woke and reached instinctively for softness that was not visible in daylight, he felt the quiet ache of something unspoken pressing against his ribs.

He did not have language for it yet.

Only longing.

And the terrifying, undeniable sense that whatever Gem was awakening in him would not stay contained much longer.
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Rehearsal felt different that night.

Not colder. Not unfriendly. Just charged in a way that made Simon’s skin feel too tight. He arrived already wound thin, the questions he had been avoiding humming beneath his ribs like something alive.

Tom was there early again, sitting on the edge of the stage, script open but unread in his hands. He looked up when Simon entered.

For a second, the warmth returned. Recognition. That quiet, steady attention.

Then Simon looked away first.

He changed into costume with automatic movements. Dress. Wig. Makeup. He avoided the mirror longer than usual, focusing on details instead. Adjusting a hem that did not need adjusting. Reapplying gloss that was already smooth.

He felt fragile in a way he could not explain.

On stage, Margaret was brisk.

“Let’s take it from the top of the second act,” she said. “The confrontation scene. I want tension tonight. I want risk.”

Simon nodded, though his pulse was already racing.

They began.

The lines were familiar now. Gem confronting Iain about being afraid to lose everything. Iain insisting she was not alone. The air between them supposed to spark and strain and then soften.

But something was off.

Simon felt himself holding back. Pulling away a fraction before each moment of closeness. His voice thinner. His movements smaller. The softness he had grown into now tentative, as if he were afraid it might betray him.

Tom leaned in during one exchange, close enough that Simon could feel the warmth of him. Normally, Simon would have met it. Would have let the electricity rise naturally between them.

Instead he retreated half a step.

It was subtle.

Margaret saw it anyway.

“Stop,” she called.

The word echoed through the hall.

Simon froze.

“What happened to you two,” Margaret asked, stepping closer to the stage. “Last week you were fire. Tonight you’re smoke.”

Tom exhaled softly.

Simon’s face burned.

“I’m sorry,” he said automatically.

Margaret’s gaze softened slightly, but she did not let him off.

“Don’t apologise,” she said. “Tell me what you’re afraid of.”

The question struck too close.

Simon opened his mouth, then closed it again. He did not know how to answer without saying too much.

Tom stepped in gently.

“Can we run it again,” he asked Margaret. “Just the kiss.”

Margaret hesitated, then nodded.

“Again,” she said. “And this time, don’t be polite.”

They reset.

Simon’s heart pounded so hard he could feel it in his throat.

The scene built again, line by line. Gem pleading. Iain refusing to let her disappear. The moment of silence stretching between them like a held breath.

Tom stepped closer.

Simon forced himself not to step back.

Tom’s hand came to his waist, steady and warm. Simon’s skin reacted instantly, a flush blooming outward from the point of contact. His breath hitched despite himself.

Tom leaned in slowly, eyes searching Simon’s face.

For a heartbeat, Simon almost pulled away.

Instead he stayed.

The kiss landed soft, then deepened, the way it had before. The room dissolved at the edges. The electricity returned, sharp and undeniable. Simon felt himself surrender to it, letting Gem take over where Simon hesitated.

He forgot the fear.

He forgot the questions.

He just felt.

“Cut,” Margaret called again, satisfaction clear in her voice. “There it is.”

Applause did not follow this time. Just a collective exhale.

Simon stepped back, breathless, heart hammering. The chemistry had returned, but the tension inside him had not dissolved.

After rehearsal, people lingered as usual, but Simon stayed quiet. He changed quickly, avoiding Tom’s eyes.

He did not make it out the door before Tom caught up to him.

“Hey,” Tom said gently.

Simon stopped, but did not turn immediately.

“What’s wrong,” Tom asked.

“Nothing,” Simon said too fast.

Tom waited.

It was one of the things Simon had begun to notice about him. Tom did not rush into silence. He let it breathe. He let it stretch until it offered something honest.

Simon turned slowly.

“It’s just… a lot,” he said.

Tom nodded.

“The role,” he prompted.

Simon hesitated.

“What does it mean to you,” Tom asked quietly.

The question settled into Simon’s chest like a stone dropped into water.

What did it mean.

He looked down at his hands, at the faint shimmer of leftover makeup near his knuckles.

“It’s exploration,” he said slowly. “Expression. Freedom. Play.”

The words felt safe enough.

Tom did not speak.

He just watched him.

Simon swallowed.

“Gem feels…” He searched for something accurate. “Joyful.”

The word trembled as it left him.

Tom’s expression shifted, softened further.

“And is there joy in being you,” he asked gently.

Simon’s breath caught.

He opened his mouth and closed it again. The answer came too quickly to be manufactured.

“It’s not the same,” he said quietly.

Tom did not look away.

“It’s just… different,” Simon added.

There was sadness in his voice that he had not meant to reveal.

Tom stepped a fraction closer, not touching him, just narrowing the space.

“Gem suits you,” Tom said.

Simon flushed immediately, heat rushing up his neck and into his face.

“It’s just acting,” he said again, the words weaker now.

Tom smiled, not unkindly.

“Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe it’s you letting something breathe.”

The air between them thickened.

Simon’s heart beat hard against his ribs.

He wanted to ask what Tom saw. Wanted to know if the attraction he felt was mirrored there. Wanted to know if Tom desired Gem or Simon or both.

He did not ask.

Because the answers might change everything.

Tom held his gaze a moment longer, then stepped back.

“Whatever it is,” he said softly, “don’t shrink from it.”

Simon nodded, unable to trust his voice.

As he walked home that night, the words echoed in him.

Gem is joyful.

Is there joy in being you.

Gem suits you.

He did not know whether that comforted him or terrified him more.

He only knew that the line between the role and his own name was growing thinner with every rehearsal.

And he did not know how long he could keep pretending he did not feel it.
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Simon walked home with Tom’s words still warm in his chest.

The air felt different somehow. Lighter. Dangerous, but not crushing. He replayed the rehearsal in his mind, the way the chemistry had returned once he stopped retreating. The way Tom had said Gem suits you without irony. The way something inside him had lifted at that.

For a fleeting stretch of pavement, Simon allowed himself a cautious optimism. Not certainty. Not clarity. Just the fragile sense that perhaps he was not broken. That perhaps this confusion was not collapse, but change.

He reached the house and paused on the path.

The windows were lit. Voices carried faintly through the door. Laughter.

Simon’s stomach flipped.

He stepped inside.

The sound hit him first. Chloe’s bright excitement. Hannah’s rapid questioning. Megan’s low laugh threaded underneath it all.

And then he saw it.

The script.

