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The Femboy Within

Ben has always been good at being the person everyone expects.

He studies engineering, wears the right clothes, and keeps the softer parts of himself carefully hidden. Even Jamie, his best friend and flatmate, has never seen all of him.

Then a chance encounter at a queer festival opens a door Ben never knew existed.

Makeup, pretty clothes, and the word femboy offer him something more than transformation. They offer recognition. For the first time, Ben looks in the mirror and feels joy. At home, with Jamie beside him, he slowly finds the courage to stop hiding.

Jamie notices every change.

The painted nails. The growing confidence. The smile Ben can no longer suppress.

When friendship becomes attraction, Ben is forced to confront the question beneath his happiness. Does Jamie want the person Ben truly is, or only the beautiful new version emerging in front of him?

A tender friends-to-lovers trans romance about femboy awakening, unexpected desire, and the courage to let yourself be wholly seen.

*** A tender friends-to-lovers trans romance about femboy awakening, unexpected desire, and the courage to let yourself be wholly seen. Another emotionally charged transgender romance novella from the best-selling author, Keary Hayes. ***


One


Ben sat cross-legged on the floor of his bedroom, surrounded by cardboard boxes and uneven stacks of books, and watched a shaft of afternoon sunlight creep slowly across the carpet. Outside the window, the courtyard was alive with the chaos of move-in day. Students hauled duvets and desk lamps through open doors while parents carried boxes and dispensed last-minute advice. Car boots stood open. Somewhere a child was crying. Somewhere else somebody had already started playing music far too loudly. 

The noise drifted in through the open window, softened by distance. Ben found he didn't mind it. There was something comforting about the ritual of it all. The nervous excitement. The uncertainty. The feeling that hundreds of lives were beginning again simultaneously.

Second year.

The thought still made him smile.

A year ago he had arrived at university terrified. Terrified of the course. Terrified of halls. Terrified of the possibility that everyone else had secretly mastered adulthood while he had somehow missed the lesson. Now he sat in a flat that felt almost like home, unpacking books into shelves that were actually his, preparing for a year that no longer felt quite so frightening.

Well.

Most of it didn't.

The engineering degree still managed that.

His gaze drifted toward the unopened textbooks waiting patiently at the bottom of a box. They seemed to stare back at him with quiet accusation.

His father would be pleased to know he was thinking about them.

Engineering was sensible. Engineering was practical. Engineering led somewhere.

The problem was that while Ben was undeniably good at engineering, he had never loved it in the way he loved other things. Give him a choice between an evening spent solving equations and an evening spent experimenting with bread recipes and the bread would win every time. Give him a choice between fluid mechanics and a fantasy novel and the novel would not merely win. It would absolutely demolish the competition.

Sometimes he felt guilty about that.

Other times he wondered whether everybody secretly felt that way about the careers they pursued. Perhaps adulthood was simply choosing which compromises you could live with.

He reached for another book and slid it onto the shelf.

The collection was already beginning to take over the room. Fantasy novels occupied the upper shelves. Cookbooks were gathering on the desk. The engineering texts had been relegated to a lower shelf where he could pretend they did not exist until lectures began.

The arrangement felt suspiciously honest.

A laugh escaped him.

His mother would probably point that out.

His mother noticed far too much.

Throughout the summer she had developed an irritating habit of asking questions about Jamie. Casual questions. Innocent questions. Questions that somehow always carried an undertone Ben couldn't quite identify.

How's Jamie?

Have you spoken to Jamie recently?

You seem excited to see Jamie again.

The annoying thing was that she wasn't wrong.

Ben was excited.

Three months wasn't particularly long in the grand scheme of things. People spent far longer apart all the time. They had messaged almost every day. Shared photographs. Complained about work. Exchanged terrible memes. They had even spent several evenings on video calls talking about absolutely nothing.

Yet somehow it hadn't felt the same.

There were things that simply didn't translate through a screen.

The sound of Jamie laughing.

The way he sprawled across furniture as though gravity affected him differently from everyone else.

The strange comfort of having him nearby.

A key rattled in the front door.

Before the sound had properly registered, Ben realised he was already smiling.

The smile lingered as he listened to a familiar sequence of noises unfold beyond his room. A heavy box hitting a wall. The scrape of something being dragged across the floor. A muttered curse.

Then footsteps.

A moment later Jamie appeared in the doorway carrying a cardboard box against his chest.

Seeing him triggered an unexpected wave of relief.

Not excitement exactly.

Something deeper.

The sensation of a missing piece sliding back into place.

Jamie looked different in the subtle way people always did after a summer apart. His hair was shorter. His shoulders seemed broader somehow. The faded university hoodie stretched comfortably across a frame that looked as though it had been assembled by somebody with a clear understanding of how attractive young men were supposed to appear.

The irritating thing was that Jamie seemed completely unaware of this.

Girls certainly weren't.

Ben had witnessed enough awkward flirting attempts throughout first year to know that Jamie attracted attention wherever he went. The strange part was how little Jamie seemed to understand why. Every time somebody showed obvious interest, he reacted as though they had presented him with an unsolvable puzzle.

The version of Jamie that strangers saw and the version Ben knew were often wildly different.

People saw confidence.

Ben saw somebody who apologised when other people bumped into him.

People saw masculinity.

Ben saw somebody who cried during films and then denied it afterwards.

People saw somebody who belonged effortlessly.

Ben knew that Jamie felt just as out of place as he did.

"You're already unpacked?" Jamie asked.

Ben glanced around the room.

"Hardly."

"It looks organised."

"I've unpacked books."

"Which means you've unpacked your personality."

Ben laughed.

"Fair."

Jamie set down the box and looked around the room with obvious approval. The silence that followed felt easy. Comfortable. It settled naturally between them in the way it always had.

That was probably the thing Ben valued most about their friendship.

Most social interactions felt like work.

Not difficult work exactly. Just effort. There always seemed to be invisible rules governing conversations, friendships, and social groups. Everybody else appeared to understand them instinctively.

Ben never had.

He could perform them well enough. Smile at the right moments. Make conversation. Attend parties when required.

But he never felt entirely at ease.

Jamie was one of the few exceptions.

Their friendship had developed with such startling ease that it occasionally felt suspicious.

They had met during Freshers' Week when both of them were trying very hard not to look lost. A conversation before a lecture became lunch. Lunch became studying together. Studying became movie nights. Movie nights became an entire year of shared routines and inside jokes and habits neither of them had consciously created.

At some point they had simply become a pair.

Not in a romantic sense.

At least, Ben didn't think so.

Just in the sense that everybody seemed to assume if one of them was attending something, the other would probably be there too.

Jamie dropped onto the edge of the bed and stretched his arms overhead.

"It feels weird being back."

Ben nodded.

"It does."

"I think I missed this place."

The statement surprised him.

"You hated half your modules."

"I still do."

"You complained constantly."

"I was justified."

Ben smiled.

Jamie smiled back.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

The afternoon light had begun to soften, filling the room with a warm golden glow. Dust drifted lazily through the air. Somewhere in the flat a pipe groaned.

The silence wasn't awkward.

Then again, silence rarely was between them.

Eventually Ben found himself speaking before he had fully considered the words.

"I missed you."

The admission slipped out so naturally that it took him a second to realise he had said it aloud.

Jamie's expression shifted.

Only slightly.

Yet the atmosphere in the room changed.

A faint awkwardness appeared where none had existed before.

Not discomfort.

Awareness.

The sort that arrived whenever something unexpectedly honest entered a conversation.

"Yeah," Jamie said after a moment. "I missed you too."

His voice was quiet.

Sincere.

Ben suddenly became fascinated by arranging books.

Across the room Jamie seemed equally interested in examining a crack in the ceiling.

The reaction was absurd.

They had just admitted something both of them already knew.

Still, neither seemed entirely sure how to proceed.

Eventually Jamie cleared his throat.

"So."

Ben laughed despite himself.

"So?"

"What are we doing tonight?"

The tension dissolved immediately.

Ben felt grateful for it.

The question carried them back onto familiar ground. Safe ground.

They had spent all summer exchanging fragmented conversations between work shifts and family obligations. There were stories still waiting to be told. Complaints still waiting to be shared.

Most importantly, they finally had time.

A whole evening stretched ahead of them.

The thought made Ben unexpectedly happy.

"Pizza?" Jamie suggested.

Ben pretended to think about it.

"I was considering cooking."

Jamie's expression became alarmed.

"Today? After carrying furniture?"

"You make a compelling argument."

"I know."

"And a movie?"

"Obviously."

The answer came so quickly they both laughed.

Outside, the afternoon slowly gave way to evening while students continued settling into their new lives. Inside the small bedroom, surrounded by books and half-unpacked boxes, Ben felt a sense of contentment he hadn't realised he was missing.

There would be lectures soon enough.

Deadlines.

Exams.

All the usual pressures waiting somewhere beyond the horizon.

For now, though, there was pizza, a film, and an entire year ahead of them.

And Jamie was here.

For reasons Ben could not quite explain, that felt like the most important thing of all.

***

By six o'clock the flat had begun to resemble somewhere people actually lived.

The transformation was subtle, less about cleanliness than occupation. Most of the boxes had been emptied, though several stubborn holdouts remained in corners awaiting attention. Books lined shelves that had been bare only a few hours earlier. Mismatched mugs occupied kitchen cupboards. A blanket had appeared on the sofa. A collection of magnets from places neither of them had actually visited decorated the fridge door. Everywhere Ben looked he found small traces of lives settling into place.

The flat itself was undeniably student accommodation. The carpet was threadbare in places. The walls carried the scars of previous tenants. The kitchen cupboards looked older than either of them. Yet as Ben stood at the hob stirring tomato sauce while evening sunlight pooled across the countertops, he found himself unexpectedly fond of it.

Perhaps because it already felt shared.

That was the thing that kept catching his attention.

His first-year room had been his. His books. His belongings. His space.

This felt different.

Jamie's rugby shirts hung beside Ben's hoodies in the hallway cupboard. Ben's tea collection occupied half the kitchen shelf while Jamie's increasingly ridiculous novelty mugs occupied the other. The board games Jamie had accumulated throughout first year sat beside Ben's novels in the living room. The boundaries between their possessions already seemed strangely blurred.

Not intentionally.

Just naturally.

The overlap had happened the same way their friendship had happened. Gradually. Quietly. Without either of them really noticing until it was already established.

"You realise we're becoming old."

Ben glanced over his shoulder.

Jamie was putting away plates with exaggerated concentration, as though the task required deep philosophical consideration.

"We're nineteen."

"We own matching mugs."

"We do not."

"We absolutely do."

Ben sighed.

"They were on sale."

"You bought four."

"They were practical."

Jamie's grin widened.

"Exactly."

Ben rolled his eyes and returned to the saucepan, though he couldn't quite suppress his own smile. The irritating thing was that Jamie wasn't entirely wrong. Over the course of the previous year they had accumulated a surprising number of shared habits, shared routines, and shared possessions. One person bought tea and the other bought biscuits. One person purchased a blanket and somehow the other ended up spending most evenings wrapped in it. One person stocked the kitchen with ingredients and the other somehow always appeared when food was ready.

The pattern had become so familiar that Ben rarely noticed it anymore.

A knock at the front door interrupted his thoughts.

Jamie checked his phone.

"That'll be Ollie."

Ben felt himself smile immediately.

Ollie had a habit of creating that reaction in people.

He wasn't particularly loud. He wasn't the sort of person who dominated conversations or became the centre of attention at parties. If anything, he was quieter than most people realised. Yet somehow he collected friendships the way other people collected loyalty cards. Everyone seemed pleased to see him. Everyone seemed comfortable around him.

Ben opened the door and was immediately pulled into a hug.

"There he is."

"I'm literally standing where you left me."

"I haven't seen you in months."

"It's been three weeks."

"Months."

Ben laughed as Ollie finally released him.

Some people changed dramatically over summer. Ollie never seemed to. The curly dark hair remained stubbornly untamed. The oversized jumpers remained oversized regardless of season. Round glasses still sat slightly crooked on his nose. There was a softness to him that extended beyond appearance. Something warm and unthreatening that made people lower their guard almost immediately.

Before Ben could say anything else, Ollie had already crossed the hallway and wrapped Jamie in a hug as well.

Jamie's expression suggested mild suffering.

The fact that he hugged Ollie back anyway rather undermined the performance.

"There we go," Ollie declared. "Now university can officially begin."

His attention immediately shifted toward the flat itself. Ben watched him wander through the living room, taking in the shelves, the sofa, the books, and the scattered evidence of habitation. There was something oddly satisfying about seeing the place through somebody else's eyes.

Ollie's face lit up.

"Oh, I love it."

Ben looked around skeptically.

"You do?"

"It's tiny."

"It is."

"It's falling apart."

"Also true."

"It's adorable."

Jamie snorted.

"That's not the word I'd use."

"It absolutely is."

The funny thing was that Ollie wasn't entirely wrong either.

The flat wasn't impressive, but it possessed a certain charm. The living room was small enough that nobody could really disappear into it. The kitchen forced people into close proximity. The entire place encouraged togetherness through sheer lack of space. Even now, with only three people present, the rooms felt pleasantly full.

Ollie pointed toward the blanket draped over the sofa.

"That makes it feel like a home."

His finger moved toward the bookshelves.

"That too."

Then toward the kitchen.

"And that definitely helps."

He inhaled dramatically.

"Oh my God. Is Ben cooking?"

"When is Ben not cooking?" Jamie replied immediately.

The answer came so quickly that Ben barely registered it. Ollie, however, noticed. His eyes flickered briefly between them and a smile touched the corner of his mouth before disappearing again.

Ben remained blissfully unaware.

He had returned to stirring the sauce while Jamie wandered over to inspect progress.

Without thinking, Jamie picked up a spoon from the drying rack and held it out.

"Taste test."

"You haven't even looked at it."

"I trust you."

The response arrived so naturally that neither of them seemed to think anything of it.

Ben scooped up a small amount of sauce and held out the spoon.

Jamie leaned forward, tasted it, and nodded approvingly.

"Needs pepper."

Ben frowned.

Then tasted it himself.

"You're annoyingly right."

"I know."

The exchange was brief.

Unremarkable.

The sort of thing they did all the time.

Yet Ollie was openly grinning now.

"Still doing that, then."

Ben looked up.

"Doing what?"

"Being a married couple."

Jamie nearly inhaled his own tongue.

Ben felt heat flood his face.

"We are not."

"You absolutely are."

"We absolutely aren't."

Ollie laughed so hard he had to lean against the counter.

The sound filled the tiny kitchen.

"Relax. I'm teasing."

The worst part was that Ben wasn't entirely sure why the comment bothered him.

Fortunately Ollie allowed the subject to die there, and within a few minutes they had migrated into the living room with drinks while dinner continued simmering.

Conversation settled into an easy rhythm. Summer jobs were discussed. New lecturers were evaluated despite none of them having actually met the lecturers yet. They exchanged updates on people they vaguely knew and stories accumulated over the previous few months. Ben found himself relaxing further with every passing minute.

This, more than anything, was what he had missed during summer.

Not university itself.

Not lectures.

Not coursework.

This.

The comfortable feeling of existing alongside people who understood him.

Eventually Ollie stretched out his legs and regarded them both thoughtfully.

"So."

Jamie groaned immediately.

"What?"

"I know that tone."

"What tone?"

"The one that means you're about to invite us somewhere."

Ollie looked delighted.

"The fact you know that is genuinely adorable."

Jamie pointed accusingly.

"There it is."

Ben laughed.

Ollie sat forward.

"Fine. You caught me."

His expression brightened with obvious enthusiasm.

"There's a festival this weekend."

The conversation that followed slowly revealed a picture far larger than Ben had initially imagined. The Queer Arts and Culture Festival occupied a substantial portion of the city centre. There would be music, food stalls, exhibitions, community groups, drag performances, workshops, markets, films, and more events than Ollie could comfortably remember.

As he spoke, Ben found himself listening despite his initial uncertainty. Not because he saw himself attending. At least not yet. Simply because Ollie was clearly excited.

When the explanation finally wound down, a thoughtful silence settled over the room.

The truth was that neither Ben nor Jamie spent much time in queer spaces. Not out of discomfort. Not out of disapproval. It simply wasn't a world either of them really considered theirs.

Ollie seemed to recognise the hesitation immediately.

"You don't have to be queer."

Both of them looked up.

"Everyone assumes that," Ollie continued. "But honestly, it's for everyone. Allies. Friends. Family. Curious people. Whoever. Nobody's checking membership cards at the entrance."

Jamie laughed.

"So it wouldn't be weird?"

"The only weird thing would be spending the entire day hiding behind bins."

"I wasn't planning to."

"Good."

Ollie's smile softened.

The teasing slipped away, replaced by something more sincere.

"You'd probably enjoy it."

There was no pressure in the statement. No expectation. Just honesty.

For some reason that made it harder to dismiss.

The weekend ahead was completely empty. Lectures didn't begin until Monday. Most of the unpacking would be finished tomorrow. Beyond that, neither of them had plans.

The possibility lingered in Ben's thoughts. Not a decision. Not even interest exactly. Just a small opening where none had existed before.

Eventually Ollie stood, pulled on his jacket, and prepared to leave.

"No pressure," he said.

"That's pressure," Jamie replied.

"It isn't."

"It absolutely is."

"It's an invitation."

The argument continued all the way to the front door. Ben watched them with a smile before promising they would think about it.

Ollie seemed satisfied with that answer. He hugged them both once more, disappeared down the corridor, and left behind the faint sense that something had shifted.

After the door closed, the flat felt quieter than before. Not empty, just settled.

The evening light spilling through the living room windows had deepened into gold. Shadows stretched across the carpet. Somewhere in the kitchen the pasta water had begun to boil.

Jamie reclaimed his usual place on the sofa while Ben lingered by the doorway for a moment, looking around the small room.

The place felt warm. Comfortable. Lived in.

Home.

"What do you think?" Jamie asked eventually.

Ben dropped onto the opposite end of the sofa and considered the question.

The festival lingered unexpectedly in his thoughts. Not because he intended to go. Not because he didn't. Simply because the idea seemed to carry a faint charge now, like a road glimpsed briefly through trees.

"I don't know," he admitted.

Jamie nodded.

"Yeah. Me neither."

Outside, evening continued gathering around the city. Inside, dinner waited in the kitchen and a film waited to be chosen. The weekend remained entirely unwritten, stretching ahead of them with all the possibility of a story that had not yet decided where it wanted to go.

***

By Saturday morning the flat felt entirely different.

The last boxes had disappeared on Thursday. The lingering sense of transition that accompanied move-in day had finally faded, replaced by the quiet comfort of routine. It was remarkable how quickly a space could become familiar. Four days ago the living room had been an empty collection of second-hand furniture and bare walls. Now Ben could identify exactly where the morning sunlight would fall across the sofa. He knew which floorboards creaked. He knew which cupboard Jamie always forgot to close. The place had settled around them, or perhaps they had settled into it.

Ben carried two mugs of coffee into the living room and nudged Jamie's foot with his own until Jamie accepted one without looking away from his phone.

"Your devotion is appreciated."

"You haven't even thanked me."

"I thanked you spiritually."

Ben snorted and dropped into the opposite end of the sofa. Outside, the weather was absurdly beautiful. September had arrived carrying the first hints of autumn. The heat of summer had softened into something gentler. Sunlight spilled across the courtyard beyond their window. The trees lining the street still wore their leaves, though a few had begun turning gold at the edges. Every now and then a breeze stirred them, sending flashes of amber and green dancing through the morning light. It felt like the sort of day that demanded to be enjoyed.

The problem was that Ben had absolutely no idea how.

Ahead stretched two whole days of freedom. University didn't properly begin until Monday. Most students were still settling back in. The frantic energy of move-in week had largely evaporated, leaving behind a pleasant lull before lectures, deadlines, and responsibilities arrived. Usually Ben would have been perfectly content with an empty weekend. A stack of books, something ambitious to cook, and a film in the evening sounded suspiciously close to heaven. Yet this morning a strange restlessness lingered beneath his contentment. Not unhappiness. Not boredom. Just a sense that something was waiting beyond the edges of the familiar routines he had already begun slipping back into.

Jamie seemed to be experiencing something similar.

After several minutes he lowered his phone and frowned toward the window.

"What do people actually do on weekends?"

Ben looked at him over the rim of his mug.

"You're asking me?"

"You seem more adult than I am."

"I own fantasy novels."

"You own cookbooks."

"Still not helping your argument."

Jamie sighed dramatically and sank deeper into the sofa cushions. The movement made Ben smile despite himself. Jamie was wearing old joggers and a university hoodie that looked approximately a hundred years old. His hair stuck up slightly on one side from sleep. The morning light softened the harder lines of his face and made him look younger somehow. Less like the broad-shouldered man who seemed to attract attention wherever he went and more like the awkward nineteen-year-old Ben actually knew.

The thought lingered longer than it probably should have.

Girls noticed Jamie constantly. Ben had witnessed it throughout first year. In cafés. At parties. In lectures. There was a kind of effortless physical confidence to him that drew people in before he had even opened his mouth. Yet the version of Jamie that existed beneath all that attention rarely resembled the person strangers imagined. The Jamie Ben knew worried about upsetting people. He overthought conversations. He apologised too much. He looked genuinely distressed whenever somebody flirted with him. There was a contradiction there Ben had never entirely understood, though he found himself oddly protective of it.

He looked away and took another sip of coffee.

The silence settled comfortably between them. One of the things Ben appreciated most about Jamie was that neither of them seemed compelled to fill every quiet moment with conversation. Most friendships required a certain amount of maintenance. A constant exchange of words to reassure one another that everything remained fine. With Jamie, silence rarely felt empty. It felt companionable. The sort of silence that came from genuinely enjoying another person's presence.

Eventually Jamie spoke again.

"We could go shopping."

"No."

"We could go for a walk."

"Maybe."

"We could spend twelve straight hours playing video games."

Ben considered this.

"Tempting."

Jamie nodded seriously.

"I thought so."

The conversation drifted away again, carried off by the breeze moving through the open window. Ben watched sunlight shifting across the floorboards and found his thoughts returning, unexpectedly, to the festival. It had surfaced several times throughout the week. A poster pinned to a noticeboard near the library. Photographs on social media. A passing mention from Ollie in the group chat. Each reminder left behind the same small feeling. Not excitement exactly. Curiosity. The sense of a door standing slightly open somewhere in the distance.

