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It was nearly 10 p.m. when I heard the knock.

Not a text. Not a buzz. An actual knock.

And not a friendly one, either. Not the rushed, familiar rhythm you get from someone who’s come over a dozen times and already knows where you keep your snacks. No. This knock was... deliberate. Two firm raps. A pause. Then one more.

I froze.

The room was dim except for the low blue glow of the TV, my half-finished drink sweating onto a coaster, the volume set just high enough to make the silence feel full. I waited. Thought maybe I imagined it. Then it came again. Two knocks. A pause. One more.

I reached for the remote, muted the show, and stared at the door like it might offer some hint.

Nothing. Just the dull throb of curiosity behind my ribs.

I got up slowly, still holding the remote, like that might somehow be useful if things went sideways. My apartment wasn’t exactly the kind of place that got surprise visitors. And especially not this late.

I peeked through the peephole.

And then blinked.

Caleb.

Tall, tan, and casually leaning his shoulder against the doorframe like this was routine like we did this every night. Which was ridiculous, considering we’d barely ever spoken. Not properly. We weren’t friends. Not even close.

We had one class together last year. Sat diagonally across the room from each other. He was the kind of guy who could hijack a conversation with a joke and still get away with handing in assignments late. Loud when he wanted to be, charming in that way people pretended not to notice. He made eye contact like it was a weapon and laughed like he knew you’d hear it again later in your head. A presence. A performer.

But he didn’t knock on people’s doors just to say hey. And especially not mine.

I opened the door slowly.

He looked up, like he’d already been waiting for the hesitation. His expression was easy, too easy. Like it had been rehearsed a few times during the walk over. His hands were in his pockets, shoulders relaxed, but his jaw was tight. That little tell most people wouldn’t notice. I did.

“Hey,” he said.

“...Hey?”

He smiled. Brief. Crooked. Gone too fast.

“I was in the area,” he said.

I raised a brow. “Right. Because I live conveniently in the middle of nowhere.”

He shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “Can I come in?”

There was a beat. A short one. I didn’t move right away.

The question hung there between us, and behind it was the obvious fact: this wasn’t random. Caleb had a reason. Whether it was stupid, impulsive, or something else—I didn’t know yet. But it definitely wasn’t casual.

Still, I stepped aside.

“Sure,” I said. “Don’t make it weird.”

He walked in like he didn’t care, but I saw how his eyes flicked around scanning the living room, the hallway, the silence. 

“Nice place,” he said, sitting on the edge of the couch like he wasn’t sure if he should get comfortable or be ready to bolt.

I sat across from him in the armchair. “So... what brings you to my door this late at night? You get dared to?”

He chuckled. “No dares.”

“But something brought you here.”

He didn’t answer right away. Just leaned forward, elbows on his knees, like he was trying to pick the right words.

“I heard some things,” he finally said.

That made me sit up straighter. “Like what?”

“Rumors.” He looked at me. “About you.”

My heart thudded once too hard. “What kind of rumors?”

He shrugged again, but this time it was tighter. Less casual. “Does it matter?”

“Yes. When you show up at my house talking about things you heard, it does.” There was a beat. 

Then he looked me in the eye. “They said you’ve been... messing around. With guys. That it’s not just a one-time thing. That it’s a you thing.”

I held his gaze. Didn’t flinch. Although inside, I realised my time is this town is fairly limited. “And you believed it?” 

He didn’t answer. Which was an answer.

I leaned back. “So what? This some macho experiment? You get curious, decide I’m the safest option because I’m already dirty?”

“No.” His voice was firmer now. “It’s not like that.”

“Then what’s it like?”

Caleb exhaled slowly. His cocky, too-cool demeanour was starting to crack. Not completely but enough that I could finally see something else underneath.

“I didn’t come here to mess with you,” he said. “I came because if what they’re saying is true... then maybe I don’t have to keep pretending anymore.”

That stopped me. He stood up, pacing now, running a hand through his hair like he couldn’t believe he was saying this out loud.

“I’m not brave. Okay? Not like you. I didn’t want anyone to know because I don’t know what my dad would do. Or my brothers. Or the assholes at school.” He looked at me again. Really looked. “But then I heard what you’ve been doing. And... I figured if you’re doing it, maybe I had one shot. One chance before you leave.”

Everything in me went quiet. Caleb. Of all people.