It lay open on the kitchen table like evidence.

His father sat at the head of the table, elbows resting on the wood, the script held carefully in his large hands. Not crumpled. Not thrown aside. Just open.

Simon’s pulse dropped into his feet.

“There he is,” Hannah said, turning toward him with wide eyes. “You didn’t tell us.”

Simon’s mouth went dry.

“Tell you what,” he managed.

Chloe picked up another copy of the script from the counter, waving it excitedly.

“This,” she said. “Is this what you’ve been sneaking off to do.”

Megan stood near the sink, watching Simon carefully. Not accusing. Just measuring.

“We found it in your bag,” she said gently. “It fell out when Chloe moved it.”

Simon’s gaze flicked to his father.

He had not spoken yet.

“Why didn’t you say,” Hannah pressed. “We would’ve come. We want to come.”

Chloe grinned. “Who are you playing. Please tell me you’re not a tree.”

Simon’s throat tightened.

“I’m not a tree,” he said faintly.

“Then who,” Hannah demanded, delighted.

Simon’s heart hammered so hard he could hear it.

“Gem,” he said quietly.

The name fell into the kitchen like a stone.

Chloe blinked. “Gem.”

Hannah glanced at the script.

“Is that the lead,” she asked.

Simon nodded.

For a moment, the room filled with noise.

“Simon.”

“Oh my god.”

“You’re the lead.”

Megan smiled, slow and proud. “Of course you are.”

The joy in their voices felt like sunlight on skin that had grown used to shadow.

Simon dared to look at his father.

He had closed the script.

He was not angry.

He was not shouting.

He was simply very still.

The room’s excitement ebbed gradually, as if everyone sensed the shift without naming it.

Hannah squeezed Simon’s arm.

“We’re coming,” she said. “Obviously.”

Chloe nodded enthusiastically.

“Front row,” she declared.

Megan held Simon’s gaze a second longer than the others, something like apology flickering there, then she ushered Hannah and Chloe toward the living room with a pointed look.

“Give them a minute,” she said quietly.

The kitchen settled into silence.

Simon stood on one side of the table. His father remained seated, the script resting beneath his hand.

The heaviness in the room felt almost physical.

His father finally looked up.

“I didn’t know,” he said.

Simon swallowed.

“I was going to tell you,” he said quickly. “I just…”

“Just what,” his father asked, not harsh, just tired.

Simon did not have an answer that did not sound small.

“I didn’t think you’d…” He trailed off.

His father leaned back slightly, running a hand over his face.

“I thought this summer was going to be different,” he said.

There was no anger in his voice.

That made it worse.

Simon’s chest tightened.

“I thought we were finally going to get some time,” his father continued. “You and me. Properly.”

Simon felt the weight of those words settle over him.

“I am working,” he said softly. “I’m there every day.”

“I know you are,” his father replied immediately. “And you’ve done well. I’m proud of how you’ve handled yourself.”

The word proud landed and then faltered.

“But I thought maybe,” his father continued, “you might give it a real chance. The business. See if it could be something for you.”

Simon stared at the table.

He had known this was the hope. Had felt it in every approving nod, every instruction given with careful patience.

“I thought we could build something,” his father said quietly. “Together.”

Simon’s throat burned.

“I didn’t mean to lie,” he said.

His father’s jaw tightened slightly.

“The lying is what stings,” he admitted. “Not the play.”

Simon blinked.

“I don’t mind that you’ve got something else,” his father said. “You’re allowed hobbies. You’re allowed… interests.”

The pause between words was small but sharp.

“But I don’t like feeling like I’m being kept in the dark in my own house,” he added.

Simon felt guilt rise in him, thick and choking.

“I didn’t know how to say it,” he said. “I didn’t know what you’d think.”

His father gave a short, humourless breath.

“I think,” he said carefully, “that you’re my son. And I want to understand you.”

Simon’s chest cracked open at that.

“But I also hoped,” his father continued, “that this would be the summer you stepped into something real. Something solid. Something I know.”

The disappointment in his voice was not sharp.

It was weary.

Simon lifted his eyes.

“I am stepping into something real,” he said, and the words surprised him with their certainty.

His father studied him.

“This,” his father said, tapping the script lightly, “feels like you running sideways.”

Simon flinched.

“It’s not,” he said quietly. “It’s not running.”

“Then what is it,” his father asked.

Simon opened his mouth.

Closed it again.

How did he explain that he felt more himself on a stage in a dress than he did on a building site in boots. How did he explain that joy felt different when it was not tied to endurance.

He could not.

“It makes me happy,” he said instead.

The simplicity of it hung in the air.

His father looked at him for a long moment.

“I don’t want you to be unhappy,” he said slowly. “God knows I don’t.”

The sincerity in his voice hurt.

“I just…” His father’s shoulders sagged slightly. “I thought this might be a summer where we figured something out. Where I could show you what I’ve built. Where you might see it and think, maybe this is mine too.”

Simon felt tears press behind his eyes.

“I don’t want to disappoint you,” he said.

His father’s expression shifted.

“You don’t,” he said firmly. “You don’t disappoint me.”

The words steadied Simon and shattered him at the same time.

“I just don’t understand you sometimes,” his father added quietly. “And that scares me.”

Simon’s breath caught.

“I’m still me,” he whispered.

His father nodded.

“I know,” he said. “I just hope wherever this leads you, it’s somewhere solid. Somewhere safe.”

He pushed the script gently across the table toward Simon.

“I hope it goes well,” he said.

There was no sarcasm in it.

Just weight.

Simon picked up the script, fingers trembling.

“Thank you,” he said.

His father stood slowly.

“I’m not angry,” he said. “Just… be honest with me.”

Simon nodded.

“I will,” he promised.

His father paused at the doorway.

“I’m coming to opening night,” he added.

The words struck like a bell.

Then he left the kitchen.

Simon stood alone for a moment, script pressed to his chest.

The optimism he had carried home had not vanished, but it had deepened into something heavier. More complicated.

He wanted his father to be proud.

He wanted to be loved without qualification.

He wanted to be seen not as potential wasted or redirected, but as something already whole.

He did not yet know if those things could exist in the same world.

He only knew that opening night would not just be a performance.

It would be a reckoning.


Five

Opening night loomed like weather.

Simon felt it in the way the days pressed heavier against his skin. In the way sleep came thinner and shallower. In the way his father’s presence filled rooms more densely than before, as if something unsaid had weight and mass and breath.

And yet his sisters were incandescent.

Hannah had already chosen her outfit.