He glanced across the sofa.

Jamie was scrolling through something on his phone.

Ben hesitated. Then spoke before he could overthink it.

"What about the festival?"

Jamie's thumb stopped moving.

The reaction was subtle enough that Ben almost missed it. For a second something tightened in Jamie's expression before disappearing again. Not discomfort exactly. More like surprise. Or perhaps apprehension. Whatever it was, it vanished so quickly Ben couldn't be certain he'd seen it at all.

"The queer thing?" Jamie asked.

"Yeah."

Jamie shrugged, but the gesture felt a fraction too deliberate.

"I don't know."

The answer puzzled Ben. It wasn't as though Jamie had ever expressed any issue with queer people. Quite the opposite. Some of their closest friends were queer. Ollie. Several people from rugby. Half the drama society. Yet something about the suggestion seemed to catch on something hidden beneath the surface.

"What's up?" Ben asked.

Jamie blinked.

"What?"

"You made a face."

"I didn't."

"You absolutely did."

A reluctant smile tugged at Jamie's mouth.

Then faded.

"I don't know. It just feels..."

He hesitated.

Ben waited.

"Not really our thing."

The answer seemed sincere. Yet somehow incomplete. Ben found himself thinking about Ollie's invitation and the certainty with which he'd insisted everyone was welcome. The festival wasn't some exclusive club. It wasn't a declaration of identity. It was just people gathering together. Music. Food. Art. Community. The sort of thing they would probably enjoy regardless of who it was aimed at.

"We don't really have a thing," Ben pointed out.

Jamie laughed softly.

"Fair."

"We've got no plans."

"Also fair."

"The weather's good."

"You're sounding suspiciously invested in this."

Ben looked back toward the window. Perhaps he was. Not because of the queer aspect. At least he didn't think so. Mostly he felt curious. There was something appealing about stepping outside the familiar shape of his life for a day. Meeting people. Seeing something new. Escaping the routines that had already begun settling around them. The thought of spending another weekend entirely inside the flat suddenly felt slightly disappointing.

"We could just go and see what it's like," he said. "We'd know people there."

"Ollie."

"Ollie."

"And probably half the drama society."

"Exactly."

Jamie stared into his coffee again. Ben watched him quietly. Something complicated seemed to move through his expression. Fear wasn't quite the right word. Neither was discomfort. Whatever it was, it carried a weight Ben couldn't quite understand.

The truth was that Jamie had always seemed strangely uncertain whenever conversations drifted toward attraction or relationships. Girls liked him. Everybody knew that. Yet every time somebody flirted with him he retreated slightly into himself, as though there was some invisible question he could not answer. Ben had never understood it. He wasn't entirely sure Jamie understood it either.

Eventually Jamie exhaled.

"You really want to go?"

The question caught Ben off guard.

Did he?

He thought about the sunshine outside. About the empty weekend stretching ahead of them. About Ollie's invitation and the strange pull of curiosity that had followed it all week. Mostly, though, he thought about how pleasant it might be to spend a day wandering around the city with friends, seeing what happened.

"I think it might be fun."

Jamie looked at him for a long moment. Whatever tension had settled across his shoulders seemed to loosen slightly.

"Okay."

Ben blinked.

"Okay?"

"Okay."

A smile spread across his face before he could stop it.

"Really?"

"Sure."

Jamie shrugged again, though this time the gesture looked easier.

"There's food, right?"

"Apparently."

"Then we're basically obligated to go."

Ben laughed.

The decision settled comfortably between them. Simple. Ordinary. A day out with friends. Nothing more than that.

Outside, a gust of wind scattered a handful of leaves across the pavement. Sunlight flashed through branches that had only just begun their slow transformation into autumn colours. The weekend suddenly felt different. Not empty. Anticipatory. As though something had quietly shifted.

Neither of them noticed the significance.

Neither of them could possibly have.

To Ben it was simply a festival. Something to do on a beautiful Saturday. To Jamie it was something else entirely, though he lacked the words to explain what. All Ben knew was that his friend looked strangely relieved now that the decision had been made.

And that, more than anything else, felt like reason enough to go.


Two

The festival occupied far more of the city than Ben had expected.

They emerged from the train station just after eleven and followed the flow of people toward the city centre, where entire streets had been transformed. Colour spilled from shopfronts and market stalls. Music drifted through the air from somewhere ahead. Banners hung between buildings, stirring lazily in the breeze. Groups of people wandered in every direction carrying coffee cups, shopping bags, and half-finished conversations. The city itself seemed to have relaxed. The usual rush of traffic and urgency had been replaced by something softer, slower, and more communal, as though a version of life that normally hid beneath appointments and errands had been invited out into the open.

For a moment Ben simply stopped and stared. He had imagined something smaller, perhaps a few tents in a park, a handful of stalls, something niche and self-contained. Instead, the festival felt woven into the city itself. Streets had been closed to traffic. Local businesses had decorated their windows. Food vendors occupied entire squares. Community organisations had set up displays beneath rows of white gazebos. It did not feel like stepping into a separate world. It felt as though the existing world had widened slightly, making room for something bright and ordinary and unexpectedly tender.

Most surprising of all, it felt normal. Not performative. Not theatrical. Not the exaggerated version of queerness that appeared in media debates and online arguments. People were simply living their lives, and that realisation arrived with an unexpected sense of relief.

Beside him, Jamie slowed to a halt and turned slowly in a circle, taking everything in. The autumn sunlight caught in his dark hair. Around them people moved in bright currents through the streets, talking, laughing, carrying food, greeting friends.

"This is bigger than I thought."

Ben nodded.

"Same."

The crowd flowed around them. Not packed. Not overwhelming. Just busy. Families pushed prams. Elderly couples strolled hand in hand. Teenagers gathered in noisy groups. Students occupied café tables beneath umbrellas. Looking around, Ben found himself struggling to identify where the festival ended and ordinary life began.

A familiar voice called their names, and Ollie appeared from nowhere, somehow carrying two iced coffees, a pastry, and an expression of complete satisfaction.

"There you are."

"We've been here thirty seconds," Jamie replied.

"You were late."

"We were on time."

Ollie considered this.

"Technically."

Ben laughed, and the nervousness he had felt during the train journey eased slightly. He had not been anxious about the festival itself so much as the unfamiliarity of it. New places always carried a period of adjustment, a brief uncertainty while he worked out where he belonged and how he was expected to behave. With Ollie present, that uncertainty faded more quickly. Ollie had a way of making places feel accessible. He never seemed to enter a room so much as become part of it.

Together they joined the flow of people moving through the city centre. As they walked, Ben found himself looking everywhere at once. A pair of elderly women sat sharing cake outside a café, one of them animatedly describing what sounded like a disastrous holiday while the other laughed so hard she nearly spilled her tea. A group of teenagers painted one another's faces beside a community arts stall. A man in his forties wearing a floral shirt walked past holding hands with another man while discussing mortgage rates with intense concentration. Nearby, somebody with brightly dyed hair argued cheerfully with a friend about which bakery sold the best cinnamon buns.

Everywhere he looked he found ordinary lives, and the distinction mattered more than he had expected. The media version of queerness often felt strangely flattened. Everything became identity. Everything became politics. Everything became debate. Here, surrounded by actual people, identity seemed almost secondary. People were flirting, shopping, eating, laughing, and living. Their queerness felt neither hidden nor performative. It simply existed alongside everything else.

The atmosphere settled around him like sunlight. Not because it was quiet, since the city seemed alive from end to end with music, overlapping conversations, street performers, and market noise, but because beneath all of it Ben sensed an absence he struggled to name. Eventually he realised what it was. Tension. Or perhaps a certain kind of tension. The exhausting vigilance he often carried without noticing. The feeling that parts of yourself needed monitoring or management. Something about the festival felt free from that, and the thought lingered uncomfortably because he wasn't entirely sure why it mattered so much.

Beside him, Jamie remained unusually quiet. Normally Jamie thrived in public spaces. He chatted to strangers, made observations, and filled silences effortlessly. Today he seemed more watchful. His gaze moved constantly through the crowd, observing everything. Not nervous exactly. Curious. Thoughtful. Ben found himself glancing toward him every few minutes, trying to read the expression he wore, but Jamie kept his thoughts tucked behind the set of his jaw and the careful neutrality of his mouth.

The crowd thickened slightly as they entered one of the larger squares. Music drifted from a nearby stage where a local band was performing. Market stalls filled the open space between cafés and restaurants. The smell of coffee mixed with baking bread, spices, and street food. Somebody was selling flowers. Somebody else was selling handmade jewellery. The entire square shimmered with colour and movement.

Ben smiled.

"This is actually kind of nice."

Ollie looked triumphant.

"I told you."

"You undersold it."

"I never undersell."

"You absolutely do."

Ollie ignored him, and a moment later somebody shouted his name from across the square. Then another person. Then another. Jamie watched the exchange with amusement.

"I still don't understand how you know everyone."

"I don't."

"You do."

"I know most people."

"Exactly."

The thing was, Ollie almost did. Within twenty minutes they had stopped to talk to half a dozen different people. Friends from drama society. Friends from rugby. Friends Ben vaguely recognised from first year but had never actually spoken to. Every conversation seemed to begin with warmth rather than explanation. Nobody appeared surprised they were there. Nobody questioned why they had come. People simply welcomed them, included them for a few minutes, then carried on with their day.

The acceptance felt strangely significant because Ben hadn't realised he had been expecting scrutiny until it failed to appear. As the afternoon unfolded, he found himself relaxing further. The city centre had become a patchwork of experiences. One street housed artists selling prints and jewellery. Another contained food vendors from every imaginable cuisine. Community groups occupied an entire square. Somewhere nearby a drag performance was attracting a substantial crowd. Every corner seemed to reveal something new.

What surprised him most was how varied everything felt. There was no single way to be here. No single kind of person. A leather-clad biker chatted with a retired schoolteacher. A group of visibly queer teenagers shared a table with what appeared to be somebody's grandmother. A rugby player wearing club colours stood discussing gardening with a drag queen. Everywhere Ben looked he found combinations he had not expected and connections that seemed entirely natural. The boundaries he had unconsciously imagined began dissolving, or perhaps they had never existed at all.

At one point they paused beside a fountain while Ollie disappeared to greet somebody else. Water sparkled in the sunlight. People sat along the stone edge eating ice cream and talking. A violinist played nearby, their music drifting gently through the square. Jamie leaned against the fountain, his shoulder close enough to Ben's that the space between them felt deliberate even though it probably wasn't.

"This isn't what I thought it would be."

Ben looked at him.

"What did you think it would be?"

Jamie considered the question.

"I don't know."

The answer felt genuine, and Ben understood completely. He wasn't entirely sure what he had expected either. Something more alien perhaps. Something more obviously different. Instead the festival felt deeply human. The thought comforted him and unsettled him at the same time, because if this wasn't some separate world, then perhaps the distance he'd imagined between himself and the people around him wasn't quite as large as he'd believed.

Nearby, a group walked past laughing. One of them glanced toward Ben and Jamie, then smiled. Not a polite smile. A knowing one. The sort exchanged between people who believed they had recognised something. Ben smiled back automatically, only afterwards realising what had happened.

"Oh."

Jamie looked at him.

"What?"

"I think they thought we were together."

The words escaped before Ben could stop them, and heat immediately rose into his face. Jamie blinked, then looked away. For a second neither spoke. The silence felt oddly charged. Not uncomfortable. Just aware. As though they had accidentally brushed against a thought neither of them quite knew what to do with.

"Oh."

The response sounded remarkably similar to Ben's. Neither moved. Neither stepped away. The space between them remained exactly the same until Jamie eventually shrugged and said, with a casualness that did not quite reach his face, "I suppose people assume."

Ben laughed.

"Apparently."

The conversation ended there, but the feeling lingered. Not because somebody had mistaken them for a couple, since that happened surprisingly often, but because of the strange warmth that accompanied the assumption. The awkwardness. The fact neither of them had immediately corrected it. The fact Ben had not entirely wanted to. The thought embarrassed him enough that he shoved it firmly aside, though not far enough to stop him noticing Jamie more sharply afterwards.

A few minutes later Ollie returned carrying food, and the moment dissolved into conversation and laughter. Yet something subtle had shifted. Ben found himself more aware of Jamie's presence. More aware of the comfortable proximity that had become second nature over the past year. More aware of the fact that they always seemed to stand close together in crowds, as though each had become the other's easiest point of orientation.

The afternoon drifted onward. Hours slipped past almost unnoticed. They wandered through exhibitions, listened to music, ate food from stalls whose names Ben immediately forgot, talked to strangers, talked to friends, and sat in sunny squares drinking coffee. The city seemed brighter than usual. Not literally. Emotionally. As though people had collectively decided to be a little kinder than normal.

By mid-afternoon they occupied a patch of grass overlooking one of the larger gathering spaces. Music drifted through the air from somewhere nearby. People moved through the square below in colourful currents while sunlight glowed warm against old stone buildings. Jamie sat beside him, close enough that their shoulders occasionally brushed whenever one of them shifted position. Neither commented on it. Neither moved away. The contact felt natural and comforting, the sort of thing that had become normal long ago.

Ben stretched his legs out in front of him and looked around. For the first time all day, he stopped trying to analyse the experience. Stopped trying to understand why it felt significant. Instead he simply allowed himself to exist inside it. The sun felt warm on his face. The breeze carried the smell of food and coffee. Laughter drifted across the square. People talked, flirted, argued gently over trivial things, shared meals, held hands, and lived.

What struck him most was how many different ways there seemed to be to exist. Everywhere he looked he saw people expressing themselves with a confidence he found strangely captivating. Boys wearing makeup. Men with painted nails. People whose clothes blurred familiar boundaries. Nobody seemed embarrassed. Nobody seemed interested in apologising for themselves. They simply existed, comfortable in their own skin, and the ease of it caught his attention again and again.

The feeling that stirred inside him wasn't quite attraction.

Not exactly.

It felt closer to recognition.

A strange sense of familiarity with something he couldn't quite name.

His gaze lingered briefly on a boy laughing with friends near the fountain. Long hair. Soft features. A knitted cardigan hanging from narrow shoulders. There was nothing remarkable about him. Nothing designed to attract attention. Yet Ben found himself watching anyway. Not because he wanted to be with him. Because some small part of him wondered what it might feel like to be him.

The thought arrived unexpectedly.

Then stayed.

His stomach fluttered.

He looked away.

For years he had carried around a vague sense of dissatisfaction he had never been able to explain. He wasn't unhappy being himself. He wasn't miserable. Yet there had always been a feeling that he was performing masculinity rather than inhabiting it. As though everybody else had received instructions he had somehow misplaced. Today, for the first time, he found himself wondering whether there were other options. Not dramatic options. Not life-altering revelations. Just possibilities.

The thought should probably have frightened him.

Instead it left him curious.

Beside him, Jamie watched the crowd with an expression Ben couldn't quite read. Thoughtful. Uncertain. His gaze seemed to keep drifting back toward Ben, though whenever Ben looked directly at him Jamie glanced away again.

Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself. For now that felt alright.

The day felt still young, ripe with possibility and promise, and somewhere ahead, waiting beyond the next street and the next conversation, the festival still had more to show them.

***

By late afternoon they had reached the point where food ceased being a suggestion and became a necessity.

The problem with wandering around a festival all day was that every stall smelled incredible. Ben had spent the previous hour insisting he wasn't hungry while simultaneously commenting on at least twelve different things he wanted to eat. Fresh pastries. Korean street food. Loaded fries. Artisan doughnuts. Something involving halloumi that he had become briefly obsessed with before being distracted by coffee. Every few minutes a new smell drifted through the crowd and reset the entire process.

Jamie had endured it with steadily diminishing patience.

"You're impossible."

"I'm making an informed decision."

"You've spent twenty minutes comparing tacos."

"They were very different tacos."

"They absolutely were not."

The square they had wandered into was lined with food vendors and shaded by long strips of colourful fabric stretched between buildings. Sunlight filtered through the fabric overhead, painting moving patches of colour across the paving stones below. The air carried a dozen competing scents. Coffee. Fresh bread. Grilled meat. Sweet pastries. Spices Jamie couldn't identify. Everywhere people sat eating and talking beneath the warmth of the afternoon.

Near the edge of the square they found an empty table outside a drinks stall decorated with fairy lights and hand-painted flowers. The table looked as though it had once belonged in somebody's garden. The chairs didn't match. A collection of potted herbs occupied the space between tables. It felt less like a business and more like somebody had decided hospitality was a hobby worth sharing.

Ben dropped into a chair and sighed dramatically.

"I'm starving."

"You've been starving for an hour."

"Exactly."

"Then go buy food."

Ben opened his mouth. Closed it again. Looked around the square.

The problem was that he still had no idea what he wanted.

His gaze moved from stall to stall. Pizza. Bao buns. Burgers. Crepes. Noodles. Loaded fries. Vegan wraps. Coffee. Cake. Somehow every option seemed equally appealing. Jamie watched the process unfold with visible amusement.

"I don't know what I want," Ben said.

"Then what do you want me to do?"

Ben frowned at him, then smiled.

"Surprise me. You know what I like. I trust you."

Jamie chuckled.

"I'll bring something back."

"Good."

Jamie stood, hesitated, then pointed a finger at him.

"Don't disappear."

"I'll try to resist."

Satisfied, Jamie headed back toward the maze of stalls. The crowd swallowed him almost immediately. One moment he was there, broad shoulders visible above the sea of people, dark hair catching the sunlight, and the next he had vanished into the flow of people moving between food vendors and market stalls.

Ben watched him go, the smile arriving before he realised it. The festival suited Jamie. That thought had been growing steadily stronger throughout the day. Something about the atmosphere seemed to have relaxed him. Throughout the morning he had become increasingly animated and open. Every exhibition led to questions. Every conversation sparked another. The slight reserve Jamie often carried around strangers had begun dissolving beneath the warmth of the festival. The happiness looked good on him.

Ben looked away, though the thought lingered.

The afternoon sunlight had settled into a pleasant warmth. Around him people drifted through the square carrying food and shopping bags. Music floated across from another street. Somewhere nearby somebody was laughing loudly enough to turn heads. The entire place felt strangely alive. Not loud. Not chaotic. Alive. Like a city breathing. He found himself thinking again about how ordinary everything felt.

Not ordinary in the sense of boring. Ordinary in the sense of real.

Back home, queerness had always existed at a distance. Something discussed rather than lived. Something that belonged to other people. Here it seemed woven through the fabric of everyday life. Not separate. Not special. Just present. The thought made him unexpectedly uneasy. Not because there was anything wrong with it. Quite the opposite. A part of him seemed drawn toward it in a way he didn't entirely understand.

"Excuse me."

The voice pulled him from his thoughts.

Ben looked up. A boy stood beside the table.

At first glance Ben assumed he was older than them. Then he looked again. No. Probably eighteen. Maybe nineteen. Young.

The boy smiled, and the smile transformed his entire face.

"Mind if I sit for a second?"

Ben blinked.

"Oh. Sure."

The boy dropped into the empty chair opposite him.

Up close he was difficult not to notice, though not for the reasons Ben initially expected. His hair was short but fell in loose waves, dyed a warm silver-blonde that caught the sunlight whenever he moved. A little makeup softened his features and drew attention to his eyes, though it was applied with a confidence that suggested long practice rather than performance. He wore a cream knit jumper that slipped slightly from one shoulder, a short pair of black shorts, and thigh-high socks disappearing beneath the edge of the table.

Nothing about the outfit seemed designed to shock.

It simply suited him.

The effect was undeniably feminine, yet there was no attempt to disguise what he was. No effort to become something else. He was obviously a boy. Pretty, certainly. Soft around the edges. Beautiful, perhaps. But unmistakably a boy.

More striking than any of that was the ease with which he inhabited his body. He sat comfortably in his own skin. Comfortable enough that Ben found himself noticing it almost immediately.

The sight hit Ben with surprising force. Not attraction. At least not entirely. Something more complicated than that. Something deeper.

The sight stirred something uneasy inside him. Not because it looked wrong.

Because it looked possible.

His gaze lingered for a fraction too long before he looked away.

The boy offered his hand.

"I'm Angel."

Ben shook it automatically.

"Ben."

"Nice to meet you."

Angel settled comfortably into the chair, immediately at ease. His confidence seemed effortless. Not arrogant. Not performative. Simply comfortable. Comfortable in a way Ben couldn't imagine being. The observation arrived with a small stab of envy so unexpected that it took him a moment to recognise it.

He wasn't sure where it came from.

Or why.

"I haven't seen you around before," Angel said.

Ben laughed.

"That's probably because I've never been here before."

Angel brightened immediately.

"Really?"

"Really."

"First festival?"

"First anything like this."

"Did you just wander in?"

"My friend Ollie dragged us."

Understanding dawned instantly.

"Ah."

Angel nodded.

"That makes sense."

The conversation flowed surprisingly easily after that. Angel attended the same university. First year. Media and design. He spoke with the eager enthusiasm of somebody still discovering what freedom felt like. Everything seemed to delight him. His course. The city. The festival. The friends he'd already made.

Listening to him felt oddly refreshing.

There was no cynicism. No self-consciousness. Just joy.

At one point Angel laughed at something he'd said and brushed bright hair behind one ear. The movement caught Ben's attention unexpectedly. Not because it was attractive. Because it felt familiar. Or perhaps because it felt like something he recognised without understanding. A possibility. A reflection glimpsed briefly in dark glass.

The thought unsettled him enough that he looked away.

Angel continued talking.

"I was terrified when I moved here."

"You?"

"Absolutely."

"You don't seem terrified."

"I fake confidence."

Ben smiled.

Angel pointed dramatically.

"Exactly. Everyone thinks that."

The statement carried surprising weight. For a moment Ben found himself studying him more closely. The makeup. The clothes. The easy comfort with which he occupied space. The complete absence of apology.

It struck him suddenly that none of this could have existed back in the town where he'd grown up. Not safely. Not comfortably. Not openly.

Yet here it simply did.

The realisation landed somewhere deep. A door opening. A window unlocking. Something.

He couldn't quite grasp it. Only feel it moving.

"So what are you studying?" Angel asked.

"Engineering."

Angel groaned dramatically.

"Oh God."

Ben laughed.