I didn’t know who started the rumor. Didn’t know how much had gotten out. But here he was, nervous, rambling, but standing in my living room with that mix of fear and desperation I knew way too well.

I crossed my arms, heart pounding in a way that had nothing to do with danger.

“Okay,” I said, voice softer. “Let’s start from the beginning.”

Caleb hovered near the couch again but didn’t sit this time. His hands were shoved deep in his hoodie pocket, and I could tell from the way his shoulders tightened that every second of silence made him want to bolt.

I let it hang for a beat. Let him sweat. Not because I wanted to punish him but because I needed to be sure.

“You’re not exactly the first person I expected to show up,” I said finally.

“Yeah. Well.” He shifted his weight. “I didn’t exactly expect to show up either.”

“You could’ve texted.”

“And say what?” He gave a humorless laugh. “‘Hey, heard you might be blowing dudes, wanna confirm?’”

I cracked a small smile. “Could’ve led with a meme.”

That got a smirk out of him, brief but real. His posture softened a bit.

“I wasn’t trying to be a dick,” he said after a moment. “I just... I didn’t know how else to talk to you.”

“You never talked to me before.”

“I know. That’s part of the problem.”

He sat down again, but this time slower. Like he was letting himself belong here, just a little.

I studied him. The way his jaw clenched when he was thinking. The way his knee bounced like it was trying to shake the nerves out of his bones.

“So, what did you actually hear?” I asked.

His eyes flicked toward me. “That you and Jace hooked up.”

I didn’t respond.

“And Elijah. And Gray.” He paused. “And maybe one or two others.”

I raised a brow. “You’ve been doing your research.”

He flushed. “I didn’t go looking for it. People talk.”

“People talk a lot of shit.”

“Is it true?”

I leaned back. “Does it matter?”

“It does to me.”

The air thickened. Caleb wasn’t trying to be clever now. He wasn’t trying to posture or flex. He looked like someone at the edge of something and scared of the fall.

“It’s true,” I said. “Some of it, at least.” I half lied. He got the whole list. Fuck. 

He nodded, then looked down at his hands. “I figured. You didn’t look surprised when I said it.”

“I wasn’t.”

He swallowed hard.

“You’re not straight, are you?” I asked, voice calm.

He flinched slightly but didn’t deny it.

“Didn’t think anyone noticed,” he muttered.

“I did. The way you used to stare in the locker room when you thought no one was watching. The way you overcompensated with that one girl last semester.”

His jaw clenched. “I didn’t want it to be obvious.”

“It wasn’t. Not to most people.”

“But to you,” he said quietly.

I nodded. “Easy to identify when you know all too well.” He ran a hand through his hair again, this time leaving it messy, like he didn’t care anymore.

“I didn’t want to be one of those guys who loses control. Who lets someone else find out before I’m ready. I didn’t want anyone to own that part of me.”

I let that sit.

“I get it,” I said. “It’s different when the fear is real. When you don’t know if your family would still look at you the same. Or if your friends would stop inviting you to things. Or if your whole town would turn on you overnight.”

Caleb looked up at me, eyes sharp but wet. “Exactly.”

We were quiet again. Then he spoke, voice quieter than before. “I’m gay.”

The words came out fast. Like ripping off a bandage.

“I’ve known for a while, but I didn’t tell anyone. Couldn’t. Not where I live. Not with my dad. He’s the kind of guy who thinks therapy is for cowards and feelings are a waste of time.”

“And your mom?”

“She pretends a lot of things don’t exist.”

I nodded, slowly. “So... why now? Why me?”

He hesitated. “Because I don’t want to wait anymore. Because if you’re leaving, I might never get another chance to... try. To figure out what this even is. What I am.”

His voice cracked then, just slightly. “I don’t want to continue life being some ghost version of myself.”

I stood up and walked toward him. He tensed as I got close like his body didn’t know if it wanted to run or reach out.

I sat next to him, close enough for him to feel the warmth.

“You’re not a ghost,” I said. “You’re just scared.”

He looked at me. “Aren’t you?”

“All the time.”

He smiled, then let out a breath that shook a little on the way out.

“So... what now?” he asked.

I leaned in just enough for him to feel the weight of the moment. “Now we take it slow.”

We sat there in silence, the kind that buzzed beneath the skin.

Caleb looked at me for what felt like the first time since walking through the door. His mask had slipped somewhere in the middle of all the confession and fear, and now it was just him: uncertain, nervous, curious.