“I’m not wearing anything that clashes with stage lighting,” she announced one evening, sprawled across the sofa with her phone in hand. “I refuse to be the sister who ruins the aesthetic.”

Chloe was worse.

“I told everyone at work,” she said proudly. “They’re all coming too.”

Simon groaned into a cushion.

“You did not.”

“I did,” she said brightly. “You’re the lead. That’s huge.”

Megan just watched him, quiet and steady, like she always did. There was pride in her gaze. Something softer too. Protective.

“You’re allowed to be excited,” she told him one night when she found him staring at the script without reading it. “This is yours.”

Yours.

The word felt both comforting and dangerous.

Rehearsals in that final week were sharp and focused. Margaret moved them with surgical precision. Cues were tightened. Transitions smoothed. Emotional beats sharpened until they landed cleanly every time.

Simon knew the lines so well they pulsed in him without effort. Gem’s voice rose easily now. Her posture, her cadence, the way she breathed. When he stepped into costume, the transformation felt immediate and complete.

And yet something inside him was cautious.

After the confrontation in the kitchen, after his father’s quiet disappointment and that heavy promise to attend, a part of Simon had retreated slightly. Not from Gem. Never from Gem.

From risk.

The chemistry with Tom was still there. Undeniable. Bright. When they moved toward each other on stage, the air between them still sparked. But Simon held himself a fraction back, instinctively guarding something.

Tom noticed.

He did not call it out directly. He never embarrassed Simon in front of others. But during one run through of the big scene, when their faces were inches apart and the world narrowed to breath and heartbeat, Tom’s hand at Simon’s waist tightened slightly.

Stay, the pressure seemed to say.

Simon did.

The kiss landed soft and warm, and the electricity returned, but Simon felt himself observing it now. Not fully surrendering the way he had that first time.

He did not know whether that was maturity or fear.

After rehearsal one evening, Tom lingered again.

“You’re brilliant,” he said, not teasing, not casual. Just certain.

Simon smiled faintly.

“You don’t have to flatter me before opening night,” he said.

Tom shook his head.

“I’m not,” he said. “I just wish you’d believe it.”

Simon looked away.

Belief felt like exposure.

Working with his father that week felt unbearable.

Every instruction carried an undercurrent now. Not accusation, but distance. His father was not unkind. He still corrected Simon gently. Still showed him how to brace wood properly. Still offered water without being asked.

But something had tightened.

Conversations were practical and brief. The warmth had thinned into something more careful. Simon felt the disappointment sitting between them like a third person neither of them addressed.

On site, his father worked harder than usual. Longer hours. Fewer jokes with the other men. Simon sensed that he was trying to remind himself of something solid. Something reliable.

Simon wanted to say something. To bridge it. To reassure him.

But he did not know how without promising something he could not give.

The smoothness of his skin felt louder beneath his work clothes. Every time he rolled up his sleeves, he felt exposed, even though no one commented. Every time he shifted his weight unconsciously into Gem’s softer stance, he corrected himself quickly.

He was tired of correcting himself.

At lunch one afternoon, his father sat beside him on a stack of timber, silent for a long moment.

“You nervous?” his father asked finally.

Simon blinked.

“For what?”

“The play,” his father said.

The word sounded strange in his mouth.

Simon hesitated.

“A bit,” he admitted.

His father nodded slowly.

“I’ll be there,” he said.

Simon’s throat tightened.

“I know.”

Another pause.

“You’ll do well,” his father added. “You always put the work in.”

The compliment felt earned and heavy at once.

“Thanks,” Simon said quietly.

He wanted to ask if that would be enough. If doing well would bridge the gap between what his father understood and what he did not.

He did not ask.

That evening at rehearsal, the tension in Simon’s body translated into something sharp on stage. Gem’s fear felt more immediate. Her desperation more urgent. Margaret beamed at them after one particularly intense run.

“That’s it,” she said. “Use it.”

Simon wondered if she knew what he was using.

The sisters’ enthusiasm grew louder as opening night approached. Chloe rehearsed her cheers in the kitchen. Hannah insisted on planning where they would go for drinks after. Megan offered to help with makeup touch-ups if needed.

Their joy was contagious.

For moments at a time, Simon allowed himself to be buoyed by it. To imagine a version of the night where the applause drowned out doubt. Where his father saw him and did not flinch.

But the strain of the double life had begun to show.

He was exhausted in a way that sleep did not fix. His nerves hummed constantly. His father’s presence felt like a weight on his spine. Tom’s closeness felt like both comfort and risk.

Everything was tightening toward something.

Opening night was no longer just performance.

It was proof.

Simon felt the weight of it pressing in from all sides.

And still, when he stepped onto that stage in rehearsal and felt the lights warm his skin, when he heard Tom’s voice call him Gem, something inside him steadied.

No matter what happened in the audience.

No matter what his father understood.

He could not unknow this feeling.

And that knowledge terrified him.
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The night before opening felt like the edge of something immense.

Full dress rehearsal meant lights, sound, costume, no stops unless absolutely necessary. Margaret had said it three times at the start, her voice clipped with focus.

“Tomorrow is for the audience,” she said. “Tonight is for yourselves. Trust what you’ve built.”

Simon nodded with everyone else, though his stomach had been fluttering since he woke that morning. It wasn’t just nerves about lines or cues. It was the weight of the people who would be sitting in those chairs. Hannah. Chloe. Megan. His father.

His father.

The word pulsed through him like a bruise.

He arrived early, needing the quiet before the noise. The hall was dimmer than usual, stage lights not yet fully warmed. Tiffany was already unpacking makeup. Margaret paced with a clipboard. A few cast members murmured in corners.

Simon changed slowly.

The dress tonight was the darker one. The one that caught the light in a way that made the fabric look liquid. It skimmed his waist, hugged slightly at the hips before falling in a soft cascade to mid calf. The smoothness of his skin made the material glide against him with every breath.

Tiffany worked with quiet concentration, blending foundation, darkening his lashes, brushing a subtle flush into his cheeks.

“You’re glowing already,” she said, stepping back. “It helps.”

Simon met his reflection and felt his pulse quicken.

Gem looked luminous.

His shoulders were bare in this dress, collarbones catching the light. The wig framed his face just right, dark waves falling past his jaw. His lips, lightly glossed, looked softer than he remembered them ever being. There was no trace of the dust-covered son in boots. No evidence of the boy who kept himself small at the kitchen table.

He looked beautiful.

Not theatrically. Not exaggerated.

Just right.

There was a knock at the dressing room door.

Tiffany glanced up. “If that’s another note from Margaret, I swear—”

The door opened.