"That bad?"

"I can barely understand my timetable. Engineering sounds terrifying."

The conversation wandered from courses to societies to terrible student housing. It felt remarkably normal, which seemed to be the theme of the entire day. Angel wasn't a symbol. Wasn't a lesson. Wasn't an argument. He was just a person. A funny, enthusiastic person making conversation with a stranger. The simplicity of it mattered more than Ben could explain.

A group appeared at the edge of the square.

Angel looked over.

Immediately brightened.

"Oh. My friends."

The group had already spotted him and were waving enthusiastically. One of them shouted something Ben couldn't hear. Angel laughed, then looked back toward him.

"This was nice."

"Yeah."

"It was."

There was a brief pause before Angel pulled out his phone.

"Can I get your number?"

Ben blinked.

"My number?"

"Yeah."

Angel looked genuinely confused by the question.

"You seem nice."

The explanation was delivered with such complete sincerity that Ben found himself laughing.

"Fair enough."

A minute later they had exchanged details. Angel smiled triumphantly.

"There."

"Was I being recruited?"

"Absolutely."

"Into what?"

"Friendship."

Ben laughed again. The whole interaction felt absurdly easy.

Before he could say anything else, Angel's friends shouted his name.

"We're coming!"

Angel called back, then paused.

His gaze shifted past Ben.

A slow smile spread across his face.

"Oh."

Ben turned.

Jamie was weaving through the crowd carrying enough food for an army. A paper tray balanced in one hand. Drinks in the other. His red hair caught the sunlight. He looked mildly overwhelmed by the amount of food he was attempting to transport.

"What?"

Angel looked delighted.

"That's him?"

"That's who?"

"Your boyfriend."

Heat flooded Ben's face.

"What?"

Angel pointed toward Jamie.

"Him."

"He's not my…"

But Angel was already grinning.

"Oh my God, that's adorable."

"We're not…"

"You'll have to tell me where you met him. I'd love to snare a boyfriend like that. He's hot."

Ben opened his mouth, but nothing emerged.

The ridiculous thing was that Jamie was attractive.

Broad shoulders. Easy smile. Kind eyes. The sort of person who carried six different kinds of food across a crowded square because Ben couldn't decide what he wanted.

Angel wasn't exactly wrong. Just...

The thought sent heat rushing into his face, then fractured before it fully formed. And by that time Angel was already backing away toward his friends.

"Hopefully I'll see you around. Otherwise I'll message."

Then he was gone, swept back into the crowd by laughing friends and bright hair and sunlight.

Ben remained where he was, watching him disappear. Across the square, Jamie was still approaching with an armful of food and an increasingly confused expression as he spotted Ben staring into space. Something had shifted. Only slightly. Only enough to notice if he was paying attention. A lock clicking open somewhere deep in the dark. A possibility he had never allowed himself to consider.

Ben didn't have words for it.

Not yet.

All he knew was that for the first time in his life somebody had mistaken him for being with another boy and the thought had not filled him with horror. It had filled him with something far more frightening.

Curiosity.

And as Jamie finally reached the table, cheeks flushed from navigating the crowds and arms full of food he was already excited to share, Ben found himself looking at him differently. Not differently enough to understand. Not differently enough to name.

Just enough that he couldn't quite look away.

***

The journey home felt quieter than the journey there.

Not silent. Jamie spent most of the train ride enthusiastically recounting things they had seen, occasionally interrupting himself to remember something else he had forgotten to mention. The problem was that the festival had been larger than either of them had anticipated. Every street seemed to contain another memory, another conversation, another strange, wonderful little moment. One minute he was talking about a drag performer who had somehow become involved in a community gardening competition. The next he was describing a tiny art stall hidden down an alley they had almost missed. His excitement spilled out in all directions, untidy and infectious, and Ben found himself smiling more often than he realised.

By the time they reached their stop, Jamie was still talking.

"And then that drag queen somehow won the gardening competition."

Ben laughed.

"I still don't understand how those two things were connected."

"They weren't. That's what made it amazing."

The autumn evening had begun settling over the city by the time they reached the flat. The golden warmth of afternoon was giving way to softer colours. Long shadows stretched across the pavement. A breeze carried the scent of somebody's dinner from an open window. The familiar streets of their neighbourhood felt strangely comforting after a day spent surrounded by so much colour and possibility. The festival had felt vast and expansive, as though the world had suddenly grown larger around them. Home felt smaller, softer, and easier to hold in both hands.

Ben unlocked the door and stepped inside. Immediately the familiar scent of the flat greeted him. Coffee lingering from that morning. Laundry detergent. Books. The faint smell of something Jamie had cooked several days earlier and never quite managed to erase from one of the pans. The space felt lived in. Claimed. The accumulated evidence of two people slowly weaving their lives together without ever consciously deciding to do so. Behind him, Jamie kicked off his shoes and stretched dramatically, groaning as his back cracked.

"I'm exhausted."

"You've been saying that for three hours."

"I can be exhausted and still have fun."

The flat felt smaller than the festival. Smaller than the crowds and music and bright banners and impossible possibilities. Somehow that felt perfect.

For a while they simply drifted through the familiar rituals of arriving home. Jackets disappeared onto hooks. Phones found chargers. Comfortable clothes emerged from bedrooms. Ben changed into an oversized hoodie that fell halfway down his thighs and swallowed his hands whenever he pulled the sleeves down. Jamie emerged a few minutes later wearing joggers and an old university t-shirt that had clearly survived several years longer than intended. The transition happened naturally. Public selves giving way to private ones. The energy of the day softened around the edges. The need to navigate crowds disappeared. The pressure to keep moving dissolved. Everything slowed.

Eventually Jamie appeared in the living room and dropped heavily onto the sofa.

"Movie?"

Ben laughed.

"Movie."

Movie nights had become one of the foundations of their friendship during first year. Sometimes they paid attention to the film. More often they ended up talking through half of it. Occasionally one of them fell asleep before the ending. The ritual mattered more than the movie itself. There was something comforting about it, something predictable and familiar. A small piece of certainty in a life that often felt uncertain.

Jamie pushed himself upright.

"I'll make popcorn."

Ben blinked.

"You?"

Jamie looked offended.

"I can make popcorn."

"I know. It's just usually me."

"Tonight I am embracing growth."

Ben snorted.

"God help us."

As Jamie disappeared into the kitchen and cupboard doors began opening and closing, Ben settled into the sofa and let his head fall back against the cushions. The quiet felt different now. Not uncomfortable. Thoughtful. The festival lingered in his mind like sunlight trapped beneath closed eyelids. Every time he stopped actively thinking about something else, pieces of the day floated back to the surface. Music drifting through crowded streets. Bright colours moving between old stone buildings. The smell of coffee and food. The easy warmth of strangers. The sense that people had permission to simply exist.

Then Angel.

His stomach tightened.

The memory arrived with uncomfortable clarity. The silver-blonde hair. The soft makeup. The oversized jumper slipping from one shoulder. The easy smile. The complete absence of apology. Ben closed his eyes and tried to examine the feeling honestly.

What exactly had affected him so much?

At first he had assumed it was attraction. That would have been easier. Attraction was straightforward. Embarrassing perhaps. Confusing certainly. But understandable. This felt different. Deeper somehow. Angel hadn't simply been attractive. He had been free.

The thought lingered.

He thought about the way Angel had dressed, the way he had laughed, the way he seemed completely unconcerned with whether anybody approved of him. There had been no visible struggle in him. No self-consciousness. No careful management of how he appeared. He had simply existed. Comfortable with himself in a way that left Ben feeling strangely exposed. The emotion that rose in response was difficult to untangle. There was admiration in it, certainly, but also envy, curiosity, longing, and something that felt uncomfortably close to grief. As though Angel had casually demonstrated the existence of a door Ben had spent years pretending not to see.

His entire life seemed built around invisible rules. How boys were supposed to act. How they were supposed to dress. What they were supposed to want. Most of the time he barely noticed those rules because they were woven so deeply into the fabric of everyday life that they felt like reality itself. Yet something about Angel had illuminated them. Shown them for what they were. Expectations. Boundaries. Choices.

The realisation unsettled him.

Because if they were rules, then theoretically they could be broken.

The thought appeared and immediately retreated. Not him. The idea felt absurd. Impossible. Dangerous. Yet every time he pushed it away it returned in a slightly different form. Not as a desire exactly. More as a question. What would it feel like to stop worrying about whether he was masculine enough? What would it feel like to wear things simply because he liked them? What would it feel like to stop treating softness as something that needed explaining or apologising for?

The sound of popcorn popping echoed from the kitchen, grounding him slightly. His gaze drifted toward the doorway and the warm light spilling into the living room. Then another thought surfaced.

Your boyfriend.

Heat immediately returned to his face.

The ridiculous thing was that Jamie was attractive.

Painfully so, if Ben was being honest.

Broad shoulders. Strong hands. Kind eyes. The sort of smile that made people smile back automatically. The sort of person strangers seemed to gravitate toward without understanding why. The sort of person who had spent twenty minutes searching food stalls because Ben couldn't decide what he wanted. If somebody looked at their lives from the outside, they probably did seem a little bit like a couple. Movie nights. Shared meals. Living together. Texting almost every day over summer. Knowing exactly how the other person took their coffee. Knowing when they were tired, stressed, excited, or pretending not to be upset.

The thought made him smile despite himself.

The smile faded slowly.

Because beneath all of that sat Angel. Not the boyfriend comment. Not Jamie. Angel. The ease with which he existed. The freedom. The possibility.

The sound of footsteps interrupted his thoughts.

Ben looked up.

Jamie appeared carrying an enormous bowl of popcorn.

"Jesus."

Jamie looked offended.

"What?"

"How much popcorn is that?"

"The correct amount."

"There are two of us."

"There are dreams and aspirations."

Ben laughed. The warmth in his chest eased slightly. Jamie always seemed capable of that. Without trying. Without knowing. He simply arrived and the world became easier to carry.

Jamie dropped onto the sofa beside him and offered the bowl. Then paused.

His expression softened.

"What are you thinking about?"

The question hit with alarming accuracy. For a second Ben genuinely considered telling him. Not everything, obviously, but something. The festival. Angel. The strange confusion swirling around inside him. The possibility.

Instead he felt heat rise into his face.

"Nothing."

Jamie's eyes narrowed immediately.

"That's a lie."

Ben groaned.

"Just the festival."

"The festival?"

"Yeah."

"Good thoughts or bad thoughts?"

The answer caught him off guard because he genuinely didn't know. The day had left him feeling unsettled and excited in equal measure. Curious. Hopeful. Nervous. Like something had shifted inside him without asking permission.

"Good thoughts," he said eventually.

Jamie's expression softened.

"Me too."

Something warm settled in Ben's chest.

A moment later the opening music of The Mummy filled the room. The blanket appeared from somewhere. Ben wasn't entirely sure who moved first. They never were. At some point during every movie night they drifted closer together. A shoulder touching a shoulder. Shared warmth. Easy proximity that neither questioned anymore. Tonight was no different. The familiar warmth of Jamie settled against his side beneath the blanket. It should probably have felt awkward, but it never did. Somewhere during first year they had crossed an invisible threshold and never crossed back. Physical closeness had become as natural as conversation. Jamie's presence carried a peculiar sense of safety with it, a feeling that things would somehow be alright simply because he was there.

On the television, adventure and explosions unfolded.

Ben barely noticed.

His thoughts kept drifting. The festival. Angel. Possibilities. Questions without answers.

Then he realised Jamie was looking at him.

Not the television.

Him.

Ben frowned.

"What?"

Jamie blinked.

"What?"

"Why are you staring at me?"

A grin tugged at the corner of Jamie's mouth.

"You were blushing."

Ben felt his face immediately grow hotter.

"I was not."

"You absolutely were."

"I wasn't."

"You were."

"I wasn't."

Jamie laughed, the sound warm and familiar enough that Ben couldn't quite manage genuine annoyance.

"You were," Jamie said. "But don't worry."

Ben narrowed his eyes.

"Don't worry?"

"It suits you."

Ben stared.

Jamie shrugged.

"You look cute."

The word landed with surprising force.

Cute.

Not handsome.

Not good-looking.

Not attractive.

Cute.

Something fluttered unexpectedly inside his chest. Small. Fragile. Dangerous. His gaze dropped immediately to the popcorn bowl, suddenly very interested in popcorn. Beside him, Jamie had already turned back toward the film, apparently oblivious to the effect he'd had.

Ben wasn't sure whether that made things better or worse.

On the television somebody was running from mummies. In Ben's chest, something else entirely had started moving. For the first time all day, the possibility that Angel had awakened felt a little less abstract, a little less distant, and a little harder to ignore.


Three

The festival followed Ben home.

Not literally, of course. The banners and music and crowds remained in the city centre. The food stalls disappeared. The stages came down. Life resumed its usual rhythm. Lectures began. Reading lists appeared. Assignments quietly gathered on the horizon. From the outside, everything seemed unchanged. Yet something had shifted inside him during those long hours wandering sunlit streets. A feeling. A possibility. A small seed buried somewhere deep that seemed determined to grow despite his efforts to ignore it.

Every day afterward, Ben found his thoughts drifting back toward the festival with a persistence he found increasingly difficult to resist. Sometimes it was the atmosphere he remembered. The warmth. The sense of ease. The feeling that people existed there without apology. More often, however, it was Angel. A glimpse of silver-blonde hair in memory. A laugh. A smile. The image of somebody moving through the world with a kind of freedom Ben had never realised he envied until he saw it embodied in another person.

The message arrived three days later while he was supposed to be reading engineering notes. Rain tapped softly against the window beside his desk. A mug of coffee sat forgotten near his elbow. Somewhere beyond the bedroom wall, Jamie was watching something loud enough that occasional explosions rattled faintly through the flat. Ben had been trying unsuccessfully to concentrate for almost an hour when his phone buzzed.

Hey! Festival friend!

The smile arrived before he could stop it.

The conversation itself was ordinary. Coursework complaints. University gossip. Social media links. Nothing especially important. Yet later that evening, after Jamie had gone to bed and silence had settled over the flat, Ben found himself scrolling through Angel's photographs beneath the glow of his bedside lamp. One picture became another. Then another. Coffee shops. Nights out. Study sessions. Selfies. Group photos. Ordinary moments captured without much thought. The longer he looked, the clearer something became.

It wasn't attraction.

Or at least, attraction wasn't the whole story.

What gripped him more powerfully was envy.

Not envy of Angel's appearance exactly. Not envy of his social life. What Ben envied was the ease with which he seemed to inhabit himself. There was no visible negotiation happening in those photographs. No sense of permission being sought. Angel wore makeup because he wanted to. He dressed the way he liked. He seemed soft without apologising for softness. Beautiful without embarrassment. Comfortable in ways Ben had spent most of his life assuming were unavailable to people like him.

The realisation unsettled him enough that he closed the app and sat staring at the darkened screen. The thought felt dangerous. Not because it was wrong, but because it carried consequences. Questions followed naturally in its wake, and once they began arriving he found it impossible to stop them. Could he wear things like that? Could he learn makeup? Could he look pretty if he wanted to? More importantly, why did the possibility make his heart race?

For several minutes he did nothing. Then, before he could talk himself out of it, he opened a browser tab and typed how to do eyeliner for beginners.

The search felt absurd. Terrifying. Ridiculous.

It also felt exhilarating.

One tutorial became three. Three became ten. Makeup techniques led to hairstyle videos. Hairstyle videos led to fashion. Fashion led to forums, photographs, social media accounts, and endless examples of people exploring versions of themselves Ben had never allowed himself to consider. The deeper he ventured, the more a strange sense of recognition began building inside him. Certain outfits made him pause. Certain colours. Certain silhouettes. Each time the same quiet thought surfaced.

I like that.

The thought was usually followed by another.

Could I?

That question lingered for days.

He tried ignoring it. The strategy failed immediately. Instead he found himself watching tutorials between lectures and browsing online shops late at night. Curiosity rooted itself more deeply with every passing day until eventually it overcame caution. His first purchase cost less than a takeaway pizza. A pair of long socks. Nothing dramatic. Nothing anybody else would ever see. Yet his pulse hammered absurdly hard when he clicked confirm.

The package arrived three days later.

Holding it in his hands felt strangely momentous. The parcel itself was tiny and entirely unremarkable. Nobody at reception cared. Nobody even glanced at him twice. Yet Ben carried it back to the flat tucked beneath his arm like contraband. What should have been a one-off purchase became the beginning of something larger. A cheap makeup set. A soft oversized jumper. A cute top he spent twenty minutes trying not to buy before purchasing anyway. Shorts. Socks. Underwear. Small experiments accumulated one parcel at a time beneath his bed.

The secrecy should probably have bothered him.

Instead it made everything feel electric.

Each delivery carried a thrill of anticipation. Each hidden item represented a possibility. For the first time in his life he was choosing things not because they were practical or expected, but because he wanted them. The simple act of wanting felt more radical than it should have.

Eventually there came a point where the growing collection beneath his bed demanded action.

The opportunity arrived on a Friday afternoon.

Jamie had gone out with friends from his course. Ben had the flat to himself. The moment he heard the front door close and Jamie's footsteps disappear down the corridor outside, his stomach tightened. Excitement and nerves tangled together until he could barely separate them. For several minutes he paced his bedroom. Then he crouched beside the bed and pulled everything out.

The pile looked surprisingly small.

A few items of clothing.

A makeup bag.

A handful of inexpensive purchases that together represented weeks of curiosity and secret longing.

Afternoon sunlight spilled through the window and stretched golden rectangles across the carpet. Dust drifted lazily through the light. The room felt unusually quiet. Outside, a car passed. Somebody laughed in the street below. Ordinary sounds. Ordinary life. Yet Ben's heart hammered hard enough to make his chest ache.

The next hour passed in a blur of experimentation.

The tutorials had made everything look significantly easier than it actually was. Eyeliner proved almost impossible. Concealer went wrong twice. His hair refused to cooperate. At one point he accidentally poked himself in the eye and spent several minutes swearing at his reflection. Several times he nearly gave up. Several times he laughed at himself. Yet each failed attempt taught him something. Slowly, awkwardly, imperfectly, something began to emerge.

When he finally pulled on the clothes and stood before the mirror, silence settled over the room.

Ben stared.

The person staring back looked familiar.

And unfamiliar.

The oversized jumper softened the shape of his body, the fabric draping differently than the clothes he normally wore. The shorts revealed more leg than he would usually allow himself to show. The long socks climbed above his knees and drew his attention to the slenderness of his calves. His makeup wasn't perfect. Not even close. The eyeliner was uneven. His hair sat slightly wrong. He had completely forgotten about shaving his legs. There were dozens of details he could criticise if he wanted to.

For once, he didn't.

Instead he found himself staring at the things he liked.

The way the jumper hung from his shoulders and pooled around his wrists. The way the soft knit brushed against his skin whenever he moved. The way the socks changed the proportions of his body, making his legs seem longer and somehow more elegant. The way a little concealer and mascara drew attention to his eyes. The way his hair framed his face when he tilted his head.

A smile appeared.

It arrived slowly, tentatively, as though unsure of its welcome. Then it widened despite him. His stomach fluttered. Heat spread through his chest.

God.

He looked cute.

The thought arrived so suddenly and so honestly that it almost stole his breath. Cute. Not handsome. Not rugged. Not masculine.

Cute.

The word echoed through him.

Jamie had said it.

The memory returned with startling clarity. Jamie grinning across the sofa. Jamie teasing him about blushing. Jamie saying the word so casually, as though it meant nothing at all.

You look cute.

At the time the compliment had lodged itself somewhere deep inside him. Now, standing before the mirror, he finally understood why.

Because he had wanted it to be true.

Slowly he stepped closer.

The freckles remained.

The green eyes remained.

The red hair remained.

He still looked like himself.

That was the surprising part.

He hadn't become somebody else.

If anything, he looked more like himself than before.

The realisation settled over him gradually, warm and profound and strangely emotional. All his life he had assumed femininity would feel like pretending. Like costume. Like performance. Yet looking at his reflection now, none of those words fit. The person in the mirror wasn't a character. Wasn't a joke. Wasn't a disguise. It felt less like transformation and more like revelation, as though something that had always existed beneath the surface had finally been allowed into the light.

Ben lifted a hand and touched his own reflection.

Not quite touching.

Hovering.

Studying.

The soft curve of his mouth. The brightness in his eyes. The faint flush in his cheeks.

He looked happy.

The observation struck him harder than anything else.

Not pretty.

Not feminine.

Happy.

The expression looking back at him felt startlingly genuine. Unforced. There was no trace of the self-consciousness he usually carried around mirrors. No instinctive search for flaws. No immediate catalogue of things he wished were different. For once he wasn't examining himself like a problem that needed solving.

He was simply looking.

Simply seeing.

Warmth spread through him in slow waves. Excitement tangled with relief. Relief tangled with joy. Beneath both of them sat fear, but even that felt distant compared to the simple pleasure of standing there wrapped in soft fabric while afternoon sunlight poured through the window. The golden light caught in his hair. It softened the edges of the room. It turned the dust drifting through the air into tiny floating stars.

The jumper felt wonderful against his skin. The socks felt wonderful. Even the faint weight of makeup resting on his face felt wonderful.

Every sensation seemed heightened. Sharper. Brighter. More alive.

He turned slightly, studying himself from another angle. Then another. The movement made him smile again. Not because he looked perfect. He didn't. The eyeliner was still uneven. His hair still refused to cooperate. The whole thing remained a clumsy first attempt.

Yet none of that seemed important.

Because perfection had never been what he wanted.

What he wanted was this feeling. This quiet certainty. This strange sense of recognition.

For years he had carried around a low ache he could never quite explain. A vague feeling that something wasn't fitting properly. Not enough to cause real unhappiness. Not enough to demand attention. Just enough to follow him through life like a faint background note. Looking at himself now, that ache softened. Not vanished. Not resolved. But softened.

For the first time since the festival, he felt closer to understanding it.

Closer to understanding himself.

His reflection smiled back.

Soft. Bright. Cute.

The word no longer embarrassed him.

It settled somewhere deep inside his chest and unfurled there like a flower opening to sunlight.

Cute.

The jumper was cute. The socks were cute. He was cute.

And to his surprise, the thought filled him with delight.

Not shame.

Not embarrassment.

Delight.