His fingers twitched slightly on the cushion between us. He didn’t move them toward me, didn’t reach; they lingered. Close enough to notice. Close enough to mean something.

“Is this the part where you kiss me?” he asked, voice barely more than a whisper.

“No,” I said gently. “This is the part where you decide.”

His breath hitched. I didn’t push. I waited.

Slowly, like the weight of the choice scared him more than the act itself, he closed the distance. Our knees brushed first. Then his hand crept toward mine, awkward at first, like he didn’t quite know what to do with it. and I turned mine palm up, letting him slide his fingers over mine.

He looked at our joined hands like they were unreal. Then finally, his eyes met mine. And he leaned in.

The kiss was soft. Hesitant. His lips barely brushed mine before he pulled back slightly, searching my face for something, confirmation, permission, maybe just the nerve to do it again.

I leaned forward this time, meeting him halfway, and kissed him properly. My hand came up to cup the back of his neck, slow and sure. He melted into it like he didn’t realize how badly he’d needed this kind of touch.

When we broke apart, his forehead pressed to mine, I felt him exhale, shaky, relieved.

“That okay?” I murmured.

He nodded. “Better than okay.”

I smiled. “Then let’s go slow. You tell me where the line is, and I won’t cross it unless you say.”

Caleb bit his lip. “I... want to try. I want to know what it feels like to be close to someone and not hate myself after.”

I nodded. “Then come here.”

He followed me onto the couch properly this time, shifting closer, our bodies pressed side to side. I let my fingers trail up his arm, over the curve of his neck, and back down to his chest, feeling his heart hammering beneath my touch.

He was still tense. But not pulling away.

My mouth found his again, this time slower, deeper. His lips parted. He kissed back harder now, more sure of himself. I slid my hand under his hoodie, over the warm skin of his stomach, and he gasped into my mouth.

“Is this okay?” I asked, pausing just under his ribs.

He nodded quickly. “Yeah.”

I moved slowly, exploring his body with quiet reverence. His skin was warm beneath my palms, his chest subtly trembling each time I traced the line of a muscle or brushed my lips over his shoulder.

He tensed when I kissed down the column of his neck. A soft inhale. His head tilted, like instinct. When I reached for the hem of his hoodie, he raised his arms without a word, letting me pull it up and over him. The fabric whispered away, revealing smooth skin and a chest rising and falling faster than before.

“You’re shaking,” I whispered.

“I’m not scared,” he said quickly. Too quickly. Then quieter, eyes searching mine, “Just... everything feels so much.”

I smiled against his collarbone, my lips brushing skin as I said, “That’s what it’s supposed to feel like.”

My hands slid lower, thumbs grazing over his ribs, feeling his breath hitch again. He was letting me in, moment by moment, touch by touch. But it wasn’t passive. It wasn’t surrender. He met every gesture with something back, his fingers brushing my jaw, his mouth chasing mine in slow, uncertain kisses, his eyes never quite leaving me even when they looked overwhelmed.

When I reached for his belt, I paused. He looked at me. Nodded. I moved gently.

Piece by piece, I helped him out of the rest of his clothes. Each time, I waited. For his nod. For his hand reaching back. For the way he would kiss me again, slower this time, deeper. He wasn’t just letting it happen, he was choosing it. Repeatedly. That made all the difference.

When he was down to just his briefs, hard and aching beneath the thin fabric, he looked up at me, wide-eyed and flushed, vulnerable but unafraid.

“You’re sure we can take it slow?” he asked, voice almost a whisper, as though it might break if said too loud.

I cupped his cheek with one hand, letting my thumb glide gently over the apple of it.

“I’m not in a rush,” I said. “We move when you want. How you want.”

He nodded again, slower this time. His hand found mine at his side, fingers lacing with mine tight.

“I just... I don’t want to mess this up,” he admitted, cheeks pink, eyes full of something that looked like wonder and hesitation all tangled together.

I leaned in and kissed him—slow and steady, with no destination.

“You couldn’t,” I murmured. “I promise, you’ll tell me when to stop, when to go, when you’re ready. I’ll follow your lead.”

He leaned back, chest rising with another deep breath. “Then don’t stop yet.”

I didn’t.

His breath caught again when I pressed him gently back against the couch, guiding him to lie down. The light from the hallway spilled in just enough to outline the nervous excitement in his eyes. His body was warm beneath me, chest rising fast as I hovered over him, our lips brushing, waiting.
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