Tom stepped in.

He had changed into neutral rehearsal clothes, but his energy filled the room immediately. And in his hands, slightly awkwardly held, was a small bouquet of flowers. Nothing extravagant. Just simple, bright stems wrapped in paper.

Simon froze.

Tom’s eyes found him.

The world narrowed.

He had seen Simon in costume before. But this was different. Full lights. Full makeup. The dress chosen for the biggest moments. The air thick with anticipation.

Tom did not speak at first.

His gaze travelled slowly, deliberately, over Simon’s figure. From the line of his shoulders to the fall of the skirt. To the way his hands rested lightly at his sides. To the softness in his posture.

There was no mockery. No hesitation.

Only awe.

“You’re…” Tom started, then stopped, as if recalibrating. “You’re going to be amazing tomorrow.”

Simon’s heart hammered.

The flowers trembled slightly in Tom’s grip before he extended them.

“For luck,” he said.

Simon stepped forward, heels clicking softly, and took them. The paper crinkled between his fingers.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

Tom did not look away.

He stepped closer.

Close enough that Simon could feel the warmth of him even through layers of fabric and makeup and expectation. Close enough that the air between them thickened into something tangible.

“You’re beautiful,” Tom said.

The words landed in Simon’s chest like something sacred.

He flushed instantly, heat rising up his neck into his cheeks.

“It’s just costume,” he murmured reflexively, though even he did not believe it anymore.

Tom’s smile was slow and knowing.

“It’s you,” he said quietly.

The room seemed to hold its breath.

Simon felt the familiar pull inside him. The urge to retreat. To protect. To dismiss.

Instead, he stayed.

Tom’s hand came up, tentative, brushing a stray dark curl away from Simon’s cheek. The touch was feather light. Intentional.

Simon’s breath hitched.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The tension coiled tight between them, electric and fragile. Simon could see something in Tom’s eyes now that was no longer just admiration. It was hunger, yes, but softer. Protective. Certain.

Simon stepped into it before he could second guess himself.

The kiss was not rehearsed.

It was not for Margaret. Not for the cast. Not for an audience.

It was theirs.

Soft at first, a press of lips that felt like a question.

Simon answered by leaning in, letting the flowers slip forgotten to the dressing table behind him. His hands came up instinctively, resting at Tom’s chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath cotton.

Tom deepened the kiss slightly, slow and careful, as if savouring rather than claiming. His hand settled at Simon’s waist, fingers warm against the thin fabric of the dress.

Simon melted into it.

There was no stage here. No script. No blocking.

Just warmth. Breath. The undeniable thrill of being wanted as he was in this moment.

Tom pulled back just enough to rest his forehead against Simon’s.

“You’re going to break hearts tomorrow,” he murmured.

Simon laughed softly, breathless.

“I can barely stand up,” he admitted.

Tom’s hand tightened at his waist.

“You don’t have to be fearless,” he said. “You just have to be you.”

The words landed with a weight that made Simon’s throat tighten.

Be you.

Which one.

Before he could answer, Margaret’s voice rang through the hall.

“Places for the top of Act One. Now.”

The spell shattered.

Simon blinked, suddenly aware again of the lights, the crew, the ticking clock of opening night drawing nearer.

Tom stepped back reluctantly.

“Come on,” he said softly. “Let’s show them.”

Simon nodded, heart still racing.

As he moved toward the stage, the dress swaying around his legs, the scent of flowers lingering faintly in the air, he felt something settle inside him.

Tomorrow, his father would sit in the audience.

Tomorrow, the lie would dissolve into performance.

Tomorrow, he would step into the light and not hide.

And tonight, for one suspended, trembling moment before the call to places, he had been kissed not as Simon pretending.

But as something truer.

“Gem,” Margaret called sharply from the wings.

Simon lifted his chin.

And walked into the light.
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The run was flawless.

Not perfect in the brittle, technical sense. Perfect in the way something alive feels when it moves without resistance. Every cue landed. Every transition breathed. Every line rang clear and true.

Simon felt it from the first step onto the stage.

The lights warmed his skin. The audience chairs were empty tonight, but he could already imagine them filled. He could already feel tomorrow pressing against the edges of the room.

Gem flowed through him without effort.

There was no hesitation now. No pulling back. No careful distance. When he crossed the stage, the dress followed like a shadow that loved him. When he turned, the skirt whispered around his thighs. The pantyhose smoothed his legs into clean lines that caught the light with every shift of weight. The padded bra shaped him differently beneath the fabric, gave him a silhouette that felt less like costume and more like completion.

He did not fight it.

He did not question it.

He simply inhabited it.

Tom met him fully.

Their chemistry returned with a force that made even Margaret’s eyebrows lift in quiet approval. When Iain looked at Gem tonight, there was no restraint in it. No half measure. Just devotion and hunger and tenderness woven together.

The confrontation scene burned.

Simon let Gem’s fear crack open, let the vulnerability ring raw and honest. Tom responded with steady warmth, drawing closer until the air between them felt electric again.

And when the kiss came this time, there was no audience to impress, no director to satisfy. It simply happened, clean and inevitable.

Soft.

Deepening.

Certain.

Simon forgot himself entirely.

When Margaret finally called it, her voice thick with satisfaction, the cast broke into applause spontaneously. Real applause. The kind that came from relief and pride and recognition of something shared.

“That,” Margaret said, stepping onto the stage, “is what tomorrow needs.”

Simon stood there breathing hard, heart racing, cheeks flushed beneath careful makeup.

They had done it.

The final blackout landed perfectly. The lights came up. The tension dissolved into laughter and overlapping congratulations.

Jenny threw her arms around Simon first.

“You were radiant,” she declared.

Carl clapped him on the back with enough force to nearly knock him forward.

Margaret squeezed his shoulders and held his gaze for a moment.

“Trust that,” she said quietly. “Whatever happens tomorrow, trust that.”

Tom reached him last.

He did not speak immediately. He simply pulled Simon into a hug, strong and sure, arms wrapping around him fully, pressing him close.

Simon melted into it without thinking.

Tom’s chin rested briefly against the top of the wig. His hands settled at Simon’s back, one at his waist, one higher, holding him steady.

“You were unreal,” Tom murmured against his hair.

Simon laughed softly into Tom’s shoulder.

“So were you.”

They pulled apart slowly.

Tom’s eyes lingered.

“We should get drinks,” he said. “Celebrate.”

The suggestion felt bright and reckless and entirely right.

Simon’s pulse quickened.

“Yes,” he said before he could second guess himself. “Yeah. We should.”

He glanced down at himself instinctively.