A laugh escaped him unexpectedly. Quiet and breathless and full of disbelief. He looked down at himself and then back at the mirror, unable to stop smiling. The happiness felt almost decadent in its intensity. Rich. Warm. Golden. It spread through him until he thought he might burst with it.

For several long moments he simply stood there in the afternoon light, letting himself exist inside that feeling. No explanations. No justifications. No arguments.

Just joy.

When he finally met his own gaze again, something in him settled.

Not completely. Questions remained, uncertainty remained, and the future remained unknowable. Yet, beneath all of that, was something steady and undeniable.

Recognition.

The person looking back at him wasn't a stranger. Wasn't a fantasy. Wasn't somebody he wished he could become.

It was him.

Not all of him.

Not yet.

But closer.

And as sunlight pooled across the floorboards and wrapped the room in gold, Ben found himself smiling at his reflection with a tenderness he had never before directed toward himself.

"There you are," he whispered.

This time, the words felt like coming home.

***

The first time had not been enough.

Ben realised that within a day, though admitting it to himself took rather longer. The memory lingered with an almost embarrassing persistence, returning to him at unexpected moments throughout the week. He would be halfway through a lecture and suddenly remember the softness of the jumper against his skin. He would be making coffee and find himself thinking about the smile that had appeared on his face while standing in the golden afternoon light. At night, lying awake while rain tapped softly against the windows and distant traffic murmured beyond the glass, he would replay the experience over and over again, examining it from every angle in search of an explanation.

What unsettled him most was how happy he had looked.

Not excited. Not aroused. Not euphoric in some dramatic, overwhelming sense. Simply happy.

The distinction mattered.

There had been no fantasy in that moment. No attempt to become somebody else. No performance. Standing before the mirror in an oversized jumper and borrowed courage, he had felt something dangerously close to peace. The memory carried a warmth that lingered long after the details themselves began to blur, and every time he returned to it he felt the same quiet ache of longing. Not longing for the clothes themselves, nor even for the reflection he had seen staring back at him, but for the feeling underneath it all. The sense that, however briefly, he had stepped into alignment with himself.

The desire grew quietly after that.

Patiently.

Like a root pushing deeper into the earth.

Within a week, experimentation had become a private ritual woven carefully around the structure of his ordinary life. He would wait until he was certain Jamie was out, then retreat into his bedroom with the secret excitement of somebody slipping away to meet a lover. The collection beneath his bed expanded gradually. A cardigan here. Another pair of socks there. A softer jumper. A prettier top. Small purchases arrived one parcel at a time, each one tucked away before Jamie could see it. None of them were expensive. None of them looked especially remarkable. Yet each carried a strange emotional weight because every item represented a choice he was making for himself. Not for practicality. Not for expectation. Not because somebody else thought he should.

Because he wanted it.

That simple fact continued to astonish him.

The tutorials continued too. Makeup became easier. Not easy. Never easy. There seemed to be an infinite number of ways to accidentally ruin eyeliner. Yet repetition slowly brought confidence, and confidence brought curiosity. Curiosity led to experimentation. He learned which colours suited him. Learned how to soften shadows beneath his eyes. Learned how a tiny adjustment could change the entire character of a face. The process fascinated him in a way he hadn't anticipated. It felt creative. Intimate. Like learning a language his body had always known but his mind had never been taught to speak.

His hair became its own obsession.

Entire evenings disappeared into experimentation. Different products. Different brushes. Different ways of encouraging the stubborn waves that had begun appearing as it grew longer. Most attempts failed spectacularly. Yet occasionally something worked, and those moments felt oddly magical. The first time he managed to create soft waves that framed his face properly, he found himself standing motionless before the mirror for several minutes. The effect was subtle, almost impossible to explain, yet it transformed the way he saw himself. His freckles seemed brighter. His eyes seemed larger. His features softened around the edges. The person staring back looked less guarded somehow. Less constrained.

More alive.

The discovery sent him back to the mirror again and again.

Eventually he shaved his legs.

That felt bigger.

More deliberate.

The idea lived in the back of his mind for days before he finally acted on it. When he eventually stood in the bathroom holding a razor, his pulse hammered hard enough to make him laugh at himself. The process was awkward, time-consuming, and deeply impractical. Yet afterward, sitting cross-legged on his bed while late afternoon sunlight spilled across the duvet, he found himself running a hand slowly over smooth skin and smiling.

The sensation surprised him.

The softness surprised him.

Most of all, the delight surprised him.

He had spent so much of his life treating his body as something functional that he had never really considered the possibility of enjoying it. Now he found himself paying attention in entirely new ways. The feeling of clean sheets against bare legs. The brush of fabric. The way certain clothes moved when he walked. The way certain materials felt against freshly shaven skin. Every sensation seemed brighter than before, as though he had spent years moving through the world half asleep and was only now beginning to wake.

One afternoon he caught sight of himself reflected in the dark screen of his laptop while studying. The glimpse lasted less than a second. Long red hair. Painted nails wrapped around a coffee mug. A soft cardigan hanging from narrow shoulders. A silver chain catching the light at his throat.

His breath caught.

Not because he looked different.

Because he looked right.

The thought followed him for the rest of the day.

Photographs entered the picture soon afterward.

That felt far more dangerous.

A mirror could be dismissed. A reflection vanished the moment you looked away. A photograph remained. A photograph became evidence.

The first attempts were genuinely terrible. Awkward angles. Strange expressions. Lighting that made him resemble somebody recovering from a serious illness. Yet he kept trying. One photograph became ten. Ten became fifty. Most were deleted immediately. Some survived. Those survivors lived in a hidden folder on his phone, tucked safely away behind passwords and embarrassment. Occasionally he would scroll through them late at night beneath the glow of his bedside lamp. Not because they were perfect. They weren't. But because they revealed something he hadn't noticed while living through it.

Change.

The earliest photographs looked uncertain. Guarded. Tentative.

The later ones looked happy.

That difference mattered more than anything else.

Weeks passed.

The secret life growing beneath the surface of his ordinary one expanded steadily. At university he remained Ben. Engineering student. Thoughtful. Slightly awkward. The same person everyone had always known. Yet every evening felt like another thread being woven into something new. The makeup grew more confident. The outfits grew softer. The photographs grew easier. He stopped relying on tutorials quite so much because increasingly he trusted his own instincts.

The process felt less like transformation and more like excavation.

As though he were uncovering something that had always existed beneath the surface.

One Saturday afternoon he found himself alone in the flat again. Rain tapped softly against the windows. Music drifted quietly from his laptop. Warm lamplight softened the corners of the room despite the grey weather outside. Ben stood before the mirror wearing an oversized cream jumper that slipped slightly from one shoulder. Black shorts disappeared beneath the hem. Long socks climbed smooth thighs. A delicate silver chain rested against his throat. His hair fell in loose waves around his face, and for perhaps the first time his makeup looked intentional rather than experimental.

He looked pretty.

The thought no longer frightened him.

Standing there, he felt a flutter of pleasure travel through him like warmth spreading through cold hands. The jumper brushed softly against his skin. The necklace shifted when he moved. The faint scent of moisturiser lingered in the air around him. Every sensation seemed heightened. Rich. Precious. Worth savouring.

His phone rested nearby.

Without really thinking about it, he picked it up.

Another photo.

Then another.

One sitting cross-legged on the bed.

One standing beside the window.

One laughing after nearly dropping the phone.

Gradually he stopped posing altogether. The camera became less important than the feeling itself. He found himself smiling naturally. Moving naturally. Existing naturally. Somewhere along the way experimentation had become comfort, and that realisation filled him with a quiet sense of wonder. The person in the photographs no longer looked like somebody trying things on. They looked like somebody settling into themselves.

A floorboard creaked.

Ben froze.

For a moment he assumed it was one of the neighbours. Then came the unmistakable sound of keys turning in the front door.

His stomach dropped.

No.

Jamie wasn't supposed to be home for another two hours.

Panic surged through him so suddenly it felt physical. His heart lurched. Heat flooded his face. The phone slipped from his fingers onto the duvet. He stood motionless in the centre of the room while the front door opened, closed, and footsteps moved steadily through the hallway.

Closer.

Closer.

A knock sounded.

Before Ben could answer, the bedroom door opened.

Jamie stepped inside.

Then stopped.

The world seemed to freeze around them.

Neither of them moved. Neither of them spoke. Ben became acutely aware of every detail at once. The jumper. The makeup. The socks. His painted nails. The photographs scattered across the bed. Vulnerability crashed over him so intensely that for a moment he could barely breathe. He wanted to explain. Wanted to apologise. Wanted to disappear entirely.

Jamie simply stared.

Not laughing.

Not confused.

Not angry.

Just staring.

The silence stretched between them while rain whispered softly against the windows. Ben opened his mouth but nothing emerged. His pulse hammered painfully against his ribs.

Then something shifted in Jamie's expression.

The surprise remained, but it was joined by something warmer. Something softer. His gaze travelled slowly over Ben's hair, the makeup, the oversized jumper slipping from one shoulder, the nervous tension written into every line of his body. There was no mockery there. No discomfort. No judgement. If anything, he looked captivated.

Wonder.

That was the word.

Simple, unmistakable wonder.

"Ben," he said quietly.

The sound of his name seemed to settle over the room.

Jamie's smile appeared slowly.

Warmly.

Sincerely.

"Wow. You look amazing."

***

Ben's first instinct was to run.

Heat flooded his face so violently that it almost hurt. Every muscle in his body tightened at once. His heart lurched against his ribs, and he snatched instinctively at the hem of the oversized jumper, trying to pull it lower, trying to cover himself somehow, though he wasn't entirely sure what he was trying to hide anymore. The photographs scattered across the duvet suddenly looked unbearably intimate. The makeup on his face felt impossibly obvious. Every inch of exposed skin prickled beneath Jamie's gaze, as though the air itself had become too bright.

"I'm sorry."

The words escaped before he could stop them.

"I can explain, I just..."

He took a hurried step toward the wardrobe, desperate to reach his ordinary clothes, desperate to become ordinary again, but Jamie's voice stopped him before he had crossed the room.

"Ben."

It was quiet.

Gentle.

He felt fingers close softly around his wrist. There was no force in the touch. Jamie wasn't stopping him so much as asking him to stay.

Ben froze.

"You didn't hear what I said."

Slowly, reluctantly, he turned back.

Jamie's expression hadn't changed. Surprise still lingered there, certainly, but beneath it was something warmer, something that eased the panic clawing at Ben's chest. There was curiosity in his eyes. Wonder, even. Whatever Jamie had expected when he'd opened the bedroom door, it clearly hadn't been this, and yet there wasn't a trace of mockery anywhere in his face.

"I said you look amazing."

Ben stared at him.

"You've... you've nothing to apologise for."

The words settled gently into the silence between them, and for a moment all Ben could hear was the rain whispering against the windows. His throat tightened painfully. He wanted to believe Jamie. Gods, he wanted to believe him.

"But..."

"No buts."

Jamie smiled, almost shyly, as though he were choosing each word with extraordinary care.

"You... you looked happy. Or at least you did before you noticed me standing in the doorway." His eyes drifted briefly toward the photographs scattered across the bed before returning to Ben's face. "I've known you over a year now. I've seen you excited. I've seen you proud. I've seen you laughing so hard you nearly fell off the sofa. I've never seen you smile quite like that."

Ben felt fresh warmth bloom across his cheeks.

The instinct to run remained, but it no longer felt quite so overwhelming. Something in Jamie's voice made staying seem possible. He lowered his gaze, suddenly fascinated by the soft knit gathered in his hands.

"I thought you'd think I was weird."

"I do think you're weird."

Ben looked up in horror.

Jamie immediately laughed.

"I thought that before today."

Despite everything, a startled laugh escaped Ben. It burst out of him before he had time to stop it, dissolving some of the fear that had wrapped itself so tightly around his chest.

"There he is," Jamie said softly. "I was wondering where he'd gone."

The tension eased just enough for Ben to draw a proper breath.

Jamie glanced toward the bed, where clothes, makeup brushes, and his phone still lay scattered across the duvet like evidence from a life Ben had never intended anyone else to see.

"Can I sit?"

Ben blinked.

"You... want to?"

"Only if you're okay with it."

There wasn't a trace of judgement in his voice.

Only curiosity.

Only kindness.

Ben nodded.

"I... yeah."

Jamie crossed the room and sat carefully on the edge of the bed, making a conscious effort not to disturb anything. Ben remained standing for another moment, uncertain what to do with himself, before quietly lowering himself into the desk chair opposite. The room seemed unusually intimate all of a sudden. The lamp cast pools of amber light across the cream jumper pooled around his body. Rain softened the edges of the afternoon outside, turning the windows into blurred mirrors that reflected the two of them back into the room.

For a while neither of them spoke.

Ben became painfully aware of the way he kept tugging absent-mindedly at the hem of the jumper. He stopped himself. Then started again without noticing. Jamie watched the movement for a few moments before speaking.

"You don't have to hide."

Ben gave a tiny, embarrassed smile.

"I'm trying not to."

"I know."

Another quiet settled between them. It wasn't uncomfortable anymore. If anything, it felt careful, as though they were both feeling their way across unfamiliar ground.

Finally Jamie spoke.

"How long has this been going on?"

Ben looked down at his hands.

"Just a few weeks."

"A few weeks?"

He nodded.

"It started after the festival."

Jamie was quiet for a moment, absorbing that.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

The question wasn't accusing.

If anything, it sounded hurt.

Ben looked up immediately.

"I wasn't hiding it from you."

Jamie smiled gently.

"It kind of looks like you were."

"I know."

His fingers twisted together in his lap. Words suddenly felt clumsy, far too blunt for feelings that seemed to live somewhere softer and stranger inside him.

"I just... it was so new. I didn't even know what I was feeling yet. I kept thinking maybe it was just curiosity, or a phase, or I'd wake up one morning and realise I'd imagined all of it." He laughed quietly, though there wasn't much humour in the sound. "I trust you. Honestly, I do. Maybe..." He paused, searching for something that felt true. "Maybe it's more that I didn't trust myself. Not yet."

The admission surprised him as much as it seemed to surprise Jamie.

"I didn't know what this was. I still don't."

Jamie's shoulders relaxed almost imperceptibly.

"Okay."

He let the answer settle before asking the next question.

"So... how did it start?"

Ben smiled despite himself.

"I met someone."

Something flickered across Jamie's face so quickly Ben almost missed it.

"So you did meet a boy."

The words sounded casual.

Almost.

Ben frowned.

"What was that?"

"What?"

"That face."

"I didn't make a face."

"You definitely made a face."

Jamie looked away, suddenly fascinated by the floorboards.

"I don't know."

Ben watched him for another second before deciding not to push.

"His name's Angel."

"The one from the festival?"

"Yeah."

"What was so special about him?"

Ben leaned back slowly, his eyes drifting toward the rain-streaked window as he searched for words.

"He wasn't trying to be anything."

Jamie frowned.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean..." Ben smiled faintly. "He was feminine. Really feminine. Makeup. Pretty clothes. Long hair. Jewellery. But none of it felt performative. He wasn't trying to shock anyone. He wasn't trying to make a statement. He just... existed." His voice softened almost without noticing. "There was something so joyful about him. So comfortable. Like he'd given himself permission to live however made him happy."

He looked down at the sleeves gathered around his hands.

"I couldn't stop thinking about him afterward."

Jamie's expression tightened almost imperceptibly.

"You couldn't?"

"Not because I fancied him."

Something eased immediately in Jamie's face.

"I kept thinking about how free he looked. That's what got me. It wasn't that he was pretty." Ben smiled quietly to himself. "It was that he got to be. He looked so completely at ease with himself, and I realised I'd never even considered that I might be allowed to feel that way too."

The room fell quiet again.

Jamie sat with that for a long time before speaking.

"So... what does it mean?"

Ben looked up.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean..." Jamie gestured vaguely toward the room, toward the clothes, toward Ben himself. "Are you... trans?"

Ben considered the question carefully.

"I don't think so."

"You don't know?"

He shook his head.

"I really don't."

The honesty felt strangely liberating.

"I don't think I want to be a woman. At least... I don't think I do." He laughed awkwardly. "I think I'm just experimenting. Working things out. Seeing what feels right."

Jamie's eyes drifted down to the oversized jumper, then back to Ben's face.

"And..."

His voice was impossibly gentle.

"Wearing that makes you happy?"

Ben felt his cheeks warm all over again.

He glanced instinctively toward the mirror before looking back at Jamie.

"...Yeah."

The word was barely louder than a whisper.

"It really does."

Jamie smiled.

"Then wear it."

Ben blinked.

"What?"

"Wear it."

The answer came without hesitation.

"If this makes you happy, then wear it."

Ben simply stared.

"I mean..." Jamie rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly looking awkward himself. "No pressure. I'm not saying you have to. But you're my best friend." He smiled, and something in that smile seemed to reach all the way into Ben's chest. "I care about you. I want you to be happy. And honestly..." His eyes lingered on Ben for a moment longer than before. "You really do look amazing."

Ben tilted his head.

"My outfit?"

Jamie shook his head.

"My makeup?"

Another shake.

"My hair?"

Jamie smiled.

"No."

"My smile?"

The question slipped out almost playfully, surprising Ben as much as it did Jamie.

Jamie's ears turned pink.

"I mean... yeah."

He paused.

"No."

Another pause.

"I..."

Ben watched him with growing amusement.

Jamie groaned, covering his face with one hand.

"Oh, for God's sake."

Ben laughed.

Jamie looked at him through his fingers.

"You look cute, okay?"

The words tumbled out in one embarrassed rush.

"There."

"I said it."

His hand dropped away.

"You look really, really cute."

For a long moment neither of them spoke.

The rain continued its quiet conversation with the windows while the room seemed to grow impossibly small around them.

Finally Jamie cleared his throat.

"So..."

He stood.

"Movie?"

Ben smiled.

"You don't think I should change first?"

Jamie looked genuinely puzzled.

"Why would you?"

Ben glanced down at himself.

Jamie followed his gaze and smiled again, softer this time.

"You can wear whatever you want. Be whoever you want. I just..." He hesitated, searching for words. "I just want you to know you don't have to hide from me."

Something inside Ben loosened.

A knot he hadn't realised he had been carrying quietly came undone.

A few minutes later they settled onto the sofa exactly as they always had. Ben remained exactly as he was, still wrapped in the cream jumper, the shorts, the long socks, the necklace, the makeup he had so carefully applied. He had expected self-consciousness to overwhelm him once he left the safety of his bedroom, yet the feeling never quite arrived. Jamie simply handed him the blanket, chose a film, and curled comfortably into his usual corner of the sofa as though this version of Ben belonged there every bit as naturally as every other version ever had.

Somewhere during the opening scenes they drifted together beneath the blanket. A shoulder brushed another. A thigh rested lightly against his. Jamie's warmth seeped through layers of wool until Ben could feel it against his skin. They had cuddled dozens of times before, yet tonight every small point of contact seemed brighter somehow. More deliberate. More precious. The softness of the jumper against his body. The weight of the blanket across their legs. Jamie's steady breathing beside him. The scent of popcorn and clean laundry and whatever aftershave Jamie had put on that morning mingled into something unexpectedly comforting.

Nothing had changed.

Everything had changed.

For the first time, Ben wasn't curled against Jamie while hiding part of himself.

He rested his head lightly against Jamie's shoulder.

Jamie leaned gently back against him without hesitation.

The gesture was so effortless, so instinctive, that emotion rose unexpectedly into Ben's throat. He closed his eyes for just a moment, letting himself exist inside the warmth of the room, the quiet of the rain, and the impossible relief of being seen without being diminished. Beneath the blanket, wrapped in soft wool and quiet acceptance, he found himself thinking that perhaps this was what safety felt like. Not the absence of fear, but the presence of someone who looked at the truest version of you and chose, without hesitation, to stay.


Four

The days that followed settled into a rhythm neither of them acknowledged aloud.

Nothing dramatic happened. There were no grand conversations about identity, no promises, no declarations. Instead life continued exactly as it always had. Lectures filled the mornings. Reading lists grew longer. Dirty dishes accumulated mysteriously beside the sink. Jamie complained about engineering assignments. Ben complained about engineering assignments. They cooked together, studied together, watched films together, and somewhere inside that familiar routine something quiet began to blossom. It was difficult to identify exactly when things had begun changing. The alterations were so small they seemed almost invisible while they were happening. Yet every evening carried them a little further from the people they had been only a fortnight before.

The flat changed first.

Or perhaps it had always been waiting to become this place.

Crossing the threshold each afternoon felt different now. Ben would drop his bag beside the sofa, toe off his shoes, disappear briefly into his bedroom, then emerge a few minutes later looking softer than he had when he arrived home. Sometimes that meant changing into an oversized jumper whose sleeves disappeared over his hands whenever he relaxed. Sometimes it meant brushing his growing red hair into loose waves that framed his face instead of pushing it carelessly aside. Sometimes it was only the faintest touch of concealer beneath his eyes or a little mascara that caught the light when he laughed. None of it announced itself loudly. It wasn't performance. It was comfort.

Jamie never commented on the change itself.

He simply looked up, smiled, and carried on with whatever they had been doing.

It was astonishing how much safety lived inside that ordinary acceptance. Jamie never stared too long. Never asked whether Ben was "really" doing this now. Never demanded explanations or definitions. He accepted each tiny change as naturally as the weather shifting toward autumn, and because he accepted it so effortlessly, Ben found himself relaxing into it. Every evening another layer of caution slipped quietly away.

The second evening after Jamie had found him, Ben wandered into the kitchen wearing a cream cardigan over a soft sage-green T-shirt he had ordered the previous week. The cardigan hung almost to mid-thigh, loose enough that he could disappear inside it if he tucked his knees beneath him. He hovered uncertainly in the doorway while Jamie stirred pasta sauce on the hob, suddenly aware of himself all over again. The sleeves felt too long. The cardigan suddenly seemed absurdly feminine. He wondered if perhaps he ought to go and change after all.

Jamie glanced over his shoulder.

"I like that."

Ben instinctively looked down.

"The cardigan?"

"It looks cosy."

"It is."

Jamie smiled before turning back to the saucepan.

"You look cosy."

The compliment settled somewhere unexpectedly deep. It wasn't flirtatious. Jamie had simply said the first thing that came into his head. Yet Ben carried those words with him for the rest of the evening, feeling them return whenever he caught sight of his reflection in a dark window or reached to pull the sleeves over his hands. Later, brushing his teeth before bed, he found himself smiling at the mirror again. It was becoming a familiar expression. Softer than before. Less guarded. One that seemed to arrive without permission.

Over the following days the compliments continued arriving in exactly the same quiet, unassuming way. Jamie noticed a new necklace while they cooked dinner together. He smiled at the way Ben had pinned one side of his hair back before studying. He remarked that the soft lavender jumper Ben had nervously ordered somehow made his freckles stand out. None of the observations were grand enough to feel self-conscious. They arrived in passing, woven naturally into conversation, and perhaps that was why they mattered so much. Jamie wasn't trying to reassure him. He wasn't congratulating him for being brave. He was simply seeing him.

That effortless acceptance changed something profound.

Without quite noticing it happening, Ben stopped rushing back to his bedroom to change the moment he arrived home. He stopped scrubbing away every trace of makeup before Jamie returned from lectures. The front door became an invisible boundary between two different versions of himself. Outside remained familiar. Jeans. Hoodies. Trainers. Engineering student. Inside became softer. The jumpers emerged from beneath the bed. The necklaces came out. Hair was brushed instead of shoved behind his ears. The little student flat became a sanctuary where he could quietly explore who he might become without worrying that the world was watching.

The rituals deepened alongside the confidence.

Another parcel arrived.

Then another.

A silver chain delicate enough that he barely felt its weight against his skin. A pair of soft cream socks. A charcoal cardigan that wrapped around him almost like a blanket. Nothing expensive. Nothing extravagant. Yet every item carried the same tiny thrill as he peeled open the packaging, fingertips brushing across fresh fabric before he inevitably wandered to the mirror to see how it changed him.

He had stopped looking for perfection.

Instead he found himself chasing recognition.

The makeup became easier too. Not because he had suddenly become skilled, but because his hands no longer trembled. He knew where to place concealer now. Mascara no longer ended up across half his eyelid. The colours he chose were subtle enough that they simply made him look rested, bright-eyed, softer around the edges. Occasionally he would lean close to the mirror in the amber glow of his bedside lamp, studying the curve of an eyebrow or the shape of his lips with quiet fascination. His own face had become something to discover rather than something to endure.

His hair delighted him most of all.

It had reached the point where it no longer needed persuading into softness. The natural wave he had spent years brushing flat now seemed eager to return the moment he left it alone. Loose strands escaped constantly, brushing his cheeks whenever he laughed or tucked his head over a textbook. Sometimes he would catch sight of himself unexpectedly in the bathroom mirror and pause for a heartbeat simply because the person looking back seemed gentler than the one he remembered.

Pretty.

The word no longer frightened him.

It settled inside him now with the quiet certainty of truth.

One rainy afternoon he returned from lectures to find the flat empty. He changed almost automatically, trading jeans for soft shorts and an oversized cream jumper that slipped lazily from one shoulder whenever he leaned sideways. His freshly shaved legs disappeared into thick socks pulled above the knee, and when he caught the faint scent of vanilla moisturiser rising from warm skin he closed his eyes for a moment, savouring it. Every sensation seemed brighter than it had a fortnight earlier. The soft knit brushing against his wrists. Hair tickling the side of his neck. The cool weight of a silver chain resting lightly against his collarbone. It felt as though inhabiting his own body had become an experience rather than an obligation.

When Jamie arrived home a little later, arms full of shopping bags, he paused almost immediately.

"Oh."

Ben looked up from where he stood making tea.

His stomach fluttered.

"What?"

Jamie's eyes travelled over him for only a moment before a smile spread naturally across his face.

"That colour really suits you."

Ben glanced down at the cream jumper, suddenly absurdly pleased he'd chosen it.

"You think?"

"I know."

There was such uncomplicated certainty in Jamie's voice that Ben could do nothing except smile back.

The moment lasted perhaps five seconds.

It stayed with him all evening.

Little moments like that accumulated astonishingly quickly. They studied together at the kitchen table while rain traced silver paths down the windows. Jamie reached across for a calculator and paused halfway when he noticed Ben's nails had been repainted a soft grey. Ben instinctively curled his fingers inward before he could stop himself.

"They're different," Jamie said gently.

Ben shrugged.

"I was trying something."

"I like them."

He said it so simply that Ben almost missed the words.

Almost.

Jamie reached across the table, took Ben's hand before he could hide it again, and turned it slowly in his own. His thumb brushed absent-mindedly across Ben's knuckles as he admired the neat curve of the painted nails.

"They really suit you."

The contact lasted only a few seconds before Jamie let go and returned to his equations.

Ben spent the next twenty minutes staring at the same page of notes without reading a single line.

Movie nights changed too, though neither of them ever mentioned it. Ben found himself curling naturally beneath the blanket with one knee tucked beneath him, oversized sleeves slipping over his fingertips whenever he reached for popcorn. Jamie drifted closer almost without thinking. Their shoulders rested together. Their knees touched occasionally beneath the blanket. Once Ben laughed so hard he leaned against Jamie's shoulder without noticing until several seconds had passed.

Neither of them moved.

The warmth remained.

Comfortable.

Natural.

Home.

Ben realised, with no small amount of embarrassment, that he had begun checking the hallway mirror before joining Jamie in the evenings. Not because he felt anxious anymore, but because he wondered if Jamie would notice the little silver clip holding back one side of his hair. The new cardigan. The different lip balm. Every compliment settled inside him like sunlight soaking slowly into old wood, warming places he hadn't realised had been cold for years. More than once he caught himself choosing between two jumpers not according to which he preferred, but according to which one he thought Jamie might smile at.

The thought should probably have embarrassed him.

Instead it made him blush.

One evening he emerged from his bedroom wearing a soft dusty-pink jumper he had almost talked himself out of buying. Jamie looked up from his book, blinked once, then smiled with such quiet delight that Ben felt his heart skip painfully against his ribs.

"I was wondering when you'd wear that."

Ben stopped.

"You knew I'd bought it?"

Jamie laughed.

"You hide parcels terribly."

"You never said anything."

"I figured you'd show me when you were ready."

The gentleness of that answer settled over Ben like another blanket.

He crossed the room almost shyly, turning a little as though inviting Jamie to see him properly.

"So..."

Jamie closed his book.

"What do you think?"

His eyes travelled slowly over the soft knit, the loose waves of Ben's hair, the delicate chain resting against his throat before returning quietly to his face. There was no self-consciousness in the way he looked at him now. Only warmth. Only attention.

"I think," he said softly, "you look like yourself."

The words settled into the silence between them.

Not prettier.

Not more feminine.

Not different.

Yourself.

Ben felt something inside him loosen. He smiled without meaning to, and Jamie smiled back. Outside, rain continued whispering against the windows while the soup simmered quietly on the stove, filling the little flat with warmth and the scent of rosemary. Neither of them noticed how long they stood there looking at one another, or how naturally the silence settled around them. Somewhere between shared meals, whispered compliments, lingering glances, and the simple joy of being seen, friendship had begun dissolving into something gentler, deeper, and infinitely more dangerous.

Neither of them had found the courage to name it.

Neither of them needed to.

Not yet.

***

The next few days unfolded with the deceptive gentleness of early autumn.

The leaves outside the flat deepened from green to amber almost overnight, and the evenings arrived a little earlier with each passing day, drawing warm pools of lamplight around the little student flat while the world beyond the windows dissolved into rain, streetlights, and the muted hiss of tyres on wet roads. Life remained reassuringly ordinary. Lectures. Shopping. Shared dinners. Movie nights. Yet beneath that ordinary rhythm another life had begun unfolding, one measured not in days but in tiny acts of courage.

Each afternoon, after the front door clicked shut behind him, Ben disappeared into his bedroom.

The ritual had become almost sacred. He would place his bag beside the desk, change out of the jeans and hoodie that still felt like a kind of uniform for university, then stand before the wardrobe for several quiet minutes simply looking. The clothes no longer felt like disguises. They felt like choices. Cream on grey afternoons. Sage green when he wanted to feel calm. Dusty pink on evenings when he couldn't quite explain why he wanted Jamie to look at him for just a second longer.

The thought embarrassed him every single time.

It never stopped being true.

The mirror had changed too. Once it had been an adversary, something he glanced at only long enough to make sure he looked presentable before leaving the house. Now it had become a companion. He stood before it with curiosity instead of criticism, turning this way and that while soft knit sleeves slipped over his hands. His makeup remained subtle, but every evening it grew a little more assured. A touch of concealer softened the shadows beneath his eyes without hiding the freckles scattered across his nose. A careful sweep of mascara made his lashes darker and drew impossible attention to the vivid green of his eyes. Sometimes he dabbed the faintest wash of colour across his cheeks until they looked permanently warmed by laughter, then finished with a tinted lip balm that left his mouth looking softer, fuller, almost inviting. Nobody hurrying past him in the street would have looked twice, yet to Ben the differences felt enormous. They were measured in confidence rather than cosmetics.

His hair delighted him most of all.

The red had deepened as autumn approached, catching amber light until it seemed almost copper. The loose waves now settled naturally around his face. Sometimes he tucked one side behind his ear. Sometimes he clipped it back with the little silver clip Jamie had complimented. More often he simply let it fall where it wished, enjoying the whisper of it across his cheeks whenever he turned his head. He realised, with no small amount of surprise, that he had begun moving differently too. Not because he was trying to imitate anyone. The change happened by itself. His shoulders no longer seemed permanently braced. His hips found an easy, relaxed rhythm as he crossed the room. His hands became expressive when he spoke, sleeves slipping over his fingertips before he absent-mindedly pushed them back. Even the way he wandered barefoot through the flat had softened into something lighter, looser, more graceful than before. It wasn't exaggerated. It wasn't performed. It simply felt comfortable, as though his body had finally stopped arguing with itself.

Jamie noticed.

Not all at once.

Piece by piece.

"You've got that smile again," he said one evening while they cooked together.

Ben looked up from chopping mushrooms.

"What smile?"

"The one where you're pretending you aren't pleased with yourself."

"I'm not pretending."

"No."

Jamie grinned.

"I noticed."

Ben laughed, shaking his head as he turned back towards the chopping board. He could feel Jamie watching him for another moment before the onions demanded his attention again, and absurdly, wonderfully, that awareness sent warmth blooming through his chest. There was a thrill to it now that he couldn't quite explain. Every time Jamie noticed some tiny new detail, every time his eyes lingered for that extra heartbeat, Ben felt a flutter somewhere beneath his ribs, equal parts excitement and nerves. It made him want to laugh. It made him want to hide. Somehow it also made him want to step a little further into the light.

He liked being looked at.

The discovery remained both exhilarating and terrifying.

Not by strangers.

Not by everybody.

By Jamie.

It was never anything obvious. Jamie wasn't staring. He simply... noticed. He noticed when Ben tied his hair back differently. He noticed when he'd painted his nails a muted blue instead of grey. He noticed when Ben wore the cream jumper because he always smiled before saying anything at all. Each observation settled inside Ben like a tiny spark, and every spark seemed to illuminate another corner of himself he hadn't known existed.

One evening he caught himself changing twice before joining Jamie in the living room.

The first outfit felt nice.

The second felt more like him.

He paused before the mirror, smoothing the oversized jumper where it draped loosely across his frame. The sleeves covered his hands completely until he folded them back. His shorts disappeared beneath the hem whenever he stood still. He tilted his head slightly, watching the way his hair framed his face, then turned slowly, almost experimentally, watching the soft knit move with him. His hips shifted naturally beneath the oversized fabric, the jumper swaying gently around his thighs. He caught himself smiling at the movement. It wasn't that he wanted to be watched.

Not exactly.

He wanted Jamie to see him.

That distinction seemed to matter enormously.

He laughed softly at himself, took one last steadying breath, then wandered into the lounge carrying two mugs of tea.

Jamie looked up from his book.

His eyes widened almost imperceptibly.

"You've done your hair differently."

Ben reached up instinctively.

"Oh."

"I like it."

"You've said that three times this week."

"I know."

Jamie shrugged.

"You keep giving me things to like."

The words landed somewhere beneath Ben's ribs and stayed there. His stomach seemed to fill with butterflies all at once, a dizzy mixture of delight and disbelief that somebody he cared about so deeply could look at him with such uncomplicated warmth. He had never realised how hungry he had been for that feeling until it arrived. Every compliment became something he carried carefully through the rest of the evening, turning it over in his thoughts the way other people might carry a love letter tucked safely inside a pocket.

After that, he became bolder.

Not dramatically.

Just enough to test the edges of whatever was growing between them.

If Jamie was reading on the sofa, Ben would sit close enough that their knees rested together beneath the blanket. If they cooked dinner, he'd lean lightly against Jamie's shoulder while reaching into the cupboard above him instead of waiting for space. When they studied, he'd tuck one foot beneath himself in Jamie's chair because somehow it always ended with Jamie absent-mindedly nudging his ankle with his own. None of it felt planned. None of it felt accidental. It simply felt... nice.

Jamie never pulled away.

If anything, he seemed to drift naturally toward Ben in return.

They had always hugged during films. That hadn't changed.

What changed was everything around those hugs.

Ben found himself settling comfortably against Jamie almost immediately now instead of waiting until the middle of the film. Jamie would throw the blanket over both of them with practised ease, and before long Ben would be tucked against his side, the familiar warmth of Jamie's body grounding him in ways he was only beginning to understand. Sometimes Jamie's hand rested lightly against Ben's forearm while they laughed. Sometimes their fingers brushed while reaching into the popcorn bowl and neither hurried to separate them. Sometimes Ben would look up to say something and discover Jamie was already looking at him.

Those moments never lasted more than a second.

They stayed with him for hours.

One evening they abandoned a film halfway through because neither of them was paying attention.

Rain streamed gently down the windows, blurring the streetlights into shimmering gold beyond the glass. Jamie disappeared into the kitchen to make hot chocolate while Ben wandered absent-mindedly to the hallway mirror.

He stopped.

The reflection that greeted him no longer surprised him.

His hair framed his face in soft copper waves. The oversized cardigan slipped lazily from one shoulder, revealing the pale cream T-shirt beneath. His cheeks held the faintest flush from the warmth of the flat, and the little silver chain resting against his collarbone caught the lamplight each time he breathed.

He looked...

Lovely.

The word appeared unexpectedly.

Not because he was trying to be.

Because he felt it.

He turned slightly, watching the cardigan move with him, and for a fleeting second imagined what Jamie saw when he looked at him. The thought sent a warm, nervous flutter through his chest that made him laugh under his breath.

"What?"

Jamie's voice came from the kitchen doorway.

Ben startled.

"Nothing."

"You were smiling at the mirror."

Ben felt colour rush into his cheeks.

"I was not."

"You absolutely were."

Jamie crossed the room carrying two steaming mugs, his smile growing softer as he drew closer. He stopped beside Ben instead of handing over the drink immediately, both of them looking instinctively toward the mirror.

Their reflections stood together. Jamie's broad frame beside Ben's softer silhouette. Dark hair beside copper. One wearing a faded university hoodie. The other wrapped in cream knitwear.

For a long moment neither of them spoke.

Then Jamie looked away from the mirror and quietly met Ben's eyes.

"I like seeing you happy."

The words were almost unbearably gentle. Ben looked back at their reflections.

For the first time he noticed they looked as though they belonged in the same picture. The thought sent another impossible flutter through his chest. He accepted the mug with fingers that trembled ever so slightly.

Their hands brushed.

Neither of them hurried to let go.

***

The evening arrived with the comfortable inevitability of ritual.

Neither of them had called it date night.

Neither of them would have admitted that was what it felt like.

Yet lectures had finished early. Shopping had been done yesterday. Jamie had deliberately ignored messages from course friends asking whether he fancied going to the pub. Ben had quietly baked brownies that afternoon "because we haven't had brownies in a while," though both of them knew that wasn't really the reason.

They had chosen the evening.

They had chosen each other.

Ben stood in front of the mirror for far longer than he meant to.

His room smelled faintly of vanilla moisturiser and fresh cotton. Rain had washed the air clean outside, leaving the windows cool beneath his fingertips while golden lamplight gathered softly across the floorboards. Clothes lay scattered over the bed, discarded one after another until only a single outfit remained.

He smiled.

The shorts were shorter than anything he had ever imagined wearing a fortnight ago. Soft charcoal cotton that disappeared beneath an oversized cream cropped T-shirt whenever he stood naturally. The hem revealed only the smallest glimpse of skin whenever he stretched or reached upwards, yet somehow that tiny detail made his stomach flutter every time he caught sight of himself.

His legs were smooth now.

He still wasn't entirely used to that.

Running moisturiser over freshly shaven skin had become one of his favourite little rituals. The sensation lingered long after he finished, leaving his skin impossibly soft beneath the oversized socks pulled almost to his knees.

His makeup had become another ritual. Concealer softened the shadows beneath his eyes without hiding the freckles scattered across his nose. A gentle sweep of blush warmed his cheeks. Mascara darkened his lashes until his green eyes seemed brighter than ever. He leaned closer to the mirror, drawing a careful line of eyeliner with surprising confidence. His hands no longer trembled. The brush moved steadily now, following the shape of his eye until both sides matched almost perfectly.

He blinked.

Smiled.

The faintest touch of tinted lipstick completed everything. Not bright. Not theatrical. Just enough to soften his mouth.

His copper hair fell in loose waves around his face, brushing gently against his cheeks as he tilted his head. The cream fabric warmed his freckles. The silver chain resting against his collarbone caught the lamplight each time he breathed.

Cute.

The word still made his heart skip.

Tonight, though, he hoped somebody else might think so too. His pulse quickened.

He laughed quietly at himself, slipped his phone into his pocket, and opened the bedroom door.

Jamie was already waiting in the lounge. He looked up automatically. Then forgot whatever he had been about to say.

Ben stopped halfway across the room.

"What?"

Jamie blinked once.

Twice.

"You..."

His voice caught unexpectedly.

"...you look amazing."

Warmth flooded through Ben so quickly it almost stole his breath.

"You think?"

"I know."

Jamie laughed softly, rubbing the back of his neck.

"If I'd known you were getting dressed up, I'd have made more of an effort."

Ben looked him over.

Jamie wore old grey joggers and a faded band T-shirt that had probably survived secondary school. His dark hair refused to stay where it had been brushed. There was the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw, and somehow all of it suited him perfectly.

Ben smiled.

"I think you look handsome."

Jamie actually blushed.

"I wasn't fishing."

"I know."

Ben hesitated.

"I... did this for me."

The words felt important.

True.

His smile softened.

"But... I like that you like it too."

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

Then Jamie smiled with such uncomplicated warmth that Ben felt his chest ache.

"So do I."

The film began.

Explosions.

Impossible car chases.

Questionable dialogue.

Exactly the sort of gloriously ridiculous action film they both adored.

Neither of them paid much attention.

The blanket appeared automatically. Jamie stretched out first, and Ben settled naturally against him, tucking one leg beneath himself until his shoulder rested comfortably against Jamie's side. They had shared sofas like this dozens of times before. Hugs had never been unusual between them.

Tonight, however, everything felt sharper.

The warmth of Jamie's body. The steady rise and fall of his breathing. The quiet comfort of existing so close together.

Halfway through the film Jamie reached for the popcorn. His hand settled absent-mindedly against Ben's knee as he leaned across.

Normally it would have moved away immediately. This time it didn't.

Ben became acutely aware of the warmth resting there. His own breathing changed. He wondered whether Jamie realised. He wondered whether Jamie could feel how fast his heart had begun beating.

Neither of them moved.

On screen something exploded spectacularly.

Neither of them noticed.

Ben laughed at one particularly ridiculous line of dialogue, throwing his head back without thinking.

When he looked forward again, Jamie was watching him.

Not the film.

Him.

"What?"

Jamie looked away instinctively.

"Nothing."

"You were looking."

"I..."

Jamie smiled sheepishly.

"I was."

Ben's heart fluttered.

"What?"

Jamie was quiet for several seconds.

Then he looked back.

"You're really pretty when you're happy."

The room seemed to fall silent.

Even the film disappeared.

Ben searched Jamie's face.

There wasn't embarrassment there. Or uncertainty. Only honesty.

His voice came out almost as a whisper.

"You make me happy."

Something changed.

Neither of them crossed the distance.

It simply vanished.

Ben wasn't entirely sure who leaned forward first. Years later he would still be unable to answer that question. One moment they were looking at one another. The next, their foreheads brushed lightly together.

They both laughed.

Softly.

Nervously.

Then the laughter faded. Ben's eyes drifted to Jamie's mouth.

Back to his eyes.

Jamie didn't move away.

Neither did Ben.

The kiss was hesitant at first, almost questioning, gentle enough that either of them could have stopped it before it truly began.

Neither of them did.

The first touch of Jamie's lips was softer than Ben had imagined. Warm. Careful. There was a brief, impossible moment where neither of them seemed willing to commit fully, as though they were both waiting for the other to decide this was really happening. Ben felt his breath catch. His heart thudded painfully against his ribs. Every tiny place where they touched seemed suddenly alive, as though his whole body had been waiting for permission to wake up.

He leaned forward almost without thinking.

The second kiss lasted longer.

It wasn't practised. Neither of them knew exactly what they were doing. They smiled by accident, bumped noses, laughed quietly against one another before finding the rhythm again. That awkwardness only made it feel more intimate. Jamie's hand slipped carefully from Ben's knee to rest against his waist, hesitant at first, then steadier as Ben relaxed beneath the touch. The warmth of that hand spread through the soft knit of his cropped T-shirt until Ben became acutely aware of his own breathing, of the rise and fall of his chest, of the way his whole body seemed to incline instinctively toward Jamie.

He had never realised a kiss could feel like being recognised.

His skin seemed almost impossibly sensitive. He noticed the faint brush of Jamie's stubble where their faces met. The warmth of Jamie's breath against his cheek whenever they paused. The clean scent of washing powder lingering in the old band T-shirt. The quiet sound they both made when they forgot to be self-conscious. None of it was dramatic. It was simply real, and because it was real it overwhelmed him.

Ben's own hand found Jamie almost without permission, resting lightly against his chest. Beneath his palm he could feel the steady beat of Jamie's heart through worn cotton.

Fast.

Faster than usual.

Jamie was nervous too.