The dress.

The pantyhose.

The heels.

The padded bra shaping his chest.

The wig framing his face.

The makeup still luminous beneath the stage lights.

“I should get changed,” he said automatically. “I’m still—”

“Don’t,” Tom interrupted.

Simon looked up.

Tom’s expression was not teasing.

“Leave it on,” he said softly.

Simon’s breath caught.

“It’s late,” he murmured. “And we’ll be in town.”

Tom stepped closer, lowering his voice.

“You’re beautiful,” he said simply.

The words landed differently this time.

Not as a compliment on performance.

Not as flattery.

As truth.

Simon felt his heart slam against his ribs.

He could change. He could disappear into jeans and T-shirt and reclaim the safety of ambiguity. He could let Gem exist only on stage, contained and protected by lights and scripts and applause.

Or he could step out into the night as she was.

The idea terrified him.

The idea thrilled him.

He imagined walking into a bar in this dress. Feeling eyes turn. Feeling Tom’s hand at his back. Feeling seen in a way that was not limited to theatre walls.

He swallowed.

“It’s just…” He faltered.

Tom waited.

“You don’t have to hide,” Tom said gently. “Not with me.”

The sentence opened something in Simon’s chest.

He looked down at his smooth legs beneath the dress. At the subtle curve the padding created beneath the bodice. At the way the heels lengthened him, changed his balance, changed the rhythm of his breath.

He felt his pulse in his throat.

“Okay,” he said.

The word trembled but did not break.

Tom’s smile widened slowly, warmth spreading across his face.

“Good,” he said.

Simon picked up the small bouquet Tom had brought earlier, tucking it loosely under his arm.

They walked toward the exit together.

Each step in the heels echoed faintly across the hall floor. The sound felt deliberate now. Not rehearsed. Not hidden.

As they reached the door, Simon hesitated just for a second.

Tomorrow his father would sit in the audience.

Tomorrow everything might shift.

But tonight, the air outside waited cool and open.

Tom’s hand brushed lightly against the small of his back, guiding but not pushing.

Simon stepped through the door.

Heart racing.

Not hiding.

And for the first time, he did not feel like he was borrowing someone else’s life.

He felt like he was choosing it.


Six

The bar was louder than Simon expected.

Music pulsed through the room, low and warm, threaded with laughter and the clink of glasses. Light spilled in amber pools across polished wood and faces turned gold and soft beneath it. Simon hesitated just inside the doorway, heart racing, every sense sharpened.

Tom’s hand found the small of his back without asking. Not guiding. Just there.

“You okay,” Tom asked quietly.

Simon nodded. He took a breath and stepped forward.

No one stared.

No one pointed.

A few eyes lifted, glanced, moved on. A couple of smiles lingered. One woman at the bar looked Gem up and down openly, appreciative, her gaze warm rather than curious, then returned to her drink. A man laughed with his friends and brushed past without a second look.

Gem existed here the way people did everywhere else.

Seen.
Unremarkable.
Wanted.

The relief was dizzying.

They found a small table near the back. Tom ordered for them both without fuss, remembering what Simon liked without making a thing of it. When he set the glasses down, Simon noticed his hands were steady.

His own were not.

“This is,” Simon began, then laughed softly, breath catching. “This is a lot.”

Tom watched him with a half smile that was all fondness and no surprise.

“You like it,” he said.

Simon met his eyes.

“I do,” he admitted.

The word felt dangerous and right all at once, like stepping onto a bridge that held.

Tom leaned back slightly, studying him with quiet attention.

“You like being her,” he said gently.

Simon’s blush crept up his neck and into his cheeks. He did not deny it. He lifted his glass and took a sip, the cold sweetness grounding him just enough to keep his knees from shaking.

“Yes,” he said.

Tom nodded, as if that settled something he had already known.

“The way you move,” Tom continued. “The way you speak. The way you hold yourself. That role isn’t something you put on.”

Simon swallowed.

“You’re not acting,” Tom said. “You’re becoming.”

The word landed like a bell struck deep inside his chest.

Simon’s blush deepened. He looked down at his hands, at the way his fingers curved around the glass, graceful without effort, without self-consciousness.

“I feel it,” he said quietly. “I just don’t know what it means.”

Tom waited. He always did.

“I don’t know how to be a woman,” Simon went on, voice low. “I’m not even sure I know how to be a man.”

Tom smiled, not indulgent, not dismissive, not trying to soothe something away.

“None of us know how to be,” he said. “Life is just discovering and rediscovering. Over and over.”

Simon’s chest tightened.

“You don’t have to know,” Tom added. “You just have to be brave.”

“One step at a time,” he finished.

Simon nodded. The words settled into him like something he could carry.

Tom reached across the table and covered Simon’s hand with his own. The contact was warm and steady, anchoring.

“You’re beautiful,” he said again.

This time, Simon did not deflect.

The music swelled. Laughter rose and fell. Someone bumped the table lightly and apologised. The world continued around them without resistance.

Simon felt seen in the middle of it.

They talked about nothing for a while. About the show. About awful rehearsal snacks. About theatre superstitions neither of them fully believed in. Each laugh loosened something tight inside Simon, until his shoulders dropped and his smile stayed.

At some point, Tom’s knee brushed his beneath the table.

Simon did not pull away.

“You know,” Tom said softly, leaning closer now, voice lowered so it felt like it belonged only to them, “seeing you like this is breathtaking.”

Simon’s breath hitched.

“Tom,” he said, not knowing what he meant by it. Warning. Invitation. Gratitude.

Tom’s thumb brushed the back of his hand, slow and deliberate, a touch that sent heat spiralling through Simon’s body.

“It doesn’t have to end when you leave the stage,” Tom said. “You can leave Gem behind if you want. But you can’t leave who you are behind. Not without crushing the joy and light I see in you right now.”

Simon’s eyes burned.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” he whispered.

Tom leaned in, close enough that Simon could feel his breath, warm and steady.

“Just don’t disappear,” he said. “That’s all.”

The space between them narrowed without either of them deciding to move.

Tom’s gaze dropped to Simon’s mouth. Then lifted again, checking, asking.

Simon stilled.

For a heartbeat, fear flared. Sharp and bright. This was not rehearsal. There were no lines to hide behind. No script to follow.

Then he nodded.

The kiss was immediate.

Soft at first, then deepening as Tom responded, hands coming to Simon’s waist with certainty. Simon froze for the briefest moment, the weight of choice thrumming through him.

Then he melted.