The discovery filled him with such profound tenderness that something inside him softened completely. He wasn't frightening Jamie. He wasn't being humoured. Jamie wanted to be here just as much as he did, and that knowledge dissolved the last of Ben's hesitation. He answered the kiss with growing confidence, not because he suddenly knew what he was doing, but because he finally stopped worrying about doing it correctly. His shoulders relaxed. His fingers curled gently into the fabric beneath his hand. He smiled without meaning to, and a heartbeat later he felt Jamie smile too, the shared warmth of it passing between them until both of them laughed quietly before finding each other again.

It felt astonishingly easy.

Not because kissing was easy.

Because being close to Jamie always had been.

That was what surprised Ben most. This didn't feel like crossing into unfamiliar territory. It felt like every shared blanket, every movie night, every lingering hug, every cup of tea made together in the tiny kitchen had been carrying them here from the beginning. The tenderness had always existed between them. They had simply stopped pretending not to see it.

When they finally drew apart they remained only inches from one another. Their foreheads rested together. Ben could still feel Jamie's warmth, still hear the quiet rhythm of his breathing, still sense the reassuring weight of Jamie's hand against his side. He opened his eyes to find Jamie already looking at him, not with surprise or triumph, but with unmistakable wonder.

Relief swept through him so suddenly his eyes stung.

For days he had stood in front of mirrors asking impossible questions. Was this softer version of himself real? Could someone look at him like this and still want him? Could he be pretty without becoming unlovable?

Jamie's answer hadn't come in words.

It had come by moving closer instead of away.

Ben smiled, small and almost disbelieving.

"You still think I'm pretty?"

Jamie's expression softened until it reached his eyes.

"I think," he said quietly, "I've never seen you look more like yourself."

The words settled somewhere deep inside Ben, warmer than the blanket wrapped around them.

"I've wanted to do that," Jamie admitted after a long silence.

Ben laughed, the sound shaky with relief.

"So have I."

Outside, rain continued to fall against the windows.

Inside, the forgotten action film played on to an audience that had stopped watching long ago. The room had not changed. The sofa had not changed. The blanket still covered them both.

Only the space between them had disappeared.

For the first time in his life, Ben felt what it was like to step fully into himself while somebody he loved looked at him with nothing but wonder.


Five

Ben woke smiling.

For one blissful, impossible moment he lay perfectly still beneath the duvet, listening to the rain whisper softly against the window while the warmth of sleep lingered around him like another blanket. Something bright hovered just beyond reach, a feeling rather than a thought, light enough to lift him before he had even opened his eyes. His body felt strangely light, as though sometime during the night a weight he had carried for years had quietly slipped away without asking permission. He breathed deeply, smiling to himself, content to remain suspended in that quiet happiness for a few moments longer before the day properly began.

Then the memory returned.

The film.

The blanket.

Jamie's hand resting against his knee.

"You're really pretty when you're happy."

The kiss.

Ben's eyes flew open.

He stared at the ceiling, every nerve in his body suddenly awake.

"Oh God."

His heart lurched into a gallop so suddenly he pressed both hands against his face as though that might somehow contain it. Every moment replayed itself with astonishing clarity, richer now than it had seemed while it was happening. Jamie looking at him instead of the television. Their shared, nervous laughter. The way the space between them had simply dissolved without either of them seeming to cross it. The warmth of Jamie's lips. The quiet certainty of the hand that had rested so gently against his side. The look in Jamie's eyes afterwards. Not surprise. Not panic. Wonder.

He buried his face in the pillow, laughing quietly into the sheets.

They had kissed.

Jamie had kissed him.

The thought still felt impossible.

Rolling onto his back again, he rested one hand across his chest where his heart still seemed determined to escape. It had happened. It had really happened. He wasn't imagining it. The memory glowed inside him with almost painful brightness, and every time he replayed it another tiny detail returned. Jamie's shy smile. The warmth of his breath. The way he had looked afterwards, almost awestruck, as though he too had stumbled into something he hadn't realised he'd been searching for. Ben closed his eyes and his fingertips drifted unconsciously to his own lips. He could almost convince himself he still remembered the warmth there.

His smile lingered.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, another thought slipped beneath it.

It didn't arrive dramatically. It crept into the edges of his happiness with the quiet persistence of rain finding its way through the smallest crack. At first he barely noticed it. Then it settled properly, and the warmth inside his chest began to cool.

He had been wearing makeup.

His eyes opened again.

Across the room yesterday's clothes still hung carefully over the chair where he had left them. The cropped cream T-shirt. The charcoal shorts. The long socks folded neatly beside them. His makeup bag remained open on the desk, eyeliner resting beside the little tube of mascara, the lipstick lying uncapped exactly where he'd forgotten to put it away after washing everything from his face before bed. The sight of those familiar little objects, so ordinary only hours earlier, suddenly seemed strangely significant.

He sat up slowly, drawing his knees toward his chest.

Yesterday he had looked...

Pretty.

That had been the whole point.

He remembered standing before the mirror with almost painful clarity, smoothing the soft fabric over himself, adjusting his hair until the copper waves framed his face just so, choosing the faintest touch of lipstick with absurd care because somewhere beneath all the sensible reasons he'd given himself, he'd wanted Jamie to notice him. He had wanted Jamie to look up from the sofa and smile. He had wanted those warm brown eyes to linger. He had wanted to be seen.

Jamie had looked.

Ben wrapped his arms around his knees.

A strange ache settled beneath his ribs.

Would Jamie have kissed him...

...if he'd been wearing an old hoodie?

The question landed heavily inside him.

He tried to dismiss it immediately. It returned almost at once, heavier than before. Maybe Jamie had simply been caught up in the moment. Maybe the atmosphere had swept them both somewhere unexpected. Maybe the makeup had blurred something. Maybe Ben had looked enough like the person Jamie wanted to kiss that, for one perfect evening, reality had become pleasantly confused.

His stomach tightened.

He hated the thought almost as soon as it appeared, yet he couldn't force it away. Instead he replayed the evening again, searching now not for happiness but for evidence. Jamie had called him beautiful. Jamie had looked at him with unmistakable tenderness. Jamie had leaned closer instead of away.

But Jamie had been looking at...

This version.

The softer version.

The prettier version.

Was Jamie kissing Ben?

Or was Jamie kissing the version of Ben who only existed beneath mascara, eyeliner, soft knit jumpers and carefully chosen lipstick?

The distinction settled inside him like a stone, pulling gently but insistently at all the joy he had woken with. He lowered his forehead onto his knees and closed his eyes. The questions multiplied almost immediately, each one feeding the next until he no longer knew where one ended and another began. Had Jamie always wanted him, had the makeup had simply given him permission to act? Or had Jamie only wanted this? If Ben stopped dressing this way tomorrow, if he washed away the eyeliner, cut his hair, put on his oldest hoodie and became the person he had been three weeks ago, would Jamie still have looked at him like that?

He wasn't frightened that the answer might be no.

He was frightened that he needed the answer to be yes.

The thought stayed with him while he showered. Steam gathered quickly in the tiny bathroom, blurring the mirror until only a pale silhouette stared back through the mist. He wiped a clear patch across the glass with the side of his hand and looked at himself properly. Without yesterday's makeup his freckles stood out more clearly. His lashes looked lighter. His mouth seemed plainer somehow. His hair still fell beautifully around his face, softer now than it had ever been, but instead of smiling at that discovery, as he had every morning for the past week, he found himself studying it with unexpected uncertainty.

Did Jamie still see what he'd seen last night?

Or had midnight stolen whatever quiet magic had existed between them?

He dressed almost automatically.

Jeans.

A loose jumper.

Nothing particularly feminine.

Nothing particularly masculine.

Safe.

The word arrived before he could stop it.

Safe from what?

Safe from disappointment?

By the time he emerged into the hallway the flat already smelled faintly of fresh coffee and toasted bread. Jamie's bedroom door stood open, and Ben's pulse quickened. He hadn't thought beyond waking up. He hadn't considered the simple fact that eventually they would have to see one another again. Standing outside the kitchen for a heartbeat longer than necessary, he listened to the familiar sounds within. A cupboard opening. A spoon against ceramic. The kettle beginning to rumble towards boiling. It should have comforted him. Those sounds had become the soundtrack of home.

Instead they made his stomach flutter.

He took a slow breath before stepping inside.

Jamie stood waiting for the kettle to finish boiling.

He looked as though he'd slept even less than Ben had. His dark hair refused every attempt at organisation. Faint shadows rested beneath his eyes. Somehow he had managed to put his old band T-shirt on inside out without noticing, and for a fleeting, ridiculous moment Ben wanted to smile because it was such an unmistakably Jamie thing to do.

For a heartbeat neither of them spoke.

Then Jamie looked up.

Their eyes met.

Something warm flickered briefly across Jamie's face.

Almost a smile.

Almost.

"Morning."

Ben swallowed.

"Morning."

Silence settled gently between them. Not hostile. Not uncomfortable exactly. Simply uncertain, as though both of them had arrived carrying the same fragile question but neither knew how to ask it without breaking something precious.

Jamie turned back towards the kettle a little too quickly.

"I, um..." He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly fascinated by the cupboard above the sink. "...made coffee."

"Oh."

Ben nodded.

"Thanks."

The kettle clicked loudly into the silence.

Jamie busied himself pouring water into two mugs with such determined concentration that Ben almost smiled. He measured coffee that didn't need measuring. Stirred it long after it had dissolved. Avoided looking directly at Ben for more than a second at a time. It occurred to Ben, not for the first time that morning, that Jamie looked just as nervous as he felt.

The thought should probably have reassured him.

Instead it only raised more questions.

They carried their mugs to the tiny table by the window.

Normally breakfast belonged to the easiest part of their day. One of them cooked while the other made tea. They stole bites from each other's toast. They laughed about impossible lecturers or complained about coursework. Sometimes they barely spoke at all because silence had never required filling. The flat itself seemed built around that easy companionship.

This morning every silence seemed enormous.

Ben buttered his toast with painstaking care while Jamie stirred coffee that no longer needed stirring. Twice their eyes met across the table. Twice they looked away again almost immediately. Ben found himself watching Jamie over the rim of his mug, searching for something he couldn't quite define. Regret. Happiness. Embarrassment. Relief. Jamie looked thoughtful instead, and somehow that frightened him more. Thoughtfulness suggested questions. Questions suggested uncertainty.

Eventually Jamie cleared his throat.

"So..."

Ben's heart immediately accelerated.

"So."

Jamie opened his mouth.

Closed it again.

"What film did we actually watch?"

Ben blinked.

Then, despite everything, he laughed.

"I've absolutely no idea."

Jamie's shoulders loosened just a fraction.

"I thought it was just me."

"I think there were... explosions?"

"There were definitely explosions."

"And a helicopter."

"I remember the helicopter."

Their laughter came more easily this time, soft and genuine, and for a few precious seconds everything felt almost wonderfully normal. Ben caught a glimpse of the life they had shared before the kiss, the easy affection that had always existed between them, and hoped desperately that it hadn't disappeared.

Then the laughter faded.

The silence returned.

Ben looked down at his toast.

He wanted to ask.

He wanted to know.

What did last night mean?

Did you mean it?

Were you kissing me...

...or the version of me I only became when I finally stopped hiding?

The words crowded behind his teeth.

None of them emerged.

Across the table Jamie looked as though he was fighting exactly the same battle. His fingers tightened around his mug. He glanced up, opened his mouth, then stopped again. Ben recognised the expression because he was wearing it himself. They were both standing at the edge of the same conversation, each waiting for the other to be brave enough to take the first step, each terrified that the wrong words might somehow shatter the fragile happiness they had stumbled into the night before.

Outside, rain continued falling softly across the city, blurring the world beyond the window into watercolour shades of grey and gold. Inside, the little flat looked exactly as it had twenty-four hours earlier. The mugs. The table. The battered sofa visible through the kitchen doorway.

Only the space between them had changed.

Not because it had grown larger.

Because suddenly it mattered.

Ben wrapped both hands around his mug, drawing comfort from its warmth while somewhere beneath the uncertainty, beneath the questions that had kept him awake half the night, the memory of Jamie's smile still glowed quietly inside him.

He only hoped it had been real.

***

Ben made it until lunchtime.

That felt, in some small and ridiculous way, like an achievement.

The morning had drifted past in a haze of half-heard lectures and unread notes. Equations appeared across whiteboards only to dissolve again without ever really reaching him. His pen moved dutifully across the page, filling line after line with handwriting he barely remembered producing, while his thoughts circled endlessly around the same impossible questions. Breakfast replayed itself over and over until every silence acquired new meaning. Had Jamie almost said something? Had he looked relieved? Nervous? Regretful? Ben could no longer tell where memory ended and imagination began. Every time he settled on one interpretation, another quietly replaced it.

Twice he caught himself reaching automatically for his phone before remembering there were no messages waiting.

Jamie hadn't written.

Neither had he.

By the time his final lecture ended, the knot beneath his ribs had become impossible to ignore. He wandered aimlessly across campus beneath a sky the colour of worn slate, leaves tumbling across damp paving stones ahead of him while students streamed in every direction, laughing, making plans, calling after one another across the courtyard. The ordinary rhythm of university life continued exactly as it always had, and somehow that only made Ben feel more disconnected from it. It seemed impossible that the world could carry on so normally after something that had altered his own so completely.

Eventually he found himself standing outside a little café.

His thumb hovered uncertainly over his phone.

Hi. This is going to sound really weird...

He deleted it.

Started again.

Are you around? I think I need advice from someone who's better at being queer than I am.

He stared at the words for almost a minute before finally pressing send. Almost immediately he wished he hadn't. The message sounded ridiculous. Desperate. He considered unsending it.

The reply arrived before he'd even managed to lock his phone.

Coffee?

Twenty minutes?

Relief spread through him so suddenly he laughed under his breath.

Please.

The café was warm enough that his glasses misted briefly as he stepped inside. Fresh coffee and cinnamon wrapped around him immediately, carrying with them the familiar murmur of conversation and the gentle hiss of steaming milk behind the counter. Outside the rain continued falling in silver threads against the windows, but inside everything glowed amber beneath hanging lights, the air rich with roasted coffee and fresh pastries. It felt safe in the way only small independent cafés could.

Angel was already there.

Today he looked almost entirely different from the dazzling boy Ben had met at the festival. There were no thigh-high socks. No cropped tops. Instead he wore wide-legged black trousers, a forest-green knitted jumper tucked casually at the waist, and a long coat draped neatly across the back of his chair. Gold hoops caught the light whenever he turned his head. His makeup remained beautifully understated. A little eyeliner. Soft lips. Skin that looked effortlessly luminous rather than carefully constructed.

He looked...

Comfortable.

Not dressed up.

Simply himself.

Angel spotted him almost immediately and broke into a grin that somehow seemed capable of warming the whole room.

"There he is."

Ben laughed despite himself.

"You've been here two minutes."

"I know."

"You make it sound like I've returned from war."

"You texted me saying you needed emergency gay advice."

Angel spread both hands theatrically.

"I prepared myself."

Ben shook his head as he slipped into the chair opposite.

"I suppose when you put it like that..."

"It sounds exactly as dramatic as it is."

The laughter eased something inside him.

Not enough.

But enough to breathe.

A barista wandered over to take Ben's order before disappearing again, leaving them alone beneath the soft hum of conversation. Angel didn't rush him. He simply wrapped both hands around his coffee cup and waited with the kind of patience that invited honesty instead of demanding it. It struck Ben that Angel seemed entirely comfortable with silence, wearing it as easily as he wore his clothes.

Finally Angel leaned forward.

"So."

Ben stared at the grain of the wooden table.

"I kissed my best friend."

Angel blinked.

Then smiled.

"...Congratulations?"

Ben groaned.

"No."

"No?"

"No."

Angel frowned.

"I feel like that's usually the exciting part."

"It was."

"So what's the problem?"

Ben rubbed both hands slowly over his face, buying himself a few extra seconds.

"I don't know."

Angel laughed softly.

"I don't believe you."

Ben sighed.

"I kissed Jamie."

"I'd gathered."

"And..."

He searched for words that seemed determined to stay just beyond reach.

"...it was wonderful."

Angel's smile softened immediately.

"Okay."

"It was honestly one of the happiest moments of my life."

"Also okay."

"But..."

There it was again.

That impossible word.

"But."

Ben looked out through the rain-streaked window before speaking again, watching droplets chase one another down the glass.

"I don't know whether he kissed..."

His voice faltered.

"...me."

Angel remained perfectly still.

"Or..."

Ben swallowed, his voice caught. He searched helplessly for words.

"...the person I'm becoming."

Angel stayed quiet.

Ben rubbed his palms together beneath the table.

"You met me at the festival."

"Since then..." He laughed nervously. "I've been experimenting. At home. Makeup. Different clothes. Trying things on. Seeing what feels right."

He looked down at his coffee.

"Jamie saw me like that for the first time a few days ago."

His fingers tightened around the mug.

"Then last night we kissed."

He swallowed.

"And I don't know whether he kissed me..."

The words came out almost as a whisper.

"...or whether he kissed the version of me I've only just started discovering."

Silence settled gently between them.

Angel nodded once.

"I wondered if that was where we were going."

Ben looked up.

"You did?"

"I've asked myself versions of that question."

Angel smiled sadly.

"So have a lot of people I know."

Ben frowned.

"Really?"

"Oh yes."

He traced a fingertip absent-mindedly around the rim of his coffee cup.

"The clothes become the obvious thing to blame."

"What do you mean?"

"We think..."

Angel searched carefully for the words.

"...if somebody starts seeing us after we change, maybe they're only seeing the change."

Ben felt something tighten painfully inside him.

"Exactly."

Angel nodded.

"The trouble is..."

He smiled gently.

"...I don't know Jamie."

Ben blinked.

"I don't know what's in his head."

Angel shrugged lightly.

"You don't either."

Ben opened his mouth.

Closed it again.

"No."

"You know what happened."

"I do."

"You know how he looked at you."

Ben nodded slowly.

"I think so."

"But you don't know why."

"No."

Angel leaned back slightly, his eyes drifting towards the rain beyond the window.

"And maybe..."

He smiled.

"...he doesn't know why yet either."

The thought stopped Ben completely.

He had been so consumed by his own uncertainty that he had barely considered Jamie's. Jamie had never kissed a boy before. Jamie hadn't been expecting that evening to change his life any more than Ben had. Perhaps he had gone to bed carrying just as many questions. Perhaps he had lain awake until dawn replaying every second exactly as Ben had.

Angel watched the understanding slowly settle across his face.

"He's nineteen."

"So am I."

"Exactly."

Angel laughed softly.

"Neither of you has done this before."

"I know."

"No."

Angel smiled kindly.

"You know that as a fact."

He tapped the table lightly.

"You don't know it emotionally."

Ben couldn't help smiling.

"I hate it when you're right."

"I know."

For a while they simply watched the rain together.

Eventually Angel took another sip of coffee before speaking again.

"When I was eighteen I spent six months trying to work out whether I was 'really' myself."

Ben looked back at him.

"How?"

"I made lists."

"You made lists?"

"So many lists."

Angel laughed at himself.

"Reasons I was feminine enough. Reasons I wasn't. Reasons I was making it up. Reasons I definitely wasn't making it up."

"Did it help?"

"Not even slightly."

"What did?"

Angel's smile grew quieter.

"Living."

Ben frowned.

"I don't understand."

"You can't think yourself into becoming."

The sentence settled between them like something ancient.

"You can't answer questions like this by sitting in cafés talking about them."

Ben glanced around.

"Bit awkward for us."

Angel laughed.

"I know."

"But it's still true."

He rested both elbows lightly on the table, leaning forward just enough that his voice became gentler.

"You have to live."

"You have to try things."

"You have to become the person you're curious about becoming."

"Some of it will feel wonderful."

"Some of it will feel terrifying."

"Sometimes you'll discover something isn't actually you after all."

He smiled.

"And sometimes you'll discover you've been yourself all along."

Ben looked down into his untouched coffee.

"I just..."

His voice had become very quiet.

"I don't want to lose him."

Angel's expression softened immediately.

"I know."

"He matters."

"I can see that."

Ben laughed weakly.

"It's probably obvious."

"It was obvious at the festival."

Angel smiled.

"You looked at him like he'd personally invented sunshine."

Ben hid his face briefly behind his hands.

"Oh God."

"It was adorable."

"I hate you."

"No you don't."

Ben laughed.

"No."

He looked up again.

"I really don't."

The warmth returned between them, quieter now, carrying the ease of two people who had somehow arrived at honesty together.

After another moment Angel spoke again.

"You know what I hear?"

"What?"

"I hear someone who's terrified of getting hurt."

Ben nodded.

"I am."

"That's sensible."

Angel smiled.

"But don't confuse protecting yourself with never taking risks."

Ben listened.

"The two aren't the same thing."

Angel gestured gently towards the window where students hurried through the rain, some laughing beneath shared umbrellas, others walking hand in hand without seeming to notice the weather at all.

"If you spend your whole life avoiding the possibility of pain, you'll also avoid most of the things worth having."

His voice remained gentle, never trying to convince Ben of anything, simply offering another way of seeing the world.

"You'll fall sometimes."

"You'll misunderstand people."

"You'll make mistakes."

"Sometimes somebody won't choose you."

The honesty landed more gently because Angel wasn't trying to soften it.

"But sometimes..."

His smile returned.

"...sometimes everything works."

Ben looked at him.

"And those moments?"

Angel's eyes sparkled.

"They're the reason we risk everything else."

Silence settled once more.

Ben felt something inside him begin, very gently, to loosen.

"So what do I do?"

Angel smiled.

"You be Ben."

Ben laughed softly.

"I am Ben."

"No."

Angel shook his head.

"I mean all of Ben."

He gestured towards him.

"The one who loves baking."

"The one who's discovering he likes eyeliner."

"The one who smiles at himself in mirrors now."

"The one who laughs too loudly at terrible action films."

"The one who kissed his best friend."

His smile grew softer still.

"You don't become smaller because you're frightened."

His voice dropped almost to a whisper.

"You keep becoming."

Ben stared into the coffee that had finally begun to cool.

"And Jamie?"

Angel shrugged gently.

"The only way you'll ever know what's in his heart..."

He smiled.

"...is to let him show you."

Ben looked back out through the rain-streaked window.

The questions were still there.

The uncertainty hadn't disappeared.

But somehow they no longer felt like walls.

They felt like doors.

And doors, he realised, were meant to be opened.

***

The walk home felt shorter than usual.

Not because Ben hurried, although he probably did, but because his thoughts had finally begun to slow. Angel hadn't answered any of his questions. Not really. Jamie remained a mystery. The future remained uncertain. Nothing practical had changed in the hour they'd spent over coffee.

Yet something inside Ben had.

He had spent the entire morning trying to solve another person's heart as though it were an equation, convinced that if he replayed enough conversations and analysed enough glances the answer would eventually reveal itself. Angel had gently dismantled that illusion. Jamie wasn't a problem to solve. He was a person. Whatever existed between them would have to be lived, not thought into existence. The idea frightened Ben almost as much as it comforted him, because living required vulnerability in a way overthinking never did.

The rain had finally stopped by the time he reached the flat. The pavements still shimmered beneath the late afternoon light, reflecting strips of amber sky between puddles while the air carried that clean, earthy scent that only arrived after autumn rain. Everything seemed washed clean. Sharper. Softer. He unlocked the front door and stepped inside, greeted immediately by warmth and silence.

The flat was empty.

Disappointment flickered across his face before he could stop it. He had imagined Jamie already home, perhaps making tea, perhaps reading on the sofa, perhaps looking up with that shy smile that still had the power to undo him. Instead there was only stillness. The quiet hum of the refrigerator. The faint ticking of the old kitchen clock. The lingering smell of coffee from breakfast that somehow made Jamie feel present despite his absence.

Ben slipped off his shoes and wandered into the kitchen.

The quiet didn't feel lonely.

It felt expectant.

He filled the kettle almost automatically before opening the fridge and peering inside, studying leftovers with the serious concentration of someone secretly hoping food might answer emotional questions. Eventually he settled on yesterday's pasta, scattering a little more cheese across the top before sliding it into the oven. While it warmed he stood at the counter with both hands wrapped around his mug, watching steam curl lazily towards the ceiling. The ordinary ritual soothed him. There was comfort in chopping herbs, stirring sauce, waiting for kettles to boil. Cooking had always offered him a place where uncertainty could be transformed into something nourishing with enough patience and care.

Jamie would probably be hungry when he got home.

The thought arrived without effort.

Ben smiled.

Even now, with everything uncertain between them, he found himself thinking in quiet acts of care.

After eating he washed his plate immediately out of habit, wiped down the kitchen surfaces, then stood for a long moment looking towards his bedroom. Angel's words drifted quietly back into his thoughts.

You be Ben.

Not the safest version.

Not the version most likely to avoid rejection.

Simply...

Ben.

He wandered into his room and switched on the bedside lamp. Evening had begun gathering beyond the windows, filling the room with soft honey-coloured light that blurred hard edges and turned familiar objects almost dreamlike. For a while he simply stood before the wardrobe, one hand resting lightly against the door, smiling to himself at the ridiculousness of the question that had suddenly appeared in his mind.

What do you wear after kissing your best friend?

He laughed aloud.

The sound echoed softly around the room before fading.

His first instinct was to reach automatically for jeans and an oversized hoodie. They represented safety. Familiarity. The version of himself that required no explanations. It would certainly make the evening simpler if Jamie came home. Less vulnerable. Less revealing.

Then another voice answered quietly inside him.

You don't become smaller because you're frightened.

Slowly he opened the wardrobe.

The little collection that had accumulated over the past fortnight still surprised him. It wasn't large. A few oversized jumpers in soft colours. Comfortable shorts. Long socks. A cardigan or two. Simple jewellery. Clothes chosen not because they shouted but because they felt gentle. There was nothing theatrical about them. Nothing that looked like costume. Looking at them now, Ben realised they all shared one quality.

They made him feel peaceful.

He reached for an oversized cream jumper that slipped easily from one shoulder whenever he relaxed. Soft charcoal lounge shorts. Thick knitted socks. Clothes that asked nothing of him except comfort.

He realised, with quiet amusement, that he wasn't choosing them for Jamie.

He was choosing them for himself.

The distinction mattered more than he had expected.

Changing had become its own quiet ritual now. He moisturised his legs without really thinking about it, smiling as his hands moved over skin that still felt unfamiliar in its softness. The sensation no longer seemed shocking. It simply felt... right. Familiar. He pulled on the shorts, then the oversized jumper, enjoying the way the fabric draped loosely across his body until it almost swallowed him. Sitting before the mirror, he tucked one leg beneath the other, tilted his head thoughtfully, then reached almost absent-mindedly for his makeup bag.

Not to transform.

Only to settle into himself.

A touch of concealer.

Mascara.

The faintest wash of colour across his cheeks.

Tinted lip balm.

Nothing dramatic.

Nothing anybody passing him in the street would necessarily notice.

Just enough that the face looking back from the mirror felt unmistakably his.

His hair needed almost no encouragement now. Running his fingers through the copper waves proved enough, the strands settling naturally around his face until they framed his freckles and bright green eyes exactly as he liked. He smiled, watching the expression bloom slowly across his own reflection. The boy in the mirror no longer looked like somebody trying to become someone else.

He looked like somebody finally arriving.

Cute.

Comfortable.

Home.

The evening unfolded slowly around him.

He curled into the sofa with a book, but turned several pages without remembering a single sentence. He tried watching television before switching it off again after ten minutes. He made another cup of tea simply because it gave his hands something useful to do. Time drifted strangely. Six became seven almost unnoticed. The room gradually darkened until only the warm pools of lamplight remained, wrapping the little flat in familiar shadows.

Jamie still wasn't home.

Ben checked his phone.

Nothing.

He told himself not to be ridiculous.

Jamie had friends.

Jamie had lectures.

Jamie was perfectly entitled to spend time with other people.

Half an hour later he checked again anyway.

Still nothing.

His imagination, apparently delighted to discover that reassurance only lasted a few minutes at a time, immediately resumed its work. Maybe Jamie needed space after last night. Maybe breakfast had been too awkward. Maybe he'd realised everything had been a mistake. Maybe he was sitting somewhere with Ollie trying to work out how to let Ben down gently without destroying the friendship they had built over the last year.

Ben stood abruptly and carried his mug into the kitchen before the thoughts gathered any more momentum.

"No."

The word sounded surprisingly firm in the empty flat.

He filled the kettle again.

Made another cup of tea he didn't really want.

Leant against the counter watching rainwater drip rhythmically from the fire escape outside the window.

Angel had been right.

He couldn't think himself into certainty.

He couldn't invent Jamie's feelings simply because silence frightened him.

The front door clicked open.

Ben looked up so quickly he almost dropped his mug.

Jamie stepped inside carrying a damp jacket over one arm, his hair slightly darker from the lingering drizzle, cheeks flushed pink from the cool evening air. The moment he saw Ben he stopped in the doorway.

Their eyes met.

Relief flooded through Ben so suddenly it almost left him dizzy.

Then nerves followed immediately behind it.

"Hi."

"Hi."

For a moment neither of them moved. The familiar little hallway suddenly seemed impossibly small, every inch of it filled with things neither of them quite knew how to say. Then Jamie smiled.

Not broadly.

Just enough.

Ben felt himself smiling back before he'd even realised he was doing it.

"You're late."

The words escaped sounding far more worried than he'd intended.

Jamie's expression softened immediately.

"I know."

He slipped off his shoes, hanging his jacket carefully over the back of a chair before looking up again.

"Sorry."

Ben shook his head quickly.

"You don't have to apologise."

"I probably should."

"I was just..."

Ben laughed awkwardly.

"...wondering where you were."

Jamie nodded slowly.

"I needed to talk to somebody."

A dozen possibilities flashed through Ben's mind before he could stop them.

"Who?"

"Ollie."

Jamie smiled faintly.

"I figured he'd understand… stuff."

Ben blinked.

"Oh."

Silence hovered between them once more, gentler this time but no less significant.

"What stuff?"

The question came quietly.

He wasn't entirely certain he wanted the answer.

Jamie hesitated just long enough for Ben's stomach to tighten.

Then he looked directly at him.

"You."

Everything inside Ben seemed to stop.

"...Me?"

Jamie nodded.

"I needed somebody outside all of..."

He gestured gently between them.

"...this."

Ben felt his heartbeat climb into his throat.

"I'm sorry."

The apology escaped before he had time to catch it.

Jamie's eyebrows shot upwards.

"For what?"

"I don't know."

Ben laughed weakly, staring down into his tea.

"For making everything complicated."

Jamie looked at him for a long moment.

Then, to Ben's complete surprise, he laughed.

Not awkwardly.

Not dismissively.

Just with warm, genuine disbelief.

"You really have been overthinking."

Ben looked away, smiling despite himself.

"I always overthink."

"I know."

Jamie's voice had become softer now.

He took a slow step closer.

"You don't need to worry."

Ben looked back up.

Jamie's smile had changed. It had become quieter somehow, steadier, carrying a confidence that hadn't been there at breakfast.

"It was..."

He searched carefully for the right words.

"...a really good conversation."

Ben waited, hardly daring to breathe.

"And?"

Jamie's smile widened until it reached his eyes.

"And..."

He laughed softly.

"...it was a good thing."

The words settled over Ben with almost physical warmth.

Not an explanation.

Not yet.

But enough.

Enough that the tight knot he'd carried since waking finally began, slowly, gently, to loosen. Hope returned so quietly that he almost didn't notice it arriving. It was there in the warmth spreading through his chest. In the way his shoulders relaxed. In the smile he could no longer suppress.

Neither of them moved.

The little flat settled peacefully around them as evening deepened beyond the windows. The kettle clicked softly as it cooled. Somewhere outside a bus sighed to a stop before pulling away again. They stood smiling at one another across the kitchen, suspended in that fragile, hopeful space where nothing had yet been fully explained, yet everything already felt just a little less frightening.

This time neither of them looked away.



Six


The room fell quiet. 

Jamie looked down at his own hands, turning his mug slowly between his palms as though the movement might somehow steady him. When he finally spoke his voice had lost its usual confidence, becoming softer, almost tentative, and Ben realised with a quiet rush of affection that Jamie was every bit as frightened as he was.

"I've been confused too."

Ben waited without interrupting.

"I think..." Jamie smiled awkwardly. "...I've been confused for quite a while."

"What do you mean?"

Jamie laughed under his breath.

"I don't think I noticed it happening."

"Happening?"

"My feelings."

He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly looking far younger than nineteen. The easy certainty Ben had always associated with him seemed to have dissolved completely, leaving behind someone earnest, vulnerable, and unexpectedly shy.

"I just knew I always wanted to be wherever you were. I wanted movie nights. I wanted coffee together. I wanted us to keep living together." Jamie laughed softly at himself, shaking his head. "I wanted all the boring bits. Shopping. Cooking. Washing up. Sitting in silence while you read and I pretended to revise." He looked up, meeting Ben's eyes with quiet certainty. "They were never boring with you."

Without either of them noticing, the distance between them had begun to disappear. It wasn't deliberate. Neither had taken a conscious step. They simply found themselves standing a little closer than before, drawn together by the conversation itself, each answer inviting another tiny movement until the space between them felt almost intimate.

"I think..." Jamie searched for the right words. "...when you started dressing differently..."

He paused.

"I was worried."

Ben felt his stomach tighten.

"Worried?"

"Not because of you."

Jamie shook his head immediately.

"I didn't understand why it made me so happy." He smiled to himself, almost embarrassed by the admission. "You looked... comfortable. You smiled more. You laughed more. You stopped apologising for taking up space. You stopped shrinking every time someone looked at you."

His voice had become impossibly gentle.

"It was like watching someone finally breathe properly."

Ben felt something catch painfully in his throat. He hadn't realised anyone had noticed. He certainly hadn't realised Jamie had.

"And seeing that..." Jamie looked down for a moment before finding Ben's eyes again. "...gave me permission."

"Permission?"

"I'd spent so long trying not to think about why I always wanted to be close to you. Then suddenly there you were." He gestured softly towards Ben. "Happy. Beautiful. So obviously yourself."

His cheeks coloured.

"And I realised I didn't want you to stop."

Silence settled around them again, but this time it was warm rather than uncertain, wrapping around them like the familiar quiet of the flat itself. Ben became acutely aware of the tiny details that usually escaped notice. The hum of the fridge in the kitchen. Rainwater ticking from the gutter outside. The faint scent of Jamie's washing powder lingering on his T-shirt. His own heartbeat seemed impossibly loud.

"I care about you," Jamie said quietly. "More than anyone."

Ben nodded, unable to trust his own voice.

"But..." Jamie smiled nervously. "I don't want us to stop at one kiss."

Ben's heart skipped.

"I know you're still figuring yourself out. I don't ever want you to feel like you have to choose me instead of yourself." He shook his head firmly. "If this is your journey... I'd really like to walk beside you."

Ben felt tears prick unexpectedly behind his eyes.

"And..." Jamie laughed again, suddenly embarrassed by his own honesty. "...I'm attracted to you."

Ben's eyebrows lifted.

"Really?"

Jamie nodded.

"Really."

"Not just because you're kind. Or funny. Or because you're my favourite person." His blush deepened until it coloured the tops of his ears. "Although all of that."

Ben's smile became almost playful.

"You mean..."

He took the final step between them.

"...you're attracted to me physically?"

Jamie's eyes dropped for a second before returning to Ben's. He nodded once.

"Yes."

The answer came so quickly it made them both laugh.

Then, much more quietly,

"Very."

Ben had never seen Jamie shy before.

It suited him.

There was something profoundly moving about seeing the certainty stripped away, revealing the tenderness that had always lived underneath it. Jamie looked as though he had handed Ben something fragile and precious, trusting him completely with it. In that moment Ben understood that acceptance flowed both ways. He wasn't the only one taking a risk. Jamie had stepped into uncertainty too, carrying feelings he hadn't known how to name until now.

Warmth flooded through Ben so suddenly it almost hurt.

Not excitement alone.

Relief.

Recognition.

For so much of his life he had believed that being fully seen would end in rejection. Every instinct he had carried since childhood whispered that if he stopped performing, stopped hiding, stopped trying to be the version of himself everyone expected, love would quietly disappear.

Instead it had moved closer.

His throat tightened.

Without thinking, he reached for Jamie's hand.

Their fingers slipped together with surprising ease, fitting as though they had been learning one another for months through countless almost-touches, brushed shoulders, shared blankets and absent-minded embraces on the sofa. Ben's thumb stroked gently across Jamie's knuckles, feeling the warmth of his skin, the slight tremor running through his hand. Jamie didn't pull away. If anything, his fingers curled more securely around Ben's.

"You know," Ben murmured, smiling through eyes that had become suspiciously bright, "you're incredibly cute when you're shy."

Jamie laughed, warmth flooding back into his face.

"I don't think anyone's ever called me cute."

"They've been missing out."

Ben lifted his free hand almost hesitantly until his fingertips rested against Jamie's cheek. He felt the faint roughness of evening stubble beneath warm skin, the steady rhythm of Jamie's breathing, the subtle way Jamie leaned instinctively into the touch before either of them seemed to realise he was doing it. That tiny movement undid something inside him. It wasn't desire that overwhelmed him first.

It was belonging.

The feeling arrived whole, quiet and undeniable.

There you are.

Not the Jamie he had imagined.

The real Jamie.

Looking at him with open affection.

Looking at Ben.

Jamie closed the last inch between them.

Their foreheads touched first, lingering there while neither of them spoke. Ben closed his eyes, smiling as he felt Jamie smile too, the tiny movement shared between them before either of them had kissed. Their breaths mingled in the narrow space separating them, warm against cool evening air, and for a heartbeat it felt as though the whole world had narrowed to that single point of connection.

When their lips met again the kiss was slow, unhurried, and full of quiet certainty. There was no hesitation left now, only discovery. Ben felt the gentle pressure of Jamie's mouth, impossibly warm and astonishingly familiar, and answered instinctively, leaning closer until every lingering doubt seemed to dissolve beneath simple presence. Jamie's hand settled naturally at Ben's waist, steady rather than possessive, while Ben's fingers remained against Jamie's jaw, feeling the subtle shift of muscles beneath his touch as Jamie smiled into the kiss.

Time seemed to loosen around them.

Ben lost all awareness of the room, of the rain beyond the windows, of the cooling tea still waiting on the kitchen counter. There was only warmth, breath, closeness, and the extraordinary relief of no longer having to hide. Every gentle brush of their lips carried the same quiet message.

I see you.

I'm still here.

When they finally drew back it wasn't because either of them wanted to. They simply paused, foreheads resting together once more, both smiling with the slightly breathless disbelief of people who had spent far too long imagining rejection only to discover acceptance waiting for them instead.

Ben opened his eyes.

Jamie's were already on him.

***

Neither of them knew when things shifted.

Just that they had.

Something in them had been unleashed.

Perhaps it had begun long before the festival. Perhaps it had started in first year, somewhere between shared lecture notes, cheap supermarket pizzas and evenings spent shoulder to shoulder on a battered sofa. Perhaps it had always been quietly growing beneath the surface, hidden inside every lingering hug and every goodbye that lasted a fraction longer than either of them ever questioned. Whatever its beginning, it had finally found its voice. They had spent days trying to explain it, first to themselves, then to trusted friends, and finally to one another. The words had mattered. They had been necessary. They had built the bridge that brought them here.

Now, though, neither of them wanted another explanation.

They wanted simply to be together.

Ben looked at Jamie, and the smile that spread across his face felt almost disbelieving.

"So that's it?"

Jamie smiled back.

"I think so."

"We're done overthinking?"

Jamie laughed.

"I wouldn't go that far."

Ben laughed too, the sound bubbling out of him with an ease that felt wonderfully unfamiliar. It seemed impossible that only twenty-four hours earlier he had been terrified of losing everything. The fear hadn't vanished completely, but it no longer ruled him. It had been met with honesty, held gently, and answered with kindness. Standing here in the warm light of their little kitchen, looking at the person he trusted more than anyone else, Ben felt something inside him settle.

He didn't have to earn this.

He didn't have to perform for it.

He simply had to let himself receive it.

Jamie's eyes lingered on him with open affection.

"What?" Ben asked, smiling.

"I don't think I've ever seen you look this happy."

Ben felt warmth bloom across his cheeks.

"I don't think I've ever been this happy."

For a heartbeat they simply stood there, smiling at one another like two people quietly astonished by their own good fortune. The silence between them no longer felt fragile. It felt full, carrying everything they had finally said aloud.

Ben stepped closer.

"So..."

Jamie nodded.

"So."

"I'd quite like to kiss you again."

"I was hoping you would."

Neither of them hurried.

Ben closed the distance slowly, watching Jamie's face all the way, giving him every opportunity to change his mind. Instead Jamie met him halfway with quiet certainty, and their foreheads brushed together before their lips met again. The kiss carried none of yesterday's uncertainty. There was no question hidden inside it now, no cautious testing of possibilities. It was simply two people choosing one another with open eyes.

Ben sighed softly as months of restrained affection finally found somewhere to go. His hands rose almost without thought, resting against Jamie's shoulders before slipping around him into an embrace that felt at once entirely new and deeply familiar. Jamie answered immediately, drawing Ben gently closer until there was hardly any space left between them. Ben became aware of everything at once. The warmth of Jamie's body. The steady rhythm of his breathing. The familiar scent of clean cotton and rain lingering in his hair. The quiet sound Jamie made when Ben smiled against his lips.

The world became wonderfully small.

Every fear that had haunted Ben through the previous day seemed to dissolve beneath something infinitely simpler. Jamie wasn't analysing him. He wasn't comparing him with some imagined version of himself. He wasn't looking for reasons to leave. He was simply here, present and attentive, kissing him with a tenderness that made Ben's chest ache. The acceptance Ben had dreamed about for years wasn't arriving as some dramatic declaration. It arrived like this, in warmth and closeness, in the gentle pressure of Jamie's hand resting against the small of his back, in the quiet certainty that every time Ben moved closer, Jamie welcomed him there.

When they finally paused, neither of them moved very far.

Ben's forehead rested lightly against Jamie's.

"I've wanted to do that properly."

Jamie smiled.

"I noticed."

"I mean... without wondering whether we'd ruined everything."

Jamie's expression softened immediately.

"You haven't ruined anything."

"No?"

"You've made my life considerably better."

Ben laughed, blinking rapidly as emotion tightened unexpectedly in his throat.

"You really know how to say the right thing."

"I've had all day to think about it."

He reached up almost absent-mindedly, brushing a loose copper strand away from Ben's face before letting his fingertips linger against his cheek. The touch was feather-light, but Ben leaned into it instinctively, closing his eyes for the briefest moment. Nobody had ever looked at him like this. Not with curiosity. Not with uncertainty. With uncomplicated affection.

He was being seen.

Not despite who he was becoming.

Because of it.

The thought settled so deeply inside him that it almost hurt.

Ben reached for Jamie's hand.

Their fingers slipped together with surprising ease, fitting as though they had spent months learning one another through countless almost-touches, brushed shoulders, shared blankets and absent-minded embraces on the sofa. His thumb stroked gently across Jamie's knuckles, feeling the warmth of his skin and the slight tremor running through his hand.

"You know," Ben murmured, smiling through eyes that had become suspiciously bright, "you're incredibly cute when you're shy."

Jamie laughed, warmth flooding back into his face.

"I don't think anyone's ever called me cute."

"They've been missing out."

Ben looked at him for another long moment before speaking again.

"Come with me."

The words were little more than a whisper.

Jamie followed him as far as the hallway before stopping.

Ben turned.

For one impossible heartbeat every old fear returned.

His stomach tightened.

Too fast.

You've frightened him.

His hand began to slip from Jamie's.

"I'm sorry."

The apology escaped before he could stop it.

"We don't have to."

"Ben."

Jamie's voice was quiet enough that it immediately stilled him.

Jamie stepped closer, keeping hold of his hand.

"I just want to hear you say it."

Ben blinked.

"This..."

Jamie's smile was gentle.

"...is this what you want?"

Emotion rose so suddenly that Ben almost laughed.

No assumptions.

No expectations.

Only care.

He stepped closer until they were almost touching again.

"It is."

His answer came without hesitation.

"I've spent so much of my life trying to be the person I thought everyone else wanted."

His fingers tightened gently around Jamie's hand.

"I don't want that anymore."

He smiled, and it felt like the simplest truth he had ever spoken.