He leaned in fully, hands rising to Tom’s shoulders, gripping fabric and muscle as if to keep himself present. Tom kissed him with heat that made Simon’s knees weaken, mouth warm and insistent, tongue brushing his lower lip and waiting.

Simon opened to him.

The kiss grew fuller, hotter, unashamed. Tom pulled him closer, fingers digging into the curve of his waist, grounding and possessive without being rough. Simon kissed back with a hunger that surprised him, breath quickening, body alive and buzzing, the world narrowing to sensation.

When they finally broke apart, Simon was gasping softly, heart racing, a breathless laugh tumbling out of him.

Tom rested his forehead briefly against Simon’s.

“Hi,” he murmured.

Simon laughed again, dazed and bright.

“Hi.”

They stayed like that for a moment, foreheads touching, the bar humming around them like a distant thing.

Tom pulled back just enough to look at him properly, eyes dark, intent, affectionate.

“Do you want to come back to mine,” he asked quietly.

Simon did not answer immediately.

His father’s disappointment flickered through him. Opening night loomed. The future stretched uncertain and unmarked.

And then there was this.

The warmth of Tom’s hands. The steady way he was being seen. The undeniable truth of how alive Simon felt right now, in this body, in this moment.

His heart pounded.

“Yes,” Simon said.

The word trembled with nerves and excitement both.

Tom smiled, slow and certain.

And Simon felt himself step willingly into whatever came next.
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They barely made it inside.

The door shut behind them with a soft, final click that felt louder than it should have. The quiet of the flat pressed in around them, warm and close after the noise of the bar, like stepping underwater. Simon laughed breathlessly as Tom’s hands found him again, the sound dissolving into a kiss before it could fully form.

This was not rehearsal.

There were no lights to hit, no marks on the floor, no script waiting to catch him if he faltered. Tom kissed him like that mattered, like this was not something that could be paused or adjusted. His mouth was warm and sure, his hands sliding to Simon’s waist with a familiarity that made Simon’s knees weaken.

The dress rustled softly between them. The sound felt intimate, almost too loud in the quiet space.

Simon pressed closer without thinking, heart hammering, body alive in a way that made him feel incandescent and terrified all at once. Tom’s breath hitched against his cheek, his mouth trailing along Simon’s jaw, the corner of his lips brushing skin in a way that made Simon shiver.

They stumbled forward together, laughing softly when they knocked into the wall, Tom steadying them both with one arm braced behind Simon’s back. The flat smelled like clean laundry and faint traces of Tom himself, something warm and grounding that made Simon’s chest ache with a sudden, unexpected sense of belonging.

Tom kissed him again, deeper now, the heat of it blooming low in Simon’s body. Simon made a quiet sound into Tom’s mouth, surprised by it, by how easily it came, by how little he wanted to hide it.

Tom pulled back abruptly.

Simon froze.

Fear flared sharp and immediate, bright enough to make his breath catch painfully in his throat. For a heartbeat he thought he had misread everything. That he had gone too far. That this was the moment where the world corrected him.

Tom’s hands stayed on him.

Firm. Steady. Real.

“Hey,” Tom said softly.

Simon looked up, eyes wide, pulse thundering.

Tom searched his face with an intensity that felt almost reverent.

“I need to be sure,” Tom said. “Not because I don’t want you. Because I do.”

Simon swallowed hard.

“I want it,” he said immediately, the words tumbling out before fear could stop them. “I want you.”

Tom did not look away.

“And Gem,” he asked quietly. “Does she want it too.”

The question landed deep in Simon’s chest.

Gem was not a costume now. She was not something he slipped into under lights and makeup. She was breath and posture and the way his body felt when he stopped fighting it. She was the relief that had followed him all night, the hum of joy that had not faded.

“Yes,” Simon said. “She wants it.”

Something shifted in Tom’s expression. Not triumph. Not urgency.

Relief.

“Okay,” Tom said. “Then come here.”

The kiss that followed was slower.

Intentional.

Tom kissed him like there was time now, like they were no longer running toward something but standing inside it. Simon leaned into it, hands rising to Tom’s chest, fingers splaying over warmth and solidity, learning him by touch rather than sight.

Tom responded immediately, a low sound slipping from him that sent a bright thrill through Simon’s body. Simon felt powerful in that moment, wanted in a way that did not ask him to be smaller or quieter or simpler.

They moved together without rushing, guided by instinct rather than momentum. Tom backed them toward the bedroom, never breaking the kiss, until his heel caught the edge of the bed and he stumbled with a soft laugh, falling back onto it.

Simon followed without hesitation, pulled down with him, landing half across Tom’s chest, the dress riding up his thighs, cool air brushing skin that felt suddenly, achingly sensitive.

For a moment they just looked at each other.

The room hummed around them, charged with possibility.

“This is real,” Simon said softly, grounding himself in the truth of it.

Tom smiled, warm and certain.

“I know.”

Something in Simon shifted then, something bold unfurling where fear had lived. Curiosity. Want. The desire to explore rather than retreat. He moved instinctively, hands tugging gently at Tom’s clothes, needing skin beneath his palms, needing to feel response, to feel confirmation.

Tom’s breath hitched immediately.

Simon felt it, the way Tom’s body answered him without restraint, and the knowledge of that response sent heat flooding through him, pooling low and bright. His heart raced. His body felt suddenly weightless and heavy all at once.

He leaned down, mouth brushing along Tom’s jaw, his neck, tasting warmth and salt, feeling Tom’s hands tighten at his waist, fingers digging in just enough to make Simon gasp again.

Every reaction felt like permission.

Like welcome.

The sensations were overwhelming in the best way. New. Bright. Simon felt fully present in his body, not hovering above himself, not narrating or analysing. Just feeling. Just existing inside sensation.

Tom responded with equal intensity, hands roaming with a reverence that made Simon’s chest ache. The kiss deepened again, hungry now, Simon’s breath stuttering as he pressed closer, chasing warmth and closeness and the undeniable pull of being wanted like this.

And then Tom stopped him.

Not abruptly.

Not with hesitation.

With intention.

Tom’s hands cupped Simon’s face gently, thumbs warm against his cheeks, grounding him, bringing his focus back fully.

Simon’s breath came fast. His heart hammered.

Tom’s gaze was dark and steady, full of heat and something deeper beneath it.

“I don’t want part of you,” Tom said quietly. “I don’t want something you’ll have to take back tomorrow.”

Simon stilled completely.

“I want all of you,” Tom continued. “Simon. Gem. Whoever you are becoming. I want you here, choosing this, not rushing into it because it feels good or because it’s new.”

The words landed heavy and reverent all at once.

Simon felt the weight of them settle into his chest.