"I want to be me."

His voice became quieter.

"And I want you beside me."

Jamie's eyes softened.

"You've got me."

Hand in hand they walked the last few steps to Ben's room.

The bedroom looked exactly as it always had. The bed sat beneath the window where rain still shimmered faintly on the glass. Books were stacked untidily on the bedside table. A cardigan hung over the back of the chair beside the wardrobe. The makeup bag still rested where Ben had left it earlier, no longer something to hide away in panic but simply another ordinary part of his life.

Jamie looked around the room before looking back at Ben.

"I like it in here."

Ben smiled.

"It finally feels like mine."

"I think that's because it finally looks like you."

Those words undid him all over again.

Ben closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around Jamie. Jamie returned the embrace immediately, and together they drifted backwards until they sat on the edge of the bed, still holding one another, still smiling with the slightly breathless disbelief of people whose lives had quietly changed.

Eventually they drew apart, though neither of them moved very far. Their foreheads remained together, breaths mingling in the narrow space between them. Ben became aware of every tiny detail. The rise and fall of Jamie's chest. The warmth radiating through the embrace. The reassuring weight of Jamie's hands resting lightly against his back, never demanding, never rushing, simply holding him there.

It was extraordinary how safe he felt.

For years he had imagined vulnerability as something violent, something that would expose all the hidden parts of himself only to have them rejected. Every instinct he carried had taught him to hide first, explain later, apologise constantly. Yet standing here, with Jamie looking at him so openly, vulnerability felt nothing like exposure.

It felt like being welcomed.

Ben smiled through the emotion tightening his throat.

"I've spent so long trying to make myself smaller."

Jamie looked at him with quiet confusion.

"You never needed to."

"I thought I did."

Ben's voice trembled with a laugh.

"I thought if people saw all of me..."

His eyes filled.

"...they'd leave."

Jamie's expression broke with such tenderness that Ben almost looked away.

Instead, Jamie reached up and gently brushed another loose strand of copper hair behind Ben's ear, his fingertips lingering against his temple before slowly tracing the line of his jaw. His hand settled lightly against Ben's neck, waiting rather than taking.

"I'm still here."

Three simple words.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

Ben closed his eyes.

He felt those words settle somewhere impossibly deep, reaching places that years of reassurance had somehow never touched. They didn't erase the fear. They simply made it unnecessary to carry it alone anymore.

When he opened his eyes again, Jamie was still looking at him with exactly the same quiet affection.

Not waiting for him to become someone else.

Not asking him to explain.

Simply seeing him.

Ben laughed softly.

"I don't think I've ever let anyone know me like this."

"You don't have to do it all tonight."

"I know."

"But I want to stop hiding."

Jamie's smile widened with quiet understanding.

"Then we'll do that."

"Together?"

"Together."

The promise wasn't grand.

It didn't need to be.

It carried the quiet certainty of someone choosing to stay.

Ben's fingers found the hem of Jamie's jumper. He hesitated there, looking up to meet his eyes once more. Jamie answered with the smallest nod.

Slowly, carefully, Ben lifted the fabric. The movement felt strangely significant. Not hurried. Not hungry. Each inch of cloth that rose seemed to uncover something more than skin. Jamie raised his arms, smiling with a nervousness that somehow made him even more beautiful, and the jumper slipped free before Ben folded it almost absent-mindedly beside them on the bed.

For a moment he simply looked.

Not because Jamie was suddenly bare to him, but because he had been trusted with another layer of him.

Jamie laughed quietly under the attention.

"What?"

"I was just thinking..."

Ben shook his head, smiling.

"...how lucky I am."

Colour rose into Jamie's cheeks. He reached for the hem of Ben's jumper, pausing long enough for Ben to stop him if he wanted. Ben only smiled.

"You can."

One by one the buttons came undone beneath slightly trembling fingers. Jamie eased the cardigan from Ben's shoulders with a gentleness that made Ben's chest ache. The familiar garment slid down his arms before Jamie laid it beside his own, as carefully as though it deserved looking after too.

Neither of them spoke.

There was something oddly profound about watching the little pile of clothes beginning to grow beside them. Every layer left behind felt like another habit, another defence, another version of themselves that had been built for everyone else's comfort.

Ben reached for the edge of Jamie's T-shirt.

"This too?"

Jamie whispered.

"If you want."

"I do."

The cotton slipped slowly over Jamie's head before Ben's hands settled lightly against his shoulders once again. He leaned forward, resting his forehead against Jamie's for another long moment, needing the closeness more than anything else.

Jamie answered by reaching for the hem of Ben's own shirt.

"May I?"

Ben's throat tightened.

"Please."

The word came out almost as a breath.

Jamie lifted the fabric with the same patience Ben had shown him, revealing him a little at a time, never rushing ahead, never stealing the moment. Ben raised his arms and let the shirt be drawn away. For an instant he felt exposed.

Then Jamie smiled.

Not with surprise.

Not with judgement.

Simply with love.

Ben realised, with sudden clarity, that this was what he had always feared and always longed for. To be uncovered. To be seen. To remain.

He let out a long, unsteady breath he hadn't realised he had been holding.

"I thought this would feel terrifying."

"What does it feel like?"

Ben looked at the discarded clothes beside the bed before looking back into Jamie's eyes.

"Like I'm finally allowed to stop pretending."

Jamie reached for his hand.

"You always were."

Still holding one another's gaze, they eased back across the bed, leaving behind the clothes they no longer needed. Layer by layer they had uncovered themselves, until there was almost nothing left between them except trust, tenderness and the extraordinary relief of finding that the more of themselves they revealed, the more deeply they were accepted.

For the first time in his life, being completely himself no longer felt frightening.

It felt like coming home.

And for the first time, he understood that home was not simply a place.

Sometimes, home was another person choosing to see all of you.

All of you…

***

For a long moment neither of them moved.

The little bedroom settled around them with the quiet familiarity of a place that had witnessed every step of Ben's becoming. The rain beyond the window had dwindled to the occasional soft tap against the glass, while the amber glow of the bedside lamp wrapped the room in gentle warmth. The pile of discarded clothes lay forgotten beside the bed, no longer carrying the weight of disguise or expectation. They were simply things left behind.

Ben realised his heart had stopped racing.

Not because the moment had become any less significant.

Because, for the first time in his life, he no longer felt he had to defend himself from it.

He looked at Jamie.

Really looked.

There was no hunger to possess him in his expression. No triumphant smile, no sense of finally winning something. There was only wonder. Quiet, open wonder, as though Jamie still couldn't quite believe that Ben had chosen to stand before him without hiding.

It undid him.

For years he had imagined that if anyone ever reached this close to him, they would discover something disappointing. That beneath every carefully chosen word and every practised smile there was someone fundamentally wrong. He had carried that belief so long it had become part of the architecture of his body. His shoulders had learned to curl inwards. His breathing had learned to stay shallow. His heart had learned to brace before anyone else had the chance to hurt it.

Jamie looked at him as though none of those lessons had ever been true.

Ben crossed the final inches between them without thinking. His hands found Jamie's face with astonishing certainty, fingertips resting lightly against warm skin as though they had always known the shape of him. He felt the faint roughness of evening stubble beneath his thumbs, the gentle rise and fall of Jamie's breathing, the tiny smile that appeared almost immediately beneath his touch.

"There you are," Jamie whispered.

Ben closed his eyes.

Not because he wanted to disappear.

Because he finally didn't have to.

The kiss that followed seemed to gather every other kiss into itself. It carried the uncertainty of the first one, the relief of the second, the laughter they had shared in the kitchen, the awkwardness of breakfast, the courage of the conversation with Angel, the bright colours of the festival, and every quiet evening they had spent together before either of them had possessed the language to explain why being close mattered so much.

Now they didn't need language.

Ben let himself lean fully into Jamie, trusting completely that he would be met rather than left to fall. He was. Jamie's arms folded around him with unhurried certainty, holding him close enough that Ben could feel the steady rhythm of another heartbeat answering his own. The sensation was strangely overwhelming. Their closeness no longer felt like something borrowed, something that might disappear if he made the wrong movement or said the wrong thing.

It felt chosen.

Ben had spent years imagining acceptance as a destination, a place he might one day earn by becoming enough. Better. Simpler. Easier to understand.

Instead it had found him here.

Not after he had perfected himself.

Not after he had hidden every uncertainty.

Here.

In all his unfinishedness.

He laughed softly into the kiss, the sound breaking with emotion more than amusement, and Jamie smiled against him with the same quiet delight that had greeted every new truth Ben had dared to reveal. There was no need to hurry. No need to prove anything. Time itself seemed to loosen its grip until there was only warmth, shared breath, and the extraordinary gentleness of being held exactly as he was.

The pair lingered with each other, captured in the moment. Hands and lips and bodies, sweat and breath, two hearts drumming inside the cages made of ribs.

Ben lay on his back as Jamie began to explore the softness of his body, delicate touches becoming firmer, lips and teeth tasting his flesh. He moaned, delighting in the feel of it, the raw power of being so wanted, so desired, so accepted.

He felt his body respond, felt Jamie's body respond, the throbbing fire of his lust and love. Jamie did not hurry, lingering, but there was want in him, hunger. As he kissed back up Ben's chest, Ben stiffened, feeling this want press against him.

“Are you sure?” Jamie said.

Ben just nodded, their lips meeting.

The moment Jamie entered him, Ben felt something in him unfurl, fireworks and blossoms in spring. His back arched, hips pressing back, and he felt buried instincts in his body awaken. The two friends began to move together, both of them eager, breathing hard. Time stopped. There was only the two of them.

Ben's heart flowed out of him and the pleasure was a wave that washed away the last vestiges of his old life.

When time finally returned, after they had sated their hungers, they both finally paused, remaining close enough that Ben could still feel Jamie's breath against his cheek.

"I keep waiting for this to stop feeling impossible," he murmured.

Jamie shook his head.

"I hope it never stops feeling precious."

Ben smiled.

The word settled somewhere unexpectedly deep.

Not exciting.

Not unbelievable.

Precious.

As though what they were giving one another deserved care more than urgency.

His gaze drifted briefly towards the clothes resting quietly beside the bed before returning to Jamie. A strange thought came to him then. They had spent the evening laying down far more than fabric. They had laid down fear. Assumptions. Performances. Every version of themselves built to survive other people's expectations.

What remained was frighteningly simple.

Just Ben.

Just Jamie.

Nothing left to protect.

Nothing left to pretend.

Ben rested his forehead against Jamie's once more, breathing in the familiar scent of him until it seemed to settle somewhere deep inside his ribs.

"I don't think I've ever felt this seen."

Jamie's answer came not as another speech but as a gentle kiss against Ben's forehead, lingering there with quiet certainty before he looked into Ben's eyes again.

"You don't have to earn being loved."

The words entered Ben almost like light entering a dark room.

Something inside him, something old and tired that had spent years believing affection could only ever be conditional, finally loosened its grip.

He understood then that becoming had never been about transforming into someone worthy.

It had always been about finding the courage to stop hiding the person who had been there all along.

Ben drew one slow breath.

Then another.

And finally, completely, he allowed himself to fall into the life that had been waiting for him.

Not with drama.

Not with certainty about what tomorrow would bring.

Only with trust.

Wrapped together beneath the quiet glow of the bedside lamp, while autumn rain whispered beyond the window and the little flat held its breath around them, two best friends finally stopped standing on opposite sides of their fear.

They chose one another.

And in that choice, Ben discovered that acceptance was not a single moment.

It was a place.

It was another person's arms.

It was the quiet miracle of being wholly known...

...and wholly welcomed.


Epilogue

The festival returned to the city.

It arrived first in small signs. A rainbow flag in the window of Ben's favourite café. Posters taped to lampposts. Banners stretched above the high street, bright against the pale September sky. Then, almost overnight, the city centre transformed itself again. Streets closed. Stalls appeared. Music drifted between old stone buildings. Colour spilled everywhere.

Ben stood at the edge of the crowd and smiled.

Last year, he had entered this place as though stepping into another world.

This year, he simply arrived.

His hair fell past his shoulders now, copper waves catching the sunlight whenever the breeze moved through them. He wore a soft cream jumper tucked loosely into high-waisted black shorts, long socks, little silver earrings, and makeup subtle enough that it looked less like decoration than ease. Mascara darkened his lashes. A little warmth brightened his cheeks. His mouth held the faint shine of tinted balm. Nothing about him felt like costume. Nothing felt like disguise.

He looked like Ben.

That was still the miracle.

Jamie appeared beside him carrying two coffees and a paper bag already staining slightly with butter.

"I found pastries."

Ben looked at the bag.

"You were gone five minutes."

"I know. I'm very talented."

"You bought cinnamon buns."

"I bought emotional support cinnamon buns."

Ben laughed, and Jamie's expression softened in the way it always did when he caught Ben happy before Ben noticed happiness in himself. That look no longer startled him. It still touched something deep, but it did not frighten him anymore. Love had become part of the ordinary architecture of his life. Jamie reaching for his hand. Jamie kissing his hair in the kitchen. Jamie stealing the last corner of toast. Jamie asleep beside him in the blue-grey light of morning. Miracles, Ben had discovered, could become ordinary without becoming less miraculous.

Jamie handed him coffee, then leaned in and kissed his cheek as naturally as breathing.

"You ready?"

Ben looked out across the festival.

People moved through the square in bright, ordinary currents. Families. Students. Older couples. Teenagers with glitter on their faces. Drag performers laughing beside food stalls. A boy in eyeliner arguing passionately about coffee with a girl in a leather jacket. Someone's grandmother carrying a pride flag and a tote bag full of plants.

It was vast.

It was normal.

It was beautiful.

"Yeah," Ben said softly. "I am."

They walked into the crowd together.

The festival felt familiar now, though not smaller. If anything, it seemed larger because Ben no longer stood outside it trying to understand where he fit. He did not need to fit in the way he had once imagined. There was no single shape to become. No correct way to arrive. The festival held all of them because life did.

Angel found them near the fountain.

"Look at you!"

Ben barely had time to laugh before Angel wrapped him in a hug that smelled faintly of vanilla, coffee, and expensive perfume. He looked elegant as ever in wide-legged trousers, a soft rose-coloured blouse, and gold hoops that flashed in the sun.

"I saw you last week."

"That's not the point."

"What is the point?"

Angel leaned back and looked him over with bright, fond eyes.

"The point is... look at you!"

Ben rolled his eyes, but the smile tugging at his mouth gave him away.

Jamie appeared at his shoulder.

"He's been insufferable all morning."

"I have not."

"You spent twenty minutes choosing earrings."

"That is called care."

Angel pressed a hand dramatically to his chest.

"Finally, someone understands."

They spent the next hour drifting between stalls, talking to friends, eating things they did not need and buying things they had no space for. Ben kept catching reflections of himself in shop windows. Not stopping. Not staring. Just noticing. A flash of copper hair. The line of his shoulders softened beneath cream knit. Jamie's hand in his. The version of himself that had once seemed impossible now moving through the world without apology.

He wondered, briefly, what last year's Ben would have thought if he could see him now.

He hoped he would have smiled.

They reached the same grassy patch overlooking the square where he and Jamie had sat the year before. The sun warmed the old buildings. Music drifted from the stage. Below them, the crowd flowed and glittered and laughed.

Ben felt Jamie's fingers tighten gently around his.

"You okay?"

Ben nodded.

"Just remembering."

Jamie smiled.

"Me too."

For a while they stood quietly together.

Then Ben saw him.

A boy stood near the edge of the square, half-hidden beside a lamppost, hands buried deep in the pockets of an oversized hoodie. He looked about eighteen. Maybe nineteen. His hair fell into his eyes, and every few seconds he glanced towards the crowd, then looked away as though afraid of being caught wanting.

Ben knew that look.

He knew the careful hunger of it.

The longing disguised as curiosity.

The fear disguised as disinterest.

The ache of standing just outside possibility and not yet knowing whether you were allowed to enter.

Jamie followed his gaze.

"What is it?"

Ben smiled faintly.

"I think I know that look."

Understanding softened Jamie's face.

"Do you want to say hello?"

Ben looked at the boy again.

A year ago, Angel had crossed a tiny distance and changed everything.

Maybe becoming was partly learning when it was your turn to cross.

Ben squeezed Jamie's hand once before letting go.

"I'll be back."

He walked down the slope towards the edge of the square, not quickly, not dramatically. Just enough to make himself visible. The boy noticed him coming and immediately looked nervous.

"Hi," Ben said gently.

The boy blinked.

"Hi."

"First time?"

His eyes widened.

"Is it that obvious?"

Ben laughed softly.

"It was on me."

That earned a tiny smile.

"I'm Ben."

"Tom."

"Nice to meet you, Tom."

The boy looked past him towards the festival, then back again.

"I don't really know what I'm doing here."

Ben smiled.

"That's okay. I didn't either."

"You came before?"

"Last year."

"And now you do? Know what you're doing here, I mean."

Ben followed his gaze across the square. Angel was laughing with Jamie near the fountain. Someone was singing badly and joyfully nearby. The city shimmered with life.

"No," Ben said honestly. "Not completely."

Tom frowned.

Ben looked back at him.

"But I know I'm allowed to be here."

The words seemed to land.

Tom looked down at his shoes.

"I just wanted to see."

"Then see."

Ben's voice was quiet.

"You don't have to decide anything today."

Tom looked up.

"No?"

"No."

Ben smiled, thinking of mirrors, parcels, eyeliner, Jamie's hand in his, rain against the window, all the tiny steps that had carried him here.

"You can just be curious."

For a moment Tom said nothing.

Then he nodded.

"Okay."

Jamie approached then with another coffee, because Jamie apparently believed all emotional moments required hot drinks. He came to stand beside Ben without crowding him, familiar and warm and easy.

"Hi," Jamie said.

Tom looked between them.

"Hi."

"This is Jamie," Ben said.

Jamie handed Ben the coffee and smiled.

"He's the reason I'm always late."

"I am not."

"You absolutely are."

Tom laughed, small but genuine.

Ben felt something in him settle.

Not closure.

Something better.

Continuance.

The gift had not ended with him. The kindness Angel had offered had moved through him and out again into the world. Maybe that was how becoming worked. Not as a single revelation, not as one glorious transformation, but as a thousand small permissions passed from hand to hand.

A smile.

A question.

An invitation.

A person standing beside you until you believed you were allowed to stay.

Later, when the music grew louder and the afternoon softened towards evening, Ben stood in the middle of the festival with Jamie's arm around his waist and watched the city glow. Angel danced nearby with people they barely knew. Tom stood at the edge of their group, still shy, still uncertain, but smiling now.

Jamie leaned close.

"What are you thinking?"

Ben considered the question.

A year ago, he would have tried to make the answer smaller. Easier. Less exposing.

Now he only smiled.

"I'm happy."

Jamie kissed his temple.

"Good."

Ben rested against him, letting himself be held in full view of the festival, in full view of the city, in full view of the life he had once believed belonged to other people.

He had once thought becoming meant changing into someone worthy of love.

Now he understood.

Becoming was the courage to stop hiding from it.

And here, beneath the banners and music and soft September light, with Jamie's hand warm in his and the whole bright world opening around him, Ben finally believed he had always been worthy.

He had only needed to be seen.

He had only needed to stay.

THE END


A Thank You From Keary

Thank you so much for choosing one of my books.  I really hope you enjoyed reading it!  If you did then please consider leaving me a review on Amazon—not only do good reviews make a real difference, but your positive reactions always make me smile, and knowing what you enjoy helps me come up with devious plots for future books! 

Your continued support is why I am able to keep writing these exciting stories, and I really can’t thank all you naughty, beautiful people enough.  If you’d like to stay up to date with news on any new books or deals then you can sign up to my news letter at https://tinyurl.com/KearyWrites. I can also be found on Twitter or Instagram (@Keary_Writes), where you’ll get news as well as my occasional ramblings and grumblings, plus the odd sneak peak at what new ideas I might be working on.

Stay safe, and keep being amazing!

Keary xx
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Her True Form

Alex has waited years to enter Eidolon Realms, the first truly living virtual world. He already knows exactly who he will become. A powerful warrior. An unstoppable hero. The kind of man he has always wished he could be.

The game has other ideas.

TrueForm does not let players create their characters. It looks beneath every expectation, defence and carefully constructed identity, then reveals the person they were always meant to be.

Alex is given Lyrienne, a beautiful female moon fae whose strength lies in music, enchantment and irresistible charm.

Convinced the game has made a mistake, Alex plans to report the character as a bug. Then she meets Freya, a fearless barbarian played by a warm, captivating trans woman named Erin.

Fighting beside her feels effortless. Falling for her feels inevitable. And every hour Alex spends as Lyrienne makes returning to the man outside the game more difficult.

Erin believes she has fallen in love with the woman behind Lyrienne.

Alex is beginning to wonder if he has too.

To claim the life opening before her, Alex must step beyond the safety of Aetheria and allow herself to be seen without magic, moonlight or disguise.


A Changing Moon

Elliot was supposed to board the cruise with the woman he planned to marry. Instead, he arrives alone, carrying a useless engagement ring and the ruins of the only life he has ever known.

Surrounded by happy couples and trapped in a body that has never felt entirely his, Elliot expects to spend the voyage hiding in his cabin. Then, beneath the moonlight, he discovers a group of lost souls gathering at the edge of the ship. They say the sea can reveal what the heart truly wants, if you are brave enough to offer it the truth.

Among them is Eliza, a beautiful, uncertain woman sailing towards a marriage she cannot bring herself to want. As Elliot and Eliza are drawn together, their growing connection awakens desires neither has dared to name.

Under the light of the full moon, the sea offers them the chance to become something new. But accepting its gift will mean letting go of the lives they were given and finding the courage to claim their bodies, their desires, and each other.


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.


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.


About the Author

Keary is a young writer from London, England who enjoys cooking, music, and long walks with her dog. Having spent her formative years lost in books and comics, she learnt to escape from dreary reality by taking flight into lands of fantasy.

Experiencing her first tinglings of kink while watching cartoon heroes and heroines being tied up by the villains, she has always found power play interesting.

Fascinated by the many and varied forms of love and sex, and infatuated by themes of Domination, transformation, feminization, cross-dressing, and submission, Keary set out to share her fantasies through fiction.

Keary believes that the route to happiness and joy lies in accepting yourself and your nature.
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