This was not a pause meant to cool him.

It was a pause meant to honour him.

The room felt suddenly very quiet.

Simon thought of the stage. Of the lights. Of the way Gem moved through him like breath. Of the way Tom had looked at him all night, not confused, not cautious, but certain.

He thought of the life he had been surviving.

He thought of the life he wanted.

He swallowed, breath shaking slightly.

Tom did not rush him. Did not fill the silence. He waited.

Simon closed his eyes for a heartbeat.

When he opened them again, his voice was soft but steady.

“Yes,” he said.

Tom’s hands tightened slightly at his face.

“I want it,” Simon added.
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They did not rush after that.

The heat between them was still there, bright and undeniable, but something else had moved to the surface now. A gravity. A care that asked them to slow down and feel every step as it happened, to let the moment widen rather than crest too quickly.

Tom’s hands slid once more to the back of the dress, fingers resting lightly at the zipper. He paused there, breath warm against Simon’s cheek, giving him time.

Simon nodded.

The sound of the zipper lowering was soft and intimate, a quiet whisper that seemed impossibly loud in the stillness of the room. The tension released from the dress as it loosened its hold, the fabric slipping down Simon’s shoulders, baring skin that felt suddenly, acutely alive. The dress pooled at his feet, not discarded, not rejected, simply… finished.

Simon stood there, heart racing.

Without the dress, without the heels anchoring his posture, without the careful architecture of costume, he felt exposed in a way that made his breath stutter. His body felt smaller. More real. Every sensation closer to the surface. He folded his arms instinctively, a reflex older than tonight, older than Gem.

Tom did not let him vanish.

Tom stepped closer, his hands coming up not to pull Simon’s arms away, but to rest over them, warm palms pressing reassurance into skin.

“Stay,” Tom murmured. “Please.”

Simon lowered his arms slowly.

Tom’s gaze moved over him without haste. Without appraisal. Without comparison. His eyes lingered on the smooth lines of Simon’s body, on the way he held himself, on the softness that remained even without silk or padding or paint. Tom touched him gently, fingertips tracing Simon’s shoulders, his arms, the gentle plane of his chest, as if learning him anew.

Every touch said the same thing.

You are here. You are enough. You are wanted.

“You don’t lose her when the clothes come off,” Tom said quietly. “You never did.”

The words settled into Simon’s chest like truth finding its place.

He exhaled shakily.

“I know,” he said, and for the first time he truly did.

The femininity did not dissolve with the costume. It lived deeper than that. In the way his body softened into Tom’s touch. In the way he allowed himself to be held without bracing. In the way his desire moved through him without resistance.

She was not created by fabric or colour or illusion.

She was created by attention.

By want.

By being seen and not corrected.

Tom leaned in and kissed him again, slower now, reverent, lips warm and sure. The kiss was grounding, anchoring Simon fully in his body. Tom’s hands continued to explore, gentle but certain, learning the landscape of Simon’s skin with care that made every nerve sing.

Simon shivered, not from cold, but from the way each touch seemed to wake him further. His body felt sensitive, receptive, as if it had been waiting for this kind of attention all along.

He reached for Tom in return.

Undressing Tom felt like crossing a threshold.

Simon’s fingers trembled slightly as he tugged fabric away, revealing skin warm and solid beneath. Tom let him go slowly, let him pause, let him explore with curiosity rather than urgency. Simon traced him with open hands, marveling at the contrast between them. At the strength and warmth of Tom’s body. At the way it responded so clearly to Simon’s touch.

Tom was beautiful in a way that felt grounding rather than intimidating. Solid. Present. Real.

They stood naked together for a moment, breathing in sync, the quiet of the room holding them.

No costumes. No scripts. No audience.

Just truth.

Tom guided Simon gently toward the bed, hands steady at his waist, laying him down with a care that made Simon’s throat tighten. The sheets were cool beneath his skin, a grounding contrast to the warmth spreading through him. Tom followed, kissing him again, deeper now, hands roaming with growing confidence.

The want between them ignited fully then.

It was not frantic. It was consuming.

Tom kissed him with a hunger that felt instinctive, animal, mouth hot and insistent, hands moving with purpose. Simon responded without hesitation, arching into the touch, fingers tangling in Tom’s hair, a soft sound escaping him that he did not try to hide.

Every kiss felt like affirmation.

Every caress felt like permission.

This was not about proving anything. Not about performance. Not about getting it right.

This was about inhabiting the body fully and without apology.

Tom’s touch was both claiming and adoring, a balance that made Simon feel utterly held. He felt his body respond in waves, sensation building bright and overwhelming, pleasure inseparable from emotion. He felt wanted not as an idea, not as a possibility, but as a living, breathing person in this moment.

She felt herself crest into something radiant, a release that left her shaking, breath breaking into quiet gasps, heart racing with joy and disbelief. Tom followed with a low, broken sound, holding her tightly as the intensity broke over them both.

After, they collapsed together in a tangle of limbs and warmth, breath slowly evening, the room settling back into quiet.

Tom’s arms wrapped around her without question, pulling her close, holding her as if this was the most natural thing in the world. She rested against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart, feeling the aftershocks ripple through her body.

She felt… complete.

Not finished.
Not solved.
But whole in a way she had never known before.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Then she laughed softly, the sound light and unguarded, surprised by its own ease.

“Well,” she said, tilting her head to look up at Tom, eyes bright with exhaustion and joy, “I think it’s safe to say we’re going to have chemistry on stage tomorrow.”

Tom laughed with her, warm and full, brushing a kiss to her hair.

“I think,” he said, “that might be the understatement of the year.”

They giggled together, quiet and intimate, the tension of the night dissolving into something sweet and solid.

She closed her eyes, still smiling, letting herself rest there, held and wanted and finally, unmistakably herself.

This was not a costume.

This was not a role.

This was becoming.


Epilogue

Backstage smelled of dust and hairspray and nerves.

The low hum of the audience beyond the curtain seeped through the walls like a living thing, a distant tide of voices and movement and anticipation. Sapphire stood just inside the wing, hands clasped together at her waist, breathing carefully. The dress felt familiar now, comforting rather than transformative. The wig sat easily on her head. The makeup no longer felt like armour.

She was Gem tonight.

But she knew, with a calm certainty that surprised her, that she was not Gem.

Gem was a beginning. A door. A mirror that had finally shown her something true.

Simon felt far away, like a version of herself she had once been very devoted to protecting. She could still feel him, still honour him, but he was no longer the centre of gravity. He had softened, faded into something quieter, something that did not need to steer anymore.

Who she was becoming did not belong to the script.

Sapphire.

The name glimmered in her chest when she thought it.

She had said it softly to Tom earlier, half expecting to feel foolish, half expecting him to hesitate. Instead, his face had lit up with a kind of immediate, uncomplicated joy.

“Sapphire,” he’d repeated, tasting it. “That’s beautiful.”

Her heart had stuttered.

“It’s still a gem,” she’d said, shy. “That’s where all of this started.”

Tom had smiled at her like that made perfect sense.

“Pretty,” he’d said. “Just like you.”

Now, standing here, the name felt like something she could grow into. Not a costume. Not a role. A choice.

Someone passed behind her, calling out a cheerful “Break a leg,” and Sapphire laughed, a soft, bright sound that surprised her with its ease. Tom glanced back at her, already half in character, and winked. There was something deliciously secret between them now, something that hummed beneath the surface of every look and touch.

They were lovers.

The word still felt new and thrilling, like silk against bare skin.

“After tonight,” Tom murmured, leaning close so only she could hear, “we should celebrate properly.”

Sapphire smiled, warmth blooming low in her belly.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Please.”

Tom’s eyes darkened just a little.

“Might have to say hi to family first though,” she added, the smile wobbling.

Tom nodded, understanding without needing explanation.

“Who’s here,” he asked gently.

Sapphire hesitated.

“My sisters,” she said. “All of them.”

She did not say her father’s name.

The absence pressed in on her chest, a familiar ache. She had told herself not to expect him. Had prepared herself for that empty seat, for the quiet grief of it. How would he react, anyway, to seeing her like this. To understanding that his only son was not his son at all.

The question felt too large for tonight.

She exhaled slowly.

“I don’t need all the answers at the start,” she said, mostly to herself.

Tom squeezed her hand once, firm and grounding.

“One step at a time,” he said.

The cue light flicked on.

“That’s me,” Tom said softly.

He leaned in, kissed her forehead, and then he was gone, slipping into the light and the noise and the world of the play.

Sapphire was alone for a moment.

She closed her eyes.

She felt the dress against her legs. The steady rhythm of her breath. The hum of the room. She felt herself standing upright, present, unhidden.

When the cue came, she stepped forward.

The stage lights bloomed around her, warm and blinding and familiar. The set stretched out before her, transformed now by the energy of a full house. She walked to her mark, heart racing, and then, before she could stop herself, she looked out.

The audience blurred into shadow and colour.

And then she saw them.

Hannah, leaning forward, eyes bright. Chloe beside her, already grinning, hands clasped together in barely contained excitement. Megan, steady and calm, her gaze fixed on the stage with unmistakable pride.

And next to them.

Her father.

He sat a little stiffly, hands folded in his lap, shoulders squared as if he wasn’t quite sure where to put himself. He looked out of place, and entirely himself, all at once. His hair was neatly combed. He wore the jacket he reserved for things that mattered.

When their eyes met, his expression shifted.

He smiled.

It was small. Awkward. Unpractised.

But it was there.

And beneath it, unmistakably, was pride.

Sapphire’s breath caught.

Something loosened in her chest that she had not realised was still clenched.

It was going to be okay.

Not perfect. Not simple. But possible.

The music swelled. The lights shifted. The play began.

Sapphire lifted her chin and stepped fully into the moment, into the life unfolding before her. She spoke her first lines with clarity and confidence, her voice steady and true.

She was not hiding.

She was not performing herself into existence.

She was simply there.

And for the first time, standing under the lights with her heart open and her future uncharted, Sapphire felt a quiet, radiant certainty settle into her bones.

She was home.

THE END
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Princess Charming

Harry thought it was just a costume.

One night. One borrowed identity. One chance to escape himself for a few hours.

Then someone kissed him, kissed her.

What begins as a harmless party disguise becomes the start of an impossible journey. As Hattie steps further into the life she never dared imagine for herself, she discovers that some truths refuse to stay hidden.

Especially when someone sees them.

Skye is kind, funny, and devastatingly easy to fall for. More importantly, she sees Hattie not as a joke, a costume, or a fantasy, but as a person worth knowing.

As friendship blossoms into romance, Hattie must decide whether she is brave enough to stop pretending and begin becoming.


The Art of Becoming

Ravenia changes lives.

People arrive at her door carrying regrets, desires, and questions they cannot answer. They leave with new names, new futures, and sometimes new faces.

No one seems to know exactly what she does, or how she does it.

When struggling thief Ryan is caught trying to steal from her, he expects her to call the police.

Instead, Ravenia offers him a job.

Six months.

Six months working at her side. Six months helping clients who arrive broken and leave transformed. Six months under the gaze of a woman who seems to know him better than he knows himself.

But the longer Ryan remains in Ravenia's world, the harder it becomes to ignore a question that haunts every mirror and every lingering touch.

Why did she choose him?

Because Ravenia doesn't offer second chances to everyone.

And whatever she sees when she looks at Ryan, it's changing him...


The Dryads' Kiss

He came to the woods to escape heartbreak.

Instead, something ancient answered.

After losing both his partner and his closest friend in a single devastating betrayal, Daniel retreats alone into the deep wilderness, seeking silence, solitude, and somewhere to grieve. But beneath the ancient trees, beside a river whispered about in old local legends, sleep brings strange dreams.

Music in the dark.

Twelve women dancing beneath the moon.

A beautiful queen with autumn-red hair and eyes that seem to see straight through him.

Each night the dreams grow more vivid. More intoxicating. And each morning Daniel wakes changed.

As the boundary between dream and reality begins to unravel, the forest calls him deeper into its hidden heart, toward a world of wild magic, surrender, desire, and transformation. A world where the person he has always been may not be the person he is destined to become.

Lush, erotic, and dreamlike, Dryad’s Kiss is a queer fantasy romance about heartbreak, liberation, femininity, and the terrifying beauty of becoming your truest self.


The Girl in the Mirror

Rowan is broke, invisible, and running out of time.

A late-night job leads him into a world he doesn’t understand, a world of neon lights, dangerous beauty, and desire without apology.

There he meets Vixen.

Confident. Magnetic. Impossible to ignore.

She offers him a way to stay.

But the club doesn’t just want his labour.

It wants his transformation.

Under the lights, Rowan becomes Roxxy, bold, feminine, and intoxicating. The attention is addictive. The money is real. And the more he becomes her, the harder it is to go back.

Because Roxxy isn’t just a role.

She’s the truth he’s been hiding.

And when something softer begins to emerge, Rowan must face the question that will change everything:

Who is he really?